Contra Schelling: The trap of Coercive
Strategy in a Multinodal Era
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Thomas Schelling’s 1966 classic, Arms and Influence, became one of the major strategic works of the Cold War, and it remains the
clearest argument for the implicit logic of American and Russian coercive forms of diplomacy. Schelling is incisive about
the credibility of deterrence, but the credibility of leadership is reduced to the Cold War assumption that power is decisive. While
the rise of China and Putin’s invasion of Ukraine have rekindled interest in Schelling’s approach, the diffusion of agency and the
interrelationship of issues in the current multinodal era have undermined the efficacy of hegemonic coercion. Rather than restoring
Cold War bipolarity, the rise of China has created an asymmetric parity with the United States in which overlapping
interdependencies inhibit the formation of camps. In the new era, the pursuit of strategic advantage by any state, large or small,
must aim at securing its multidimensional welfare in a complex and unpredictable environment. The global powers are not
hegemonic contenders, but rather the largest powers in a multinodal matrix of autonomous states in which each confronts
uncertainty. A strategy based on coercion is likely to be less effective against its targets and more costly in its collateral effects. In a

post-hegemonic era, Schelling’s premise that arms are the primary path to influence must be reexamined.
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o an audience of academic experts, Thomas Schel-

ling needs no introduction. For the broad array of

persons working “inside the Beltway” in matters of
international security and foreign relations, Schelling’s
ideas are embedded in much of their strategic common
sense. As Biddle (2020, 95) notes, “[c]oercion has a long
history, of course, but its manifestation as a sustained
point of focus in contemporary social science may arguably
be traced to Thomas Crombie Schelling’s 1966 book,
Arms and Influence.” Notions such as deterrence, limited
war, and credibility have been shaped by Schelling, and the
term “compellence” was coined by him. More fundamen-
tally, Schelling provided the clearest explication of the
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strategic premises of a hegemonic United States. Accord-
ing to Sukin (2025, 725), “[t]he threat of a conditional
punishment ... beats at the heart of US foreign policy
today.” Schelling’s focus on the Cold War confrontation
between the United States and the Soviet Union might
have seemed passé in the 1990s, and his emphasis on
bargaining seemed unnecessary for a sole superpower. But
with the rise of China, the strategic mental picture for
many has moved from “The Cold War is over” to “The
Cold War all over again.” In addition, Vladimir Putin’s
2022 invasion of Ukraine has deep resonances with the
Cold War, not the least of which is the correspondence
between Putin’s actions and the coercive strategy pre-
sented by Schelling.

The argument here is that the current and prospective
global situation differs fundamentally from the back-
ground assumptions of the Cold War and its subsequent
unipolar moment. Therefore, a strategic paradigm based
on hegemonic domination is an old map giving misleading
directions in new international terrain. Because of its
embeddedness in the American global outlook, the logical
anatomy of the paradigm must be examined and evalu-
ated. Schelling’s Arms and Influence is the clearest elabo-
ration of a coercive strategy for the US in the context of
nuclear risk. The task here is to explicate the premises of
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his argument, describe the different strategic parameters of
the current era, and reconsider Schelling’s premises. While
there is much of enduring value in Schelling’s work,
especially as it relates to limiting the likelihood of nuclear
escalation, his underlying assumptions regarding hege-
monic coercion were problematic even during the Cold
War, and they are increasingly inappropriate in an inter-
connected web of autonomous actors.

Thomas Schelling and Arms and
Influence

To be “contra Schelling” in the broadest sense would be
like being tired of London in Boswell’s sense. As Richard
Zeckhauser’s (1989) encomium on Schelling pointed out,
Schelling, though a Nobel Prize-winning economist, was
limited neither by his discipline nor by the normal realm of
academic questions. He was able to pursue and clarify the
bargaining logics of interactions of all sorts, from meeting
someone in New York City to nuclear war with the USSR.
His contribution was to think thoroughly and relentlessly
about the problem in view, with the purpose of exploring
the successful next move. The reality is abstracted into its
logical structure; the concrete details are secondary. Schel-
ling’s style minimized citations, presenting a clean argu-
ment with occasional discursive footnotes. Albert
O. Hirschman (quoted in Zeckhauser 1989, 162-63)
noted that Schelling did not attack existing paradigms or
build new ones, but rather stuck to the problem at hand.
As Zeckhauser (1989, 163) put it, “[lJike most econo-
mists, he loves to assess arenas where the players are
anonymous, the outcomes uncoordinated.”

On the face of it, Zeckhauser’s comment does not seem
to fit the arena of Schelling’s major contribution, the Cold
War. Here the players were the US and the USSR, and the
point of Schelling’s argument is that their interaction is
coordinated by both explicit and tacit bargaining. But
Schelling is at his best in abstracting their relative positions,
and exploring the options of risk and success in a context of
mutual vulnerability. Actual balances of power, ideologies,
and courses of diplomatic exchange are only illustrative of
the structure of bargaining.! Schelling’s focus is not the
military problem of how to vanquish the Soviets, but rather
that of successful diplomacy in a limited war with another
superpower. Schelling termed the conflict a “limited” war
not because it lacked full commitment, but because the
adversarial game took place under the nuclear cloud of
mutually assured destruction. In the historical background
of Schelling’s 1960 work, The Strategy of Conflict, the Cold
War was still being fought directly between the super-
powers. The focal point was the problem of Berlin’s vul-
nerability to conventional attack and the consequent role of
nuclear deterrence. By the publication of Arms and Influence
in 1966, the Cold War had settled into the problem of
nuclear management between the superpowers and the
larger strategic problem of maintaining global hegemony.
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With the collapse of the USSR and the shift from bipolarity
to unipolarity, bargaining with a nuclear adversary no
longer seemed necessary, but the presumption of hege-
monic control was strengthened.

Although Schelling was by no means the originator of
Cold War strategy, he provided the most succinct and
consequent articulation of its coercive bargaining strategy.
It was immediately influential in both academic and policy
circles. As Hedley Bull (1967, 25) noted in a review,
“Schelling’s ideas comprise a very large part of the intel-
lectual content of contemporary strategic theory as it is
nowadays imbibed by undergraduates and put into prac-
tice by policymakers.” A 1984 study noted that Schelling’s
elucidation of the dilemmas of deterrence “formed the
foundation of the academic subject of ‘strategic studies™
(McPherson 1984, 238). There was criticism of Schel-
ling’s general framing of coercive diplomacy—one
reviewer suggested a retitling of Arms and Influence to
“Arms and Arm-Twisting” (Rodberg 1966, 623). Another
hoped for a second volume on “Ideals and Influence”
(Guetzkow 1966, 889). In line with his theory of compel-
lence, Schelling recommended the bombing of North
Vietnam in 1964 to signal American resolve, though he
also suggested that the bombing cease after three weeks
(Kaplan 2005). Although Schelling protested the invasion
of Cambodia and therefore resigned his governmental
advisory role in 1970, Nixon’s brief but intense “Christ-
mas bombing” of Hanoi in December 1972 is perhaps
the best illustration of Schelling’s strategy of compellent
signaling.”

Despite his approval of compellence against nonnuclear
adversaries, Schelling’s bargaining logic vis-a-vis the USSR
was based on the common interest of avoiding nuclear war.
In contrast to more aggressive colleagues, he wanted the
Cold War to stay cold.” Schelling (1961, 7) noted that
“just as it may be to the national interest to form alliances
with friendly countries to keep each other’s military pro-
grams up, it may be wise to form alliances with potential
enemies to keep each other’s military programs down, or
to keep them less provocative.” After the sobering experi-
ence of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962, there was more
reason to focus on arms control within a context of
limiting the likelihood of nuclear war. This involved
tactical gambits of brinksmanship, arguments against both
surprise and rapid response, and support for lowering
mutual risk. Schelling considered the passage of the Anti-
Ballistic Missile Treaty in 1972 a major accomplishment,
and later decried the deterioration of efforts at arms control
(Schelling 1985). With the collapse of the USSR he
admitted that arms control had become a secondary
concern (Schelling 1991, 21). But the problem of avoiding
nuclear war remained, and Schelling became increasingly
concerned by the abandonment of eatlier safeguards. He
opposed the US withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile
Treaty in 2002, and later argued that, if Iran developed


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

nuclear weapons, the US should assist the country in
making the weapons secure (Schelling 2006b). Schelling
(20062) concluded his Nobel acceptance address in 2005
with the following admonition:

The most critical question about nuclear weapons for the United
States government is whether the widespread taboo against
nuclear weapons and its inhibition on their use is in our favor
or against us. If it is in the American interest, as I believe obvious,
advertising a continued dependence on nuclear weapons, i.c., a
U.S. readiness to use them, a U.S. need for new nuclear capa-
bilities (and new nuclear tests)—let alone ever using them against
an enemy—has to be weighed against the corrosive effect on a
nearly universal attitude that has been cultivated through universal
abstinence of 60 years.

