The Myth of Controlled Escalation 
Deterrence works on fear and mutual vulnerability. Fearless or afraid, no one wins a nuclear war. 
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On 18 October, India’s Director General of Military Operations, Lieutenant General Ghai called Operation Sindhoor a “model of calibrated escalation” that supposedly called out Pakistan’s bluff. In a nuclear neighbourhood, seeking escalation control is tantamount to gambling rather than strategy expression of a workable strategy. A state may start a war, but no one can guarantee its control – an axiom accepted by all rational nuclear-armed states. The self-congratulatory boast of “surprise and compellence” exposes deeper risks than results within India’s strategic elite. Here are five reasons India is getting it wrong.
One. Keeping even deputy DGMOs “unaware of time-on-target” bespeaks dysfunction and distrust within India’s military system. Who passed the orders to the pilots and weapon crews? Was the DGMO by-passing his second tier to directly engage with lower ranks? That would be unprecedented for any nuclear power. To avoid miscalculation, nuclear powers do not “surprise” each other. Trying to surprise Pakistan was poor operational judgment. Islamabad saw it coming once New Delhi instantly blamed the Pahalgam attack on Pakistan. Pakistan was not surprised; perhaps the two Major Generals in India’s MO Directorate were.
Two. India claimed that it used “indigenous” weapons and C4I2SR systems. Really? Most of the so-called indigenous technology is a foreign core, merely assembled locally. BrahMos nuclear-capable missiles, ballistic nuclear submarines, Su-30 aircraft, and S-400 air-defence systems are of Russian origin. Rafale aircraft are French, seven of which were lost to Pakistan. Drones and loitering ammunition come from Israel. Even the strategic thought draws on Chanakya Kautilya, who hailed from Taxila, now Pakistan. Real autonomy comes from secure source codes and sovereign supply chains, not re-badged imports.
Three, India escalated—yes. India requested de-escalation—also true. New Delhi was drowned by the wave it wished to surf. The fact is that India attempted “compellence within calibrated thresholds” again, and failed its own test. President Trump reminded New Delhi on Diwali that he helped broker the ceasefire, not mock India’s pride, but to remind its leadership of the folly of gambling on escalation control. It was New Delhi that raised the white flag after Pakistan’s Quid-Pro-Quo-Plus (QPQ+) response. Pakistan’s calibrated reply put the fear of God into New Delhi; de-escalation began at the Modi regime’s request. The enduring lesson of the May 2025 Pakistan-India war is clear: in today’s dual-capable-systems environment, there is no “escalation ladder,” only a single perilous climb to the top floor.
Four. Field Marshal Asim Munir’s profound words at the Pakistan Military Academy—that there is “no space for war in a nuclear environment”—were neither a plea to India nor proof of Pakistan’s “nuclear bluff” being called. Anyone with a basic grounding in strategic thought would recognise that the Field Marshall spoke deterrence logic with clarity. As I have written earlier, nuclear stability rests on restraint, not bravado. The bravest act in nuclear strategy is not to start a war that one cannot survive.
Five. While offering explanations even six months after the war, India’s DGMO inadvertently made two honest admissions: that the frontiers with Pakistan are “contested” and that there is a need to “redefine air-space control.” These were acknowledgements, not denials, of the disputed reality in Kashmir and a tacit confession that operational “silos” remain.
Deterrence works on fear and mutual vulnerability. Fearless or afraid, no one wins a nuclear war. As Nikita Khrushchev warned after the bombing of Japan, “The living would envy the dead.” What India calls “confidence in controlled escalation” is what strategists call delusion of control. The bottom line is simple: tactical brilliance is not strategic wisdom. Pakistan prevented a slide into catastrophe. Let us not turn brinkmanship into a doctrine. Stability is the real victory.
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