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Collapse of nuclear grammar

-by Lt Gen SS Mehta (Retd)

Source: The Tribune, Dt. 19 Aug 2025

The nuclear age has always had its own language. From the Cold War’s deterrence and mutual 

assured destruction to later euphemisms like ‘credible minimum deterrent’ and ‘no first use’, every 

phrase was carefully weighed. Grammar itself became an instrument of restraint. The assumption 

was that words could discipline weapons and prevent their use.

Even adversaries understood that in nuclear affairs, words were kinetic — capable of mobilising, 

intimidating  or  escalating  without  a  single  missile  moving.  Public  discourse  was  integral  to 

deterrence; statements were crafted, cleared and channelled through measured voices because a 

careless phrase could move troops or trigger alerts.

That  discipline  is  fraying.  The  grammar  of  restraint  has  been  coarsened.  Where  the  nuclear 

discourse was once confined to deliberate communiqués, it now seeps into campaign rallies, press 

conferences  and  television  soundbites.  The  podium,  once  a  place  for  statecraft,  has  been 

weaponised for domestic theatre. In a nuclear context, such theatre is not harmless; it is rehearsal  

for miscalculation, an unravelling of the very norms that have kept the world away from nuclear 

conflict for decades.

The amplifying power of silence

The danger lies not only in what is said but in what is left unanswered. When a host nation’s 

silence, the UN’s absence and the indifference of other nuclear powers combine to let a nuclear 

threat  pass  unchallenged,  they  bypass  accountability  and  erode  nuclear  norms.  Nuclear 

deterrence rests on a paradox: weapons are kept to prevent war, not to wage it. That paradox 

survives only through restraint, in posture, deployment, and above all, in language.

Thomas  Schelling,  the  Nobel  laureate  strategist,  warned  that  deterrence  is  not  merely  about 

weapons but about “the manipulation of risk”. Language, therefore, is part of the arsenal. Careless 

words can tilt the balance as dangerously as careless deployments. Admiral Arun Prakash, our 

former Chief of Naval Staff, has cautioned that nuclear dialogue is as critical as nuclear posture. 

India’s credibility, he notes, has long rested on disciplined restraint in both. To dismiss reckless 

rhetoric as mere domestic theatre is a perilous misjudgment in the nuclear age.

Not from a bunker

A stark case illustrates this decay. On the soil of a major democracy, a nuclear-armed Army Chief 

declared: “If we think we are going down, we’ll take half the world down with us.” This was not  

whispered in a bunker but spoken into a microphone, to both domestic and global audiences. The 

host nation did not challenge it. The UN stayed silent. Other permanent members of the Security 

Council looked away. It signalled that nuclear blackmail could be voiced in broad daylight without 

diplomatic cost. Every unchallenged threat lowers the threshold for the next, rewriting restraint into 

recklessness.
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Beyond treaties

This danger extends beyond treaties like the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT). The real 

threat lies not only in possession but in how nuclear weapons are spoken of,  threatened and 

normalised. When a defeated military chief, standing over his own Prime Minister, threatens both a 

democratic neighbour and half the world from the soil of another democracy, and the world stays 

silent,  it  creates  a  precedent  more  corrosive  than  any  treaty  violation.  It  tells  authoritarians 

everywhere that nuclear blackmail can be practised openly without consequence. It hollows out the 

very grammar of restraint.

Some argue that such rhetoric is for domestic consumption. But in the nuclear age, perception can 

be as potent as capability. A misread signal can push a rival toward a pre-emptive stance. An 

ambiguous phrase can be mistaken for intent. And when crises run in parallel, from contested 

borders to cyber incidents — the margin for error narrows dangerously.

Lessons from other norms

The international community has shown that restraint can be codified not only in arsenals but in 

principle. The Ottawa Landmine Treaty of 1997 proved that when the world agreed that certain 

weapons were unacceptable, the stigma itself carried weight. The Chemical Weapons Convention 

established  that  some  threats  cross  a  universal  red  line,  regardless  of  circumstance.  Even 

reluctant powers have felt compelled to justify or conceal transgressions rather than openly defy 

the norm. These cases show that restraint can be institutionalised not merely through possession 

treaties but through shared conviction that some weapons, and the rhetoric around them, must be 

delegitimised altogether.

Alarmingly, the nuclear discourse is moving in the opposite direction. Instead of  strengthening 

taboos against threat and use, silence and indulgence are hollowing them out. What landmines 

and  chemical  weapons  were  spared  by  stigma,  nuclear  weapons  may  lose  through  the 

normalisation of recklessness.

The Sindoor construct

India’s own history offers a powerful counterpoint. In Operation Sindoor, when Pakistan’s military 

was  vulnerable  and  tensions  ran  high,  India  had  every  capability  to  escalate.  Yet  it  chose 

measured  restraint.  Targets  were  struck  with  precision,  and  the  operation  concluded  without 

broadening the conflict. This was not weakness; it was principle applied over impulse. Op Sindoor 

proved  that  nuclear-age  statecraft  can  be  firm  without  being  reckless.  It  showed  that  power 

anchored in restraint strengthens credibility rather than erodes it.