The awareness of mutual vulnerability expressed by
Schelling changed with the collapse of the USSR, but his
basic approach to coercive diplomacy has remained embed-
ded in realist international relations thinking and in US
policy making.* With the rise of Putin’s Russia and of Xi
Jinping’s China, Schelling has returned as a foundational
referent for a new era of thinking about global deterrence.
The complacency of the unipolar moment is over. Putin’s
invasion of Ukraine in 2022 made Schelling’s elaboration of
the bargaining rationality of superpowers more relevant.
Meanwhile, the shift in global power exemplified by the rise
of China has appeared to give unprecedented urgency to the
maintenance of hegemony. Many of Schelling’s specific
admonitions certainly remain relevant, for example his
empbhasis on the wisdom of slowness, deliberateness, and
self-control (Schelling 1966, 183). But before his general
approach is reapplied in a new era, its implicit premises
should be examined.

The Narrative and Premises of Arms and
Influence

Arms and Influence is not a systematic work, but rather a
strong analytic narrative whose coherence rests on its
method of addressing dimensions of US international
relations. We begin with an overview of its argument
and afterward examine its underlying assumptions. Schel-
ling’s Nobel Prize was awarded for his contributions to
game theory, and it is hardly surprising that interactive
adversarial bargaining is central to his approach to inter-
national relationships. His focus is not on the balance of
military forces or on using brute force to physically defeat
opponents, but rather on using threats and actions to
influence the opponent’s behavior to one’s own advantage.
Nevertheless, coercive forms of diplomacy should have a
credible “or else” component: force if not compliant,
assurance if compliant (Pauly 2024). Coercive diplomacy
is not necessarily more gentle than brute force. The drone
assassination of Qasem Soleimani in 2020 is an example of
brute force; the bombing of Hiroshima can be considered
coercive diplomacy. Since Schelling’s standpoint is that of
the US in the mid-sixties, he assumes a preponderance of
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power within its sphere of influence, complicated by the
Soviet nuclear presence. The task is not increasing arms,
but rather maximizing their influence. Schelling (19606,
xv) claims in the preface to Arms and Influence that his
analysis should be “pertinent to the future, just more
incomplete,” and “if valid in a polarized world, probably
just as valid in a world of several competing powers.”

The book begins with the task of maintaining American
coercive control over nonnuclear powers. Schelling elabo-
rates the complementary importance of deterrence and
compellence. Deterrence prevents unwanted behavior,
while compellence requires desired behavior. Together
they are the essence of what Schelling (1966, 1) calls the
“diplomacy of violence.” A key to both deterrence and
compellence is the execution of the threat of violence in
the case of noncompliance.® Schelling compares the
removal of the Iranian prime minister Mohammad Mos-
sadegh in 1953 to the punishment of a disobedient child
(Schelling 1960, 13, 18), or of a puppy who wets on the
floor (Schelling 1966, 38). Bargaining is not a matter of
trade-offs but rather of incentivizing compliance, or, more
commonly, disincentivizing noncompliance. Schelling
sees no limits in using threats. While he considered North
Vietnam too insignificant a target for using nuclear
weapons, he suggests that they might be necessary to
deliver sufficient hurt to China in the event of its invasion
of India or of its occupation of Taiwan (Schelling 1966,
185-88). In the European theater he cautioned against the
conventionalization of nuclear weapons because of the
danger of escalation to general war. But if nuclear weapons
were necessary in Europe, they should be used to demon-
strate resolve, and if so, they should not be used merely for
their military utility or be held as a last-minute option
(114). Schelling (20062, 929) notes in his Nobel accep-
tance address that the 60-year taboo on the use of nuclear
weapons was cither a “stunning achievement” or a bit of
“stunning good fortune.” As far as Schelling’s own contri-
bution to Cold War thinking is concerned, the persistence
of the taboo was due rather to good fortune.

In dealing with the USSR, the purpose of bargaining
remains securing compliance, but the power to hurt is
mutual and grave. In a war between nuclear powers,
presumably either could achieve victory, but massive
devastation can occur regardless of victory. Therefore,
both the US and the USSR have a shared interest in
limited war and arms control. The idea of massive retal-
iation, common in the early 1950s, presumed unilateral
invulnerability, but with Soviet nuclear capability the
possibility of mutual destruction had to be acknowledged.
At best, a cold war reduces the likelihood of nuclear use,
and even within an ongoing nuclear war, continued
bargaining should attempt to limit destruction. Bargaining
includes tacit interaction as well as explicit agreements.
While Schelling prefers positions in which an action by the
other side will produce a promised automatic fulfillment of
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threat or reward, he is worried that the pursuit of a first-
strike advantage, in combination with the speed of delivery
of nuclear weapons, could lead to an unintended catastro-
phe.” If “winning” in a bargain is to advance one’s own
values, then minimizing the risk of annihilation trumps
other preferences. Fortunately, both nuclear powers face
the same risk in mutually assured destruction, and so the
Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty and the development of
second-strike capacities became key steps forward.

The strategic narrative sketched above involves several
basic presumptions that form the deep background of
Schelling’s coercive diplomacy, and more generally of
Cold War thinking. First, that rational strategy is based
on a situation of adversarial bargaining. Second, that
security relationships are decisive over other dimensions
of interaction. And third, that the US is a hegemon in
competition with a hegemonic nuclear opponent. In brief,
rationality is about winning, security is the foundational
and autonomous dimension of international relationships,
and maintaining command credibility while managing a
cold war with the USSR was the core task for the
US. Schelling does not argue for these premises. Rather,
they form the unquestioned framing of his argument.
Schelling certainly could argue for the premises, but it
would seem unnecessary to him as well as for much of his
audience. The premises were taken as obvious by both
sides during the Cold War. Schelling merely elaborated
their consequences. These are common assumptions even
today, and they seemed even more basic in the 1960s.

These premises must be explored to understand the
framework within which Schelling’s logic operates. The
first, that rationality is a logic of conflictual bargaining, is
natural for a game theorist of his generation.® Bargaining is
interactive in the sense that it is an attempt to maximize
one’s own interest by influencing the opponent’s compli-
ance. But it presumes that the demands of the stronger side
will prevail, and Schelling is arguing from the position of
the stronger side. “Coercion requires finding a bargain,
arranging for him [the opponent] to be better off doing
what we want—worse off not doing what we want—when
he takes the threatened penalty into account” (Schelling
1966, 4). A continuing relationship of coercion is based on
the constant presence of threat. As Schelling puts it, “[i]t is
latent violence that can influence someone’s choice—
violence that can be withheld or inflicted” (3, emphasis
in original). While a coercive relationship may continue
indefinitely, it can only continue as long as the constrain-
ing threat continues and remains credible.

The second premise, that security relationships have
priority over other dimensions of interaction, seemed
quite reasonable in the 1960s. The global economy was
shaped by hub-and-spoke relationships within the two
separate camps. Moreover, the nuclear threat dominated
US—Soviet relations. The superpowers were the only
powers, and the security risk that the US felt was only
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nuclear. As Schelling (1966, 57) noted, oceans well
defended the US from conventional threats. Military
involvement on the periphery, such as that in Vietnam,
could be managed because “for the United States modern
technology has drastically enhanced the strategic impor-
tance of pure, unconstructive, unacquisitive pain and
damage” (33). In a perfectly vertical world of power,
schadenfreude becomes strategy. The Cuban Missile Cri-
sis demonstrated that the potential for escalation in third-
party venues could lead to confrontation between the
nuclear powers, but it was the prospect of escalation, not
Cuba itself, that produced the security concern. The
capacity for mutual annihilation created a parameter of
arms control within which “small wars” could be pursued.

The third premise, that of the hegemonic capability of
the US, was also an assumption more easily made in the
1960s. The premise has two corollaries. The first corollary
is that the diplomacy of violence would be necessary and
sufficient to maintain order within one’s sphere of influ-
ence. The credibility of the hegemon rested on its power of
effective punishment. It was impossible for Schelling
(1966, 186) to imagine in 1966 that a “third-rate
adversary” like North Vietnam would be so foolish as
not to accede to the threat of massive harm, and then to
continue to resist after the US demonstrated its resolve by
bombing North Vietnamese cities. Although Schelling
objected to Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia in 1970, the
logic of compellence should justify continued escalation of
harm unless it created a risk of nuclear war with the USSR.
Unlike Robert McNamara, Schelling never reflected on
the implications of the failure of the bombing campaign or
on the outcome of the American war in Vietnam (Sent
2007, 464—65).

The second corollary of hegemony is that, within its
sphere of influence, the US cannot be challenged. The US
is not the first among equals. It is the citadel of its camp.
There was another camp, with its own commander. The
US did not intervene in the Soviet sphere of influence in
the cases of Hungary in 1956 or Czechoslovakia in 1968,
though it was involved in gray zones such as Albania and
Yugoslavia. The notion of spheres of influence was com-
mon before the Cold War, but the bipolarity of the
superpowers simplified it. The rationale for the creation
of the five permanent members of the United Nations
Security Council was that each of the five had a sphere of
influence: the US and USSR as victors, France and the
United Kingdom as colonial powers, and China as the
designated central power for East Asia (Freeman 2023).

These premises were hardly unique to Schelling. They
underlay the American understanding of itself as leader of
the free world, and similar premises underlay Soviet strat-
egy. There were other approaches. Walt Rostow (1960)
emphasized the importance of economic development as a
path to stable democracy. Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye
(1977) elaborated the role of complex interdependence in
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moving international relationships beyond zero-sum secu-
rity concerns and hegemonic domination. Nye (1990) later
added the notion of “soft power,” achieving compliance
without the necessity of rewards or punishments. In the
1990s these more optimistic and complex approaches
thrived, and they were supplemented by more radically
post-hegemonic approaches such as constructivism (Wendt
1992; 1999) and the English school of international rela-
tions (Buzan 2014). But 2008 can be taken as the watershed
of a new era. The global financial crisis shook the
US-centered economic system, the rise of China saw it
consolidate its party-state, and demagogic populism raised
questions about the linkage between democracy and devel-
opment even in the US itself. Meanwhile, increasing use of
sanctions has weaponized economic interdependence, and
neoprotectionism in developed countries is replacing glob-
alization as policy. A return to Cold War bipolarity is
suggested by the designation of China as America’s “pacing
challenge” (The White House 2022). It is not surprising,
therefore, that Schelling is returning to favor as a strategy for
defending American hegemony. Although President
Trump avoids the term “hegemony,” his interest in making
America great again includes decisive military preponder-
ance, and his bombing of Iran shows a willingness to use it.

A Multinodal Era

There is no question that the US and China, and their
rivalry, are major parts of the post-2008 world order. But is
this a return to the strategic terrain of 1947-91, or have
there been basic shifts in global realities? I argue that we have
entered a post-hegemonic era in which the asymmetric
parity of the global powers makes persisting rivalry more
likely than victory or defeat. Meanwhile, the thick interna-
tional connectivity created by revolutions in information
and communication technology (Baldwin 2016) has
replaced Cold War spheres of influence with a multinodal
web of interactions. These transformations of global context
are sketched here, and they require a critical rethinking of
Schelling’s premises, the topic of the ensuing section.
When General Secretary Xi claimed in 2018 that the
world order was experiencing “changes unseen in a century,”
his primary focus was the rise of China (Bachulska, Leonard,
and Oertel 2024). By the first few months of the second
Trump administration, few would doubt Xi’s claim, or
restrict it to the rise of China (Posen 20252). At this point,
attempts to predict the future lead to a blinding array of
plausible scenarios, each in a fragile nest of hypotheticals.
More important than the reimagining of possibilities, the
structural changes underlying the new era require rethinking
strategic rationality for a prolonged era of post-hegemonic
uncertainty. The asymmetric parity of the US and China
puts the two at the center of global concerns, but the web of
contingent uncertainty reaches well beyond their rivalry.
Despite the rise of China and the Trump administra-
tion’s commitment to “make America great again,” neither
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Xi nor Trump consider the current world order to be
hegemonic. As Secretary of State Marco Rubio (2025) put
it, “[i]t’s not normal for the world to simply have a
unipolar power. ... It was a product of the end of the
Cold War, but eventually you were going to reach back to
a point where you had a multipolar world, multi-great
powers in different parts of the planet.” The term
“multipolar” usefully distinguishes the current global con-
text from the American unipolar moment after the Cold
War, and it implies more complexity than a return to
bipolarity. However, it is a residual category, and it raises
questions about how many poles there are, the difference
between poles and nonpoles, and the difference between
those states that count and the rest.

The new era deserves a more substantive term. Many
have been suggested: “multiplex” (Acharya 2014), “post-
American” (Zakaria 2011), “post-Western” (Stuenkel
2016), “polycentric” (Mockli 2012), “G-zero” (Bremmer
2013), “polygonal” (Noesselt 2022), and “decentred
globalism” (Buzan 2011). I offer the term “multinodal”
to suggest a relational context in which actors are located at
multidimensional vertices of interaction (Womack 2016b;
2023, 161-72). Nodes differ in their situations and
connectivities. They are parts of a matrix that is not
controlled by polar powers, but in which relative capacity
and agent autonomy interact with other nodes in a field of
uncertainty. There are asymmetries at every level of the
matrix—global, regional, and local—and these set stand-
ing patterns of attention and influence. In theory, an
actor’s strategic prudence can manage uncertainty to its
advantage, though negative dialectics of frustrated control
and costly resistance are possible at every level.

The challenge raised by the new era is not how to
reapply Schelling’s strategic rationality to a changed
situation, but whether it is necessary to rethink the
fundamental premises of Cold War diplomacy. And
while the current mutual fixation of the US and China
on their bilateral rivalry is understandable, the global
political economy has moved decisively beyond the pos-
sibility of hegemonic control by either. The agency of
nonglobal powers has expanded, global value chains have
displaced trade in final products, and international con-
nectivity is much less channeled through apex states, or
located in one camp or another.” In a world of diffuse
agency and reduced coercive efficacy, the primary inter-
national question is not “Who is in charge?” but rather,
“What is going to happen?” Power vacuums are replaced
by certainty vacuums. In reaching back to the coercive
strategies of Schelling, the US is trying to roll back a
process that it cannot control. It will be argued below that
Putin’s adventure in Ukraine should serve as a teacher by
negative example regarding the vanity of hegemonic
nostalgia.

The multinodal model of the current era is less stable
than liberal institutionalism would suggest, and it is more
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complex than the great-power confrontation expected by
power transition theories. While the era is certainly one of
complex interdependence, as Keohane and Nye (1977)
would argue, the fundamental task of most actors is to
preserve autonomy in an uncertain world. This is most
evident in smaller countries, as the case of Singapore
discussed below will illustrate. The state must protect
autonomy by increasing its capacity to resist, and at the
same time hedge against uncertainty by diversifying con-
nectivity and encouraging partnerships. Meanwhile, the
behavior of smaller states is not simply the inconsequential
noise of the peanut gallery jostling for balcony seats. In a
multinodal world, relative power matters, but it does not
easily command. Effective international influence by
larger powers requires reassurance regarding autonomy
and respect for hedging. As Hirschman (1980, ix)
acknowledged in the preface to the 35th-anniversary
edition of National Power and the Structure of Foreign
Trade, asymmetric interdependence does not equate to
dependence. Connectivity is at the same time an oppor-
tunity and an exposure to risk, and globalization diversifies
both opportunity and risk. Economic interaction under
the shelter of a hegemonic long peace (Wagner 2010) did
not face the current challenges of post-hegemonic flux.