Restoring the grammar of restraint

Reflection  must  come  first,  but  action  cannot  wait.  To  protect  the  nuclear  age  from  the 

recklessness of the microphone, the world must restore principle to its grammar and discipline to 

its nuclear lexicon before it is too late. A multi-pronged approach is essential: Hosts must call out 

nuclear blackmail on their soil, making it clear that such rhetoric is unacceptable. Institutions — the 

UN, the P5,  regional  forums — must  reaffirm that  even the threat  of  use demands collective 

censure, not polite silence.

Diplomatic platforms must be treated as regulated spaces. A press conference or official visit is not 

a personal stage; it is an instrument of state-to-state communication. Civil societies and the media 

must learn the vocabulary of restraint, reporting reckless nuclear talk as escalation, not flourish. 

Defence establishments must brief political leaderships regularly, bipartisan, historically anchored 
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and threat-assessed, so leaders understand the cost of even casual nuclear rhetoric. This is not 

about curbing expression but about ensuring leaders grasp the immense consequences of their 

words.

The principle

When principle falls silent, power rushes in. Unchecked by grammar, it speaks in its own dialect — 

the language of threat. That is a dialect the world must never become fluent in, for fluency would 

mean catastrophe spoken as second nature. The world’s silence in the face of nuclear blackmail is  

not neutrality. It is complicity. Reversing this trend is not optional; it is an existential imperative.

https://www.tribuneindia.com/news/comment/collapse-of-nuclear-grammar/
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अԂ�तर〿रぇ्䵌 कᕇ�  म⸾�द♂�न 	� भⵀ� लቨ栾#ग� य⽁�्䵍, 	�ट὇�ल�इट὇ ो䬻)ग� ो䬻स㠿थ╀य⽁�रぇ
Source: Dainik Jagran, Dt. 19 Aug 2025

*

Hijacked satellites and orbiting space weapons: In the 21st 

century, space is the new battlefield 

Source: The Times of India, Dt. 19 Aug 2025
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ISRO–IIT-Guwahati  team  detects  rapid  X-ray  flickers  from 

distant black hole, revealing new cosmic insights 

Source: The Statesman, Dt. 19 Aug 2025

Researchers from the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) and the Indian Institute of 

Technology  (IIT)  Guwahati,  in  collaboration  with  Haifa  University,  Israel,  have  uncovered  a 

distinctive pattern of X-ray signals emitted by a black hole nearly 28,000 light-years away.

The  discovery,  made  using  India’s  multi-wavelength  space  observatory  AstroSat  has  been 

published in  the Monthly  Notices of  the Royal  Astronomical  Society  and is  being hailed as a 

breakthrough in black hole research.

The stellar-mass black hole, known as GRS 1915+105, has long intrigued astronomers because of 

its extreme variability and high-energy emissions.

Using  AstroSat’s  precision  instruments,  the  team observed  that  the  object’s  X-ray  brightness 

oscillates between bright and dim phases, each lasting several hundred seconds.

Remarkably, during the bright phase, the black hole produced rapid X-ray flickers repeating 70 

times per second (70 Hz)—signals that vanished entirely during the dim phase.

“This is the first time we have direct evidence linking such rapid flickering to changes in the corona

—the hot  plasma surrounding the black hole,”  explained Dr Anuj  Nandi  of  ISRO’s U.  R.  Rao 

Satellite Centre.

The corona, a region of superheated particles above the accretion disk, plays a critical role in 

shaping  a  black  hole’s  radiation.  The  study  revealed  that  during  bright  phases,  the  corona 

becomes compact and hotter, producing intense flickers. In dim phases, it  expands and cools, 

suppressing the signals.

“This shows the corona is not a static structure but a dynamic one that changes with the inflow of 

gas spiralling into the black hole,” said Prof Santabrata Das of IIT Guwahati.

Once considered simple gravitational traps, black holes are now recognized as powerful engines 

of energy that influence galaxy evolution.

Their accretion disks and coronas can drive outflows and jets that regulate star formation in their 

host systems. The detection of these X-ray flickers from GRS 1915+105 provides fresh insights 

into how energy is released near the event horizon under conditions of extreme gravity and heat.

Launched  in  2015,  AstroSat  has  been  central  to  advancing  India’s  role  in  high-energy 

astrophysics.  Its  ability  to  observe  the  universe  across  multiple  wavelengths  has  enabled 

discoveries ranging from binary star systems to galaxy clusters.

This  latest  finding  highlights  how  India’s  indigenous  space  observatory  is  making  significant 

contributions to global astrophysical research.
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“This study reshapes our understanding of black hole dynamics and the extreme environments 

they create,” the researchers concluded. “It also opens up new avenues for probing how black 

holes grow and influence their cosmic neighbourhoods over billions of years.”

https://www.thestatesman.com/india/isro-iit-guwahati-team-detects-rapid-x-ray-flickers-from-

distant-black-hole-revealing-new-cosmic-insights-1503473188.html
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