While liberal institutionalism seems too complacent,
the dynamics of the new era should not be simplified into a
crisis of power transition between the US and China. The
classic theories of power transition (Organski 19068;
Organski and Kugler 1980; Tammen and Kugler 2006)
focus on the approach to parity of the rising power, and
many others emphasize the inevitability of great-power
conflict (Mearsheimer 2001), the ambitions of China
(Friedberg 2012), or anxiety about a “Thucydides trap”
(Allison 2017). A situation of protracted global rivalry
does indeed seem inevitable, though the ambiguous
moment of parity, economic enmeshment, and prospec-
tive costs of conflict lower the likelihood of war (Duan
2025). As China wakes up each morning it will look east,
and America will look west. However, their asymmetries of
resources and situation mean that they do not face each
other as two boxers in a ring. Moreover, while the
onlookers also pay close attention to the global rivalry,
they are neither passive nor precommitted to a side. These
complications by no means preclude war, even cata-
strophic nuclear war. As the Chinese scholar Yu Keping
(2023) argues, the age of hegemonic empire is over, but
the temptations of imperialism remain (Fei 2023).

The US and China have reached global asymmetric
parity (Womack 2016a) in that together they are the
middle third of the world economy, half of the world’s
military expenditures, and are the only two countries
generally considered to be global powers. But while they
are a risk to one another, neither their capacities nor their
vulnerabilities are symmetric. Their asymmetry begins
with gross domestic product (GDP), the economic
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bottom line, and continues through all aspects of their
relationship. Tammen and Kugler (2006, 43) provide a
useful rule of thumb for expecting a power transition.
According to them, troubles can be expected to begin
when the rising power reaches within 20% of the incum-
bent’s GDP, and they pass beyond transition when the
now risen power exceeds the former incumbent’s GDP by
20%. But by which measure of GDP? Using purchasing
power parity (PPP), China reached 80% of the US GDP
in 2010 and surpassed 120% in 2023, while compared at
the exchange rate, China will not reach 80% until 2037
and will surpass 120% only in 2063.!° Not only is China
already comfortably beyond the US by one measure, but at
the point it surpassed the US it still had 14 years to go
before reaching the other measure’s power transition
threshold! The difference reflects vastly asymmetric eco-
nomic structures. Both the quantity of production and its
exchange value are meaningful measures. In a trade war,
China should have an escalatory advantage (Medeiros and
Polk 2025; Posen 2025b).!! In a military conflict, wealth
and technology should give the US the advantage. The
disparity in development and wealth is reflected in per
capita differences. China’s GDP per capita, even in PPP
terms, is 29% of that of the US, and will not reach 50%
until 2052. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the US is
the avatar of “the West,” while China is the avatar of “the
Rest.”

The geopolitics of the two is in even greater contrast
than their economic levels. The US is habituated to being a
two-ocean global economy centered on finance. China is
ringed by 14 land neighbors and the seaward barriers of
Japan, Taiwan, and Philippines. China has only recently
regained economic centrality in Pacific Asia. For all its
political tensions, the economic region comprising Korea,
Japan, Greater China, and Southeast Asia has become
larger and more integrated than North America and the
European Union combined. China’s regional economic
relationships are the foundation of its rise as a global
power, and its regional political challenges, most obviously
with Taiwan, Japan, and the Koreas, are the key question
marks over its future prospects. If China attempted to
fence in its Pacific Asian neighborhood, it would destroy
the foundations of its global power (Womack 2023).

The asymmetry of global parity has two contrary bilat-
eral effects. On the one hand, the US and China are
running different races. While each judges itself by its
relationship to the other, they are taking different steps
toward different goals. The financial strength, embedded
centrality, and innovative acumen of the US are not
intrinsically a threat to China; neither is China’s continued
economic development a direct threat to the US. Indeed,
for the past 40 years the prosperity of each has depended
on the asymmetric contribution of the other. On the other
hand, however, asymmetry engenders structural misun-
derstanding, while parity sharpens the mutual perception
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of risk. An asymmetric relationship is best viewed not as a
single relationship, but as a bundle of two: A to B, and B to
A. Each side perceives the other through the lens of a quite
different exposure, and interprets what it perceives using
its own set of national experiences (Womack 2006, 78—85;
2016b, 43—47). The interpretations of the other’s behav-
for are often a misleading projection of one’s own situa-
tion.'? The US and China do not understand one another,
and will not. Mature asymmetric relationships are not
based on cognitive convergence, but rather on mutual
respect, common interests in avoiding hostility, and coop-
eration when possible. Asymmetric maturity often
emerges from stalemate, and in the case of the US and
China, neither can eliminate the other without the likeli-
hood of self-destruction.

Meanwhile, the US and China are not generals of their
respective camps. The current multinodal world order!? is
a matrix of active agents, both state and nonstate.'* To be
sure, hegemonic control is never easy. Davids have a long
history of frustrating Goliaths, and have good reason to do
so (Gallarotti 2010; Sechser 2010). Mack (1975) provided
the classic analysis of the archetypical modern case, the
American war in Vietnam. But the small wars of the Cold
War era were essentially bilateral affairs, while Putin’s
invasion of Ukraine demonstrates that now nothing
remains bilateral. And the issues of economics, politics,
and security are inseparably connected and therefore
difficult to rank. Nuclear mutually assured destruction
remains at the bottom of a Maslovian dystopia, but above
itare the mutually assured disruptions of cybersecurity and
the mutually assured confusions of disinformation. What
in earlier times would be considered acts of war have
evolved into gray-zone gambits. The security realm of
hurt-without-victory has expanded, and to it can be added
the weaponization of economics and politics. Economics
and politics are themselves complex and interactive within
their own realms. And then there are global questions of
sustainability that at a minimum require parallel efforts by
states.

Besides the multidimensional concerns of a multinodal
world, there is the diffuse agency of the nodes themselves.
In 2008 the GDP of the developing world exceeded that of
the developed world for the first time since the nineteenth
century.'> Meanwhile, communications, information,
and logistics have facilitated a diffusion of connectivity
(Baldwin 2016). Globalization has expanded the options
of every actor. And while there are ebbs and redirections in
the currents of globalization, the underlying connectivity
is not reversable. Each node is the center of a located web
of relationships within which it pursues its opportunities
and reduces its risks. Since the relationships are with
other autonomous agents they can be viewed as essen-
tially horizontal, though each relationship is canted up or
down by asymmetries of exposure, and each is made more
or less intense by distance and other factors. The greatest
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asymmetries of exposure are with the global powers, but
even these are no longer simply vertical, hegemonic
relationships.

A multinodal world is not a defective vertical world in
which greater coercion is needed to achieve the same
result. It is one in which the predominance of the hori-
zontal dimension of connectivity is usually more salient
than the vertical dimension of coercive authority (Qin
2023). While global powers—as well as every stronger
power in an asymmetric relationship—still have the
greater power to hurt, they are less able to coerce effec-
tively, and their efforts to force a specific relationship into
compliance are likely to have counterproductive collateral
effects on their other relationships. Every agent has more
possibilities of resisting, hedging, and developing alterna-
tives.'© Some are more exposed to one or the other global
power, but that dependency tends to heighten the priority
of maintaining autonomy. There are many other asym-
metries besides global ones: middle powers, regional sub-
systems, and more. Each actor must navigate a matrix of
located asymmetric relationships according to its own
interests and options.

While the world beyond hegemonic control is empow-
ering to each agent, it is also one of bewildering vulnera-
bility. The increase in one’s own options is welcome;
however, the increase in everyone else’s options magnifies
uncertainty. As Katzenstein (2022) points out, each
must manage a relational jungle rather than tend a
garden of discrete causes and effects. In a horizontal
world, the reduction of uncertainty is the cardinal dip-
lomatic task. The unknown future can be structured by
each actor’s network of stable relationships. Thus,
despite the polarizing tendencies of global rivalry, most
nonglobal actors will want to maintain positive relation-
ships with both global powers. Beneath the global level,
stabilizing local and regional relationships is also crucial.
Thus, partnerships, regional institutions, and more gen-
eral patterns of connectivity become vital in the effort to
reduce uncertainty.

The strategic situation of Singapore can be used to
illustrate the difference between the uncertainty dilemma
faced by smaller countries in a multinodal context and the
Cold War security dilemma. The dilemmas are similar in
that awareness of vulnerability drives military prepared-
ness. But the security dilemma imagines a situation of
bilateral symmetry, while the uncertainty dilemma con-
fronts multilateral asymmetry. Besides two-year compul-
sory military service, Singapore’s per capita military
budget in 2023 was exceeded only by Israel and the US,
and its total defense budget was 26% larger than that of
Indonesia (Stockholm International Peace Research Insti-
tute 2025). On the other hand, Singapore has also hedged
against confrontation by developing cooperative relation-
ships with its neighbors (Tan 2025). The Malaysian
scholars Cheng-Chwee Kuik and Nur Shahadah Jamil
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(2024, 10) define hedging as “insurance-seeking behavior
to minimise risks, maximise returns and maintain fallback
positions, primarily through active neutrality, inclusive
diversification and prudently adaptive strategies” (empha-
sis in original). Singapore’s most dramatic case of hedging
is the announcement in January 2025 by Malaysia and
Singapore of the creation of the Johor-Singapore Special
Economic Zone. The Johor-Singapore Special Economic
Zone is huge, five times the area of Singapore itself, and
larger than Hong Kong and Shenzhen combined. By
creating a shared growth center, Singapore achieves the
hinterland it lost when it was expelled from Malaysia
in 1965, and Malaysia benefits more directly from
Southeast Asia’s neural center (Guild 2025). The ratio-
nale of the project, however, is not developmental opti-
mism, but rather proactive concern about increased
competition in an uncertain global economy (Walker
2025). Combinations of preparedness and hedging are
also clear in Switzerland. Switzerland has universal but
less demanding requirements of military service and a
smaller per capita defense budget than Singapore, but it is
well known for its concern for autonomy and caution in
its institutional ties to its neighbors.

Partnerships are usually less dramatic than the Johor-
Singapore Special Economic Zone. Partnerships are not
alliances, but their formal displays of respect and their
encouragement of connectivity increase the chances of a
continuing relationship of mutual benefit. Vietnam’s
comprehensive strategic partnerships with China, Russia,
the US, India, Japan, and Australia, along with its mem-
bership in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN), are the opposite of the security provided by
camp membership in the Cold War. Vietnam’s current
bargaining position with each of its partners is strength-
ened by the diversity of its partnerships, and whatever
crises the future might bring, Vietnam has access to, and
presumptively friendly relationships with, the other major
actors.

While the multinodal era may be fluid, the world
system is not likely to return to a hegemonic era. Coercive
diplomacy is not likely to be strategically successful in
securing domination. However, continued diplomatic
coercion could metastasize and produce a collective, secu-
ritized uncertainty dilemma. The most egregious recent
example is the effect of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine on
Europe. As global future prospects become more volatile,
regional dynamics might produce tighter relationships in
some cases and localized vortices of turmoil in others.
Meanwhile, breaking the now 80-year-old taboo on the
use of nuclear weapons is under active consideration in
both the US (O’Doherty 2024; Sanger 2024) and Russia
(Seddon 2024; Sokov 2024; Trenin, Avakyants, and
Karaganov 2024). Schelling would want the risks of both
escalation and proliferation to be taken more seriously.
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Schelling’s Premises Reconsidered

The characteristics of the multinodal era require a rethink-
ing of Schelling’s three premises: reliance on conflictual
bargaining, the isolation of security concerns, and hege-
monic capability. If these premises do not hold, then
strategy must be rethought from the ground up. The
new era promises greater international uncertainty, and
it is delivering on its promise. Issues are more diverse and
interactive, actors at all levels have more discretion, and
although relational asymmetry remains important, coer-
cive diplomacy is less effective, more costly, and more
likely to be counterproductive. Meanwhile, the asymmet-
ric rivalry between the US and China is fundamentally
different from that between the US and the USSR.

The first premise of adversarial bargaining implies a
transaction that maximizes one’s own benefit by constrain-
ing the behavior of the opponent. The high-risk game of
chicken once played on lonely roads by some teenagers
does have a certain resonance with adversarial bargaining
in international relationships.!” But prudence would be
more rational in both the teenage and the international
cases, since each should consider the future that it is
shaping (Kirshner 2022). Moreover, the heavy traffic in
the multinodal arena confuses both the execution and the
outcome of bilateral games. One could argue, for example,
that the 2003 invasion of Iraq created opportunities for
Iran to expand its regional influence.

Looking ahead from any specific transaction, the pro-
spective future context in foreign affairs is one of unknown
issues and valences among a field of known actors. Thus,
the salient question is how one’s own current behavior
might affect the likely behavior of others in an unknown
future context. If a transactional “win” increases the
likelihood of future actions against one’s interest, then
squeezing the moment might not be wise. And while the
hostile bargain is usually imagined as an event between two
actors, its influence on others will be a significant part of its
future effect. A hostile bargainer in a multinodal web
should not ignore the reverberations of its transaction
and the possible damage to the texture of its connections.

With the prospect of known interactors in unknown
future circumstances, prudence would prioritize the
encouragement of accessible and positive relationships.
The wise first move in an indefinite series of games is
cooperation (Axelrod 1984). In future-oriented interna-
tional decision making there are manifold first moves, as
well as opportunities for resets. It is rarely the case that two
nations’ best interests are served by a sequence of bad
chickens and bad eggs. Stabilizing positive relationships
provides a structure for negotiating future uncertainties.
As illustrated by Vietnam’s partnerships, the prioritization
of relationships does not necessarily constrain bargaining
within each relationship. Indeed, countervailing partner-
ships strengthen autonomy. Vietnam’s comprehensive
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strategic partnerships with both the US and with China
reduce its dependency on either and therefore enhance its
bargaining position. A visit to Washington is matched by a
visit to Beijing. Rather than simply winning transactions,
relational rationality requires the preservation of one’s
autonomy combined with the cautious pursuit of one’s
interests.

Schelling’s second premise, the dominance of security
strategy over other concerns, seems to be the least appli-
cable to today’s diplomacy. Now everything is touted as a
matter of national security. As Daniel Drezner (2024) has
put it, in this century “the national security bucket has
grown into a trough.” With electronic vulnerabilities and
terrorism, the exposure to intentional harm has increased,
and obligations for defense abroad have become more
complicated. In addition, any mactter that can be described
as a possible serious threat to national welfare—from
artificial intelligence to quantum computing, to fentanyl,
to deindustrialization, to climate change—is now called a
threat to national security. The justification for national
security’s mission creep is that each issue, if neglected, will
result in a major risk. While concerns about oversecuriti-
zation are justified, it cannot be denied that many vital
issues now swim in the national security trough.

Although Schelling dealt with a simpler world, his
bargaining approach to nuclear strategy is applicable to
today’s complexities. It was not based on establishing
American invulnerability. Schelling’s focus was on how
to achieve aims and reduce risk by influencing the behavior
of the opponent. With the USSR, this required a search for
common interests, most importantly the avoidance of
mutually assured destruction. Hence the Anti-Ballistic
Missile Treaty was for him a major accomplishment,
and the taboo on the use of nuclear weapons was a major
miracle of tacit cooperation. However, since the end of the
Cold War, the US notion of military security has drifted
from bargained de-risking to the unilateral elimination of
risk through invulnerability.'® Security is now seen as
absolute, not negotiated, with the ultimate security being
the plans for a “golden dome” of antimissile defenses
(Cirincione 2025). Nuclear weapons remain a central
concern, but as Schelling (1985) noted in a later writing,
the treaty restrictions that emerged in the early seventies
have deteriorated. Absolute security is in effect a return to
the mentality prior to the Cuban Missile Cirisis.

The mentality of absolute security, combined with
oversecuritization, creates an atmosphere of anxiety and
isolation that increases risk rather than reducing it (Buzan,
Wever, and De Wilde 1998). To the extent that a risk is
mutual, Schelling would argue that bargaining is likely to
be a more effective approach than competitive wall build-
ing. To the extent that a risk is general—in cyber security,
for example—a rule-based regime of de-risking may be
more feasible than attaining national immunity. Multilat-
eral risk control is not easy, but in a multinodal world a
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collaborative scheme is more likely to succeed than uni-
lateral risk elimination. The unipolar moment has passed,
and with it the efficacy of unilateral solutions.

The multiplication of national risk factors reflects a
general evolution both of the number of significant
national exposures and of their interaction. The desk of
each country is crowded with important issues demanding
attention. At least as important as the individual issues,
however, is the general ecology of concerns. Migration is
related to global inequality, to domestic chaos, to host-
country politics, and to global warming. If “securitization”
implies an isolated national approach to address one facet
of an integrated problem, policies of risk reduction are
likely to be tactical and ineffective in the long run. A more
promising strategy would be one of desecuritization: the
collaborative management of related causes and effects in
their global context (Buzan, Waver, and De Wilde 1998).

The two corollaries of Schelling’s third premise of
hegemonic capability were, first, that coercive diplomacy
could be effective, and second, that spheres of influence
were exclusive hegemonic domains. Both were problem-
atic even during the Cold War, and both need fundamen-
tal rethinking in a multinodal era. The first corollary, that
credibility within a sphere of influence requires effective
capabilities of deterrence and compellence—that is, of
coercion—presumes an apex position in a vertical hege-
monic order. It is the credibility of command. But com-
mand credibility is measured not by the power to hurt, but
rather by the power to change behavior. In Robert Dahl’s
(1957) classic formulation, A causes B to do something
that B would not otherwise do. In a world of greater
agency, not only is it now more difficult to coerce, but
the collateral consequences of coercion can render it
counterproductive. In an increasingly multinodal world,
the habitual American urge to defend its command cred-
ibility is reactive and tactical. As President Biden (2022)
put it on a visit to the Middle East, “[w]e will not walk
away and leave a vacuum to be filled by China, Russia, or
Iran.”

The US still holds a position of central control in global
financial and data systems (Farrell and Newman 2023).
The US dollar and the US market are still indispensable.
Thus, economic sanctions have become a primary tool of
deterrence and compellence. Trump’s threat to impose an
additional 10% tariff on BRICS members because of their
“anti-American policies” makes explicit the function of
tariffs as a form of sanction (Politi and Leahy 2025). But
sanctions are more effective as a tactic than as a strategy. As
a tactic, they constrain the habituated connectivity of the
global economy, and therefore the threat of sanctions can
be a deterrent. Strategically, economic sanctions have
long-term effects that are counterproductive for command
credibility. First, sanctions underscore the difference of
interests between the system maker and the system takers.
Second, as a consequence, the evasion of sanctions is
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endemic. Third, the sanctioned entity, and onlookers, are
incentivized to de-risk. The sanctions placed on Mussolini
and Hitler in the prewar 1930s brought them closer
together and led to the development of indigenous sub-
stitute production (Mulder 2022). Lastly, sanctions add to
the general costs and risks of participating in a
US-dominated system. With 60% of developing countries
currently experiencing some form of US sanctions, their
alienation from US policy is understandable (Stein and
Cocco 2024). The expansion of the BRICS group to
10 members and nine partners in 2024 is evidence of
the growing consolidation of resistance to arbitrary sanc-
tions and tariffs.

The general problem with maintaining command cred-
ibility in a multinodal era is that the implicit threat of “My
way or the highway” is no longer applicable. The US has
greater power than any prospective opponent, but effective
coercion requires the absence of alternatives. Analogous to
gunpowder, coercion requires compression as well as
explosive capacity, and agents now have more space to
hedge and dodge. China could respond mildly to the tariffs
of the first Trump administration because it had ample
conduits to US markets through third countries. Less
evasion is possible with the second Trump administra-
tion’s wave of general tariffs, but China’s exports to the US
are less than half of its exports to the rest of Pacific Asia
(Workman 2025). And the risk for the US is considerable.
The US may well have a difficult recovery from the recoil
of a massive tariff policy aimed at others.

Of course, larger states and « fortiori global powers will
assert their interests in relationships. But in a multinodal
context the exercise of relative power is likely to be less
effective, and its secondary effects might be counterpro-
ductive. Schelling’s basic bargaining approach is still rele-
vant. His advice is to make threats responsive to the
opponent’s behavior. Transposed to a multinodal frame-
work, deterrence should be presented as a correction in a
continuing relationship, and sanctions should be propor-
tional and contingent rather than indefinite (Womack
2024). Meanwhile, other states want stability in their
expectations, and the US has been central to global
stability. To the extent that the interests of others converge
with US interests, US leadership credibility remains pos-
sible. While leadership credibility involves more than the
attractiveness of soft power, it is not simply the gleam on
the sword (Womack 2005).

In contrast to command credibility’s reliance on coer-
cion, leadership credibility relies on reassurance. Schelling
(1966, 74) emphasizes the importance of assurance, and
this is underlined by Pauly (2024). Assurance is necessary
to make credible the contingency of a threat. “If you move,
I shoot” implies the assurance that if you don’t move then I
won’t shoot. Asymmetric reassurance is different from
Schelling’s assurance. It is a general acknowledgement of
respect for the autonomy of the counterpart (Womack
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2013). In a multinodal context, leadership presumes a
relationship between autonomous actors. Leadership
empowers autonomy by advancing the interests of both;
hegemony constricts autonomy by requiring compliance.
Leadership also involves asymmetries of attention, initia-
tive, and capabilities, but smaller actors in asymmetric
relationships are allergic to actions that undermine their
autonomy or endanger their core interests. The US
embeddedness at the center of global order gives it a
default advantage in global leadership, but ultimately its
credibility as a leader is judged by the eye of the beholder,
not by its own claims.

The second corollary, that of hegemonic spheres of
influence, is as problematic as the first. A hegemonic
sphere of influence is necessarily exclusive. A camp cannot
serve two masters. But even without considering the rise of
China, command and control are more difficult in a
multinodal world. And given asymmetric rivalry with
China, camp exclusivity is impossible. The US cannot
produce what China produces at a comparable price and
scale, and China cannot supplant the global political,
economic, and security structure that the US has built.
Both the US and China have quite different but over-
lapping nonhegemonic spheres of attention. Every other
country is alert to its exposure to the global powers, but
their attention does not imply automatic obedience, or
even deference.

The different dimensions of the US and Chinese over-
lapping spheres of attention change the nature of global
rivalry. Because each has the other as its greatest risk
exposure, an adverse proportional change in the relation-
ship is perceived as an increase in risk, even if a gain for one
is not at the expense of the other. Thus, for example, an
increase in China’s influence in Southeast Asia or an
increase in the US’s influence in Europe seems to increase
risk even though neither are hostile displacements. Coun-
termeasures that attempt to expand one’s own sphere of
positive attention may be productive; countermeasures
that attempt to defend one’s own sphere by asserting
exclusivity are likely to be counterproductive.

Putin and the Trap of Coercive Diplomacy

Vladimir Putin’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022 is the most
egregious current example of the application of the diplo-
macy of violence characteristic of the Cold War. While the
situation of Russia and its relationship to Ukraine are
unique, the rationale of the invasion is consonant with
Schelling’s premises and illustrates the trap of applying an
inappropriate strategy in a multinodal era.

Putin’s strategic error began with his decision to invade
Ukraine, not with the problems of its execution (Womack
2024). Clearly the failure to take Kyiv and the ensuing war
and stalemate have made the invasion a catastrophic
mistake, but why did it seem “a good idea at the time,”
and what if Putin had been successful? If we imagine a
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quick occupation of Kyiv and the installation of a puppet
government, which was not an implausible expectation,
what would have been the likely effects? While there
would be for Putin the satisfaction of initial success,
continued Ukrainian resistance to occupation would have
been a major problem, and other former Soviet states
would be alienated. Finland and Sweden would have
joined NATO, and NATO itself would prepare against
a greater Russian threat. Russia would become more
dependent on China, and the militarization of the
Russian socioeconomy would continue. All of these con-
sequences were exacerbated by the failure of Russia’s initial
invasion, but from the first day Russia would have isolated
itself.

Putin’s strategic rationale can be fully explained by tradi-
tional Russian and Cold War thinking, but its inappropri-
ateness for a multinodal era can be illustrated by applying
Schelling’s three premises. The Ukraine invasion was not
simply a small war gone bad; it was an attempt to reestablish
a hegemonic relationship in a post-hegemonic era.

With regard to Schelling’s first premise of adversarial
bargaining, it might seem that Putin’s surprise attack was
an exercise of brute force that preempted bargaining.!” But
the purpose of the invasion was to make Ukrainian
behavior conform to Russian wishes by means of
Russia’s capacity to hurt. In this it was similar to
Russia’s actions in Hungary in 1956 and Czechoslovakia
in 1968. Unlike these small wars, however, the resistance
capacities of Ukraine were far stronger, and the reaction of
Europe and the US was more actively negative. Moreover,
the event of the invasion preempted any long-term posi-
tive relationship with an autonomous Ukraine. Putin was
aiming at regime change, but if regime change fails, it
denies the possibility of a positive relationship. And as the
history of Eastern Europe during the Cold War demon-
strated, imposed regimes lack legitimacy. Politically, the
threat of regime change stimulates desperate opposition
not only from the regime, but from the entire polity whose
familiar order is at risk.

The second premise, the decisiveness of security con-
cerns, was quite different for Putin than it was in the
1960s. Nevertheless, he made an analogous error. Putin
was of course aware that security actions would interact
with economic relationships, but he assumed that the
European dependence on Russian oil as well as Middle
Eastern dependence on Russian and Ukrainian agricul-
tural products would insulate Russia from serious eco-
nomic repercussions. He also expected that China and
India, among others, would not abide by sanctions. While
Putin’s expectations were not groundless, the intricacies of
economic connectivity made him vulnerable to sanctions.
If Putin’s invasion had succeeded, the incentive to isolate
Russia economically and politically would have been even
greater. By filling what he mistook as a power vacuum,
Putin would have created a large and lasting certainty
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vacuum for Europe, and that would incentivize organized
defense.

Basically, Putin’s invasion securitized Russia domesti-
cally and in its external relations. While militarizing
Russian production gives it the feverish warmth of mobi-
lization, the long-term costs of concentrating on noncir-
culating products will be the neglect of the rest of the
economy. And many of the young Russians who do not see
a future for themselves in Fortress Russia have already gone
elsewhere. Meanwhile, Russia’s international relationships
are also securitized. The calculi of its partners begin with
the assessment of how their own security is affected by the
invasion, then proceed to the effects of sanctions, and
finally to the advantages to themselves offered by Russia’s
urgencies. Stalemate in Ukraine exacerbates these effects,
but the act of invasion was itself the watershed.

The most telling of the premises that Putin shared with
Schelling was that of the third one of hegemonic capabil-
ity. Its first corollary was that the diplomacy of violence
would be necessary and sufficient to establish command
credibility. Ukraine was an inferior power, it failed to heed
the lessons of 2014, and therefore it must be subjugated.
The surprising strength of Ukrainian resistance demon-
strated the increase in autonomous agency since the era of
small wars, and the aid that Ukraine received from NATO,
despite Ukraine’s lack of membership, displayed the trans-
formation of connectivity. The 2022 invasion did not have
a “small war” moment. Instead, it was from the beginning
a violation of a multinodal order.

Putin’s attempt to reestablish command credibility also
forfeited any opportunity for broader leadership credibil-
ity. The identification of credibility with the capacity for
effective coercion could be seen as the tragic flaw of the
Russian Empire, with Stalin (and now Putin) as worthy
successors. The only firm relationship was a vertical one,
and any mutual benefit was at the discretion of the tsar.
Even in the best of times it would not have been easy for
postcommunist Russia to establish leadership credibility
with its periphery, and Russia’s domestic implosion of the
1990s, coupled with the centrifugal temptations of
Europe, made it impossible to reconstitute former Soviet
relationships on the basis of Russia’s role as a useful and
nonthreatening center. The act of the invasion was the nail
in the coffin for both forms of Russian credibility.

The second corollary of the premise of hegemonic
capability was the establishment of an exclusive hegemonic
sphere of influence. Since the USSR had built a sphere of
influence of this sort in the ashes of World War 11, it is
understandable that Putin might seek to reestablish one.
However, the pursuit of an exclusive sphere of influence in
a multinodal era is necessarily self-isolating. Russia’s rela-
tionship with North Korea results from their common
interest in alleviating their mutual isolation rather than
from Russia’s desire for hegemonic control. Russia has
attempted to rope China into the appearance of an
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alliance, but China would be the greater power in the
relationship. Belarus is Russia’s only remaining client.
Unlike China’s production influence or American finan-
cial influence, there is no significant dimension of Russian
global influence, and the possibility of establishing one has
been negated by the attempt to regain hegemony in
Ukraine. While a tactical victory in Kyiv might have been
possible, strategic success was not.

Conclusion: Beyond Schelling

The underlying thesis of this analysis has been that the
largely peaceful and largely economic transformations of this
century have changed the texture of international relation-
ships, and that therefore the rationale of foreign policy and
international relations theory must be fundamentally reex-
amined. The focus has been on Thomas Schelling’s Arms
and Influence because it is the clearest expression of the Cold
War rationale for coercive diplomacy.

As Putin’s invasion of Ukraine has shown most clearly,
coercive strategy is increasingly counterproductive in an
era of greater agency and greater connectivity. Coercion
destroys the possibility of mutually beneficial relation-
ships, it produces undesirable political and economic
consequences, and it cannot achieve a hegemonic sphere
of exclusive influence. Putin’s attempt to reverse history
has failed, and this holds lessons for the US and China.
The US is worried about the slippage of its hegemonic
credibility. But nostalgic hegemonism provides poor
counsel for a multinodal era. In the words of Sancho
Panza, one cannot drive a nail into the wheel of fortune
(Cervantes [1615] 2003, 579). The US must soberly
differentiate its declining coercive credibility from its still
extensive opportunities for leadership credibility. As a
newcomer and as a former victim of coercive diplomacy,
China is better positioned for credibility in the new multi-
nodal era. But even though its success was not established
by coercion, the credibility of its leadership can be under-
mined by arrogance and complacency (Womack 2013).

The enduring truth of Schelling’s work is that he
emphasizes influence. His error is that he assumes a
vertical world in which arms are the only path to influence.
That path was never perfect, and in the current era the
terms of effective influence—of credibility—have changed
from control to leadership. The global powers hold the
attention of the world and therefore are in the default
position of leadership. Competition for global leadership is
not necessarily zero sum, as the 2016 collaboration on the
Paris Climate Accords demonstrated. But the ultimate
Cold War nightmare of global nuclear destruction
remains, and the institutions and memories that limited
its risk have faded. Arms flourish regardless of influence,
and they retain the power to hurt regardless of victory.

Schelling’s book was written for the US in the golden
age of Cold War strategic realism. It embodied the com-
mon sense of international relations thinking for both the
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US and the USSR. Beyond the great powers themselves,
onlookers could use strategic realism as a script for inter-
preting the Cold War contest, and they might dream of
their own rise to power. But to continue to merit the term
“realism,” thinking must adjust to new realities. The
disparity of capacities in the asymmetric matrix of multi-
nodal relationships tempts the stronger to bully the weaker
at every level, but coercion is likely to be counterproduc-
tive and costly in terms of future relationships. Thus, the
rethinking of international relationships is not simply a
matter for great powers. Managing uncertainty is the
primary strategic task for all in an era of connectivity

and diffuse agency.
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Notes

1 The intellectual foil to Schelling’s rationalist approach
would be George Kennan’s emphasis on an in-depth
understanding of the internal dynamics of the Soviet
context.

2 However, the Christmas bombing, codenamed Line-
backer II, was not successful. It was brief because it was
a costly, all-out effort (Asselin 2002, 127-54), and,
contrary to Kissinger’s (1979, 1303) claim, the result
was little different from the October 1972 agreements
(Haun and Jackson 2016).

3 Schelling’s bargaining can be contrasted with the
following statement of the head of the Strategic Air
Command to a Rand analyst in 1960: “Look. At the
end of the war, if there are two Americans and one
Russian, we win!” (quoted in Kaplan 2009, 417-18).

4 The embeddedness of his thinking has been demon-
strated empirically (Avey et al. 2022).

5 Two-thirds of the Google Scholar citations of Arms
and Influence have occurred since 2008. While there
are obvious problems with the sampling; it is clear that
Schelling has not faded away. Current discourse on
deterrence confirms his influence (Van Son 2024).

6 In Schelling’s writings deterrence and compellence are
the twin forms of coercion, but later discussions
sometimes identify coercive diplomacy with compel-
lence (George, Hall, and Simons 1971). In a series of
hostile interactions, however, deterrence and com-
pellence are often Siamese twins.
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7 Schelling was in frequent contact with Stanley
Kubrick during the making of Dr. Strangelove
(Stillman 2008, 492).

8 Both deterrence theory (Gartzke and Lindsay 2024;
Quackenbush 2011) and game theory (Yoder and
Haynes 2025) have come a long way since Schelling,
and both directions of development appear to add
diversity and nuance.

9 However, as Farrell and Newman (2023) detail, thus
far the US maintains control of some major choke-
points of international connectivity.

10 Calculated from International Monetary Fund (2024)
data. I have extended their forecast using their per-
centage estimates for 2026-29. Both projections are
useful only in dramatizing economic asymmetry; nei-
ther is more accurate than the other. If the renminbi
gained 30% on the dollar, China would reach nominal
parity in 2031.

11 Posen uses the term “escalation dominance,” which I
think is too simplistic for the complexities of a trade
war (see Morgan et al. 2008, 15). But Posen demon-
strates that trade deprivation is likely to hurt the US
more than China.

12 Area experts on each side can shed their home shoes
and step into those of the other side, but, in a
transcultural version of Plato’s cave, they find it diffi-
cult to return and convince the home audience. As in
Plato’s cave, there are also more popular “experts” who
manipulate the shadows of the audience’s prejudices
and fears.

13 It could be argued that the world order from roughly
1750 to 1820 was also multinodal. European gov-
ernmental dominance was not quite consolidated.
Control ambiguities were highlighted by American
independence and the relocation of the Portuguese
monarchy to Brazil in 1807-21, while the roles of the
British, French, and Dutch trading companies added
dimensional complexity (Dalrymple 2019; Smith
1776, 5:vii).

14 Beyond sovereign nodes there are nonsovereign agents
in control of territory, most prominently Taiwan, as
well as corporations, international governmental
organizations, and nongovernmental organizations.

15 According to the International Monetary Fund
(2024), the “emerging market and developing
economies” in 2007 passed the aggregate GDP of
advanced economies in PPP. Of course, China’s surge
since 1980 is a large part of the story, but if China’s
GDP is removed from the group, the rest without
China will reach parity with advanced economies
in 2025.

16 This is especially clear in Southeast Asia (Ba, Kuik, and
Sudo 2016; Kuik 2024).

17 The game occurs when two people vying for a repu-
tation for valor position their left-hand wheels (in the
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US) on the highway median strip and drive toward one
another at high speed. The first to diverge is the
“chicken.”

18 Andrew Bacevich (2023) rightly argues that the
Manichean mentality of American security policy
dates back to the beginnings of the Cold War, but in
its current iteration vis-a-vis China it is without the
balance of a George Kennan (Kennan 1997; Reeves
2024).

19 Besides negotiation, Schelling did argue for tacit bar-
gaining through actions. The essence of hostile bar-
gaining is winning—that is, forcing compliance.

References

Acharya, Amitav. 2014. The End of the American World
Order. Cambridge: Polity.

Allison, Graham. 2017. Destined for War: Can America
and China Escape Thucydides’s Trap? Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt.

Asselin, Pierre. 2002. A Bitter Peace: Washington, Hanoi
and the Making of the Paris Agreement. Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press.

Avey, Paul C., Michael C. Desch, Eric Parajon, Susan
Peterson, Ryan Powers, and Michael J. Tierney. 2022.
“Does Social Science Inform Foreign Policy? Evidence
from a Survey of US National Security, Trade, and
Development Officials.” International Studies Quarterly
66 (1): 1-19. DOI: 10.1093/isq/sqab057.

Axelrod, Robert. 1984. The Evolution of Cooperation.
New York: Basic Books.

Ba, Alice, Cheng-Chwee Kuik, and Sueo Sudo, eds. 2016.
Institutionalizing East Asia: Mapping and Reconfiguring
Regional Cooperation. London: Routledge. DOI:
10.4324/9781315709130.

Bacevich, Andrew J. 2023. “The Reckoning that Wasn’t:
Why America Remains Trapped by False Dreams of
Hegemony.” Foreign Affairs 102 (2): 6-21.

Bachulska, Alicja, Mark Leonard, and Janka Oertel. 2024.
The Idea of China: Chinese Thinkers on Power, Progress, and
People. Berlin: European Council on Foreign Relations.

Baldwin, Richard. 2016. The Great Convergence:
Information Technology and the New Globalization.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. DOI:
10.2307/j.ctv24w655w.

Biddle, Tami Davis. 2020. Coercion Theory: A Basic
Introduction for Practitioners.” Texas National Security
Review 3 (2): 94-109.

Biden, Joseph. 2022. “Remarks by President Biden at the
GCC + 3 Summit Meeting.” Transcript of a speech
delivered in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, July 16. Washington,
DC: The White House. https://
bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-
remarks/2022/07/16/remarks-by-president-biden-at-
the-gee-3-summit-meeting. Accessed August 18,
2024.


https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/sqab057
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315709130
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv24w655w
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/07/16/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-gcc-3-summit-meeting
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/07/16/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-gcc-3-summit-meeting
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/07/16/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-gcc-3-summit-meeting
https://bidenwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2022/07/16/remarks-by-president-biden-at-the-gcc-3-summit-meeting
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

Bremmer, lan. 2013. Every Nation for Iiself: Winners and
Losers in a G-Zero World. New York: Portfolio.

Bull, Hedley. 1967. “Arms and Influence. By Thomas
C. Schelling.” Review of Arms and Influence, Thomas
Schelling. Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 23 (3): 25-26.

Buzan, Barry. 2011. “The Inaugural Kenneth N. Waltz
Annual Lecture: A World Order without Superpowers:
Decentred Globalism.” International Relations 25 (1):
3-25. DOI: 10.1177/0047117810396999.

. 2014. An Introduction to the English School of
International Relations: The Societal Approach.
Cambridge: Polity.

Buzan, Barry, Ole Wever, and Jaap de Wilde. 1998.
Security: A New Framework for Analysis. Boulder, CO:
Lynne Rienner. DOI: 10.1515/9781685853808.

Cervantes, Miguel. (1615) 2003. Don Quixote, trans.
Edith Grossman. New York: HarperCollins.

Cirincione, Joe. 2025. “The 15-Minute Interview: Joe
Cirincione on Golden Dome and the Long-Running
US Missile Defense Debacle.” Transcript of an
interview by John Mecklin, Bulletin of the Aromic
Scientists, May 22.

Dahl, Robert. 1957. “The Concept of Power.” Behavioral
Science 2 (3): 201-15. DOI: 10.1002/bs.3830020303.

Dalrymple, William. 2019. The Anarchy: The Relentless
Rise of the East India Company. New York: Bloomsbury.

Drezner, Daniel W. 2024. “How Everything Became
National Security, and National Security Became
Everything.” Foreign Affairs 103 (5).

Duan, Xiaolin. 2025. “Challenging Popular Narratives:
The Course of Power Transition and Sino—US
Relations.” Chinese Journal of International Politics 18
(2): 173-95. DOI: 10.1093/cjip/poaf002.

Farrell, Henry, and Abraham Newman. 2023.
Underground Empire: How America Weaponized the
World Economy. New York: Henry Hol.

Fei, Haiting. 2023. “Return to the Imperial System or
Pursuing Global Good Governance: Dialogue with
Professor Yu Keping on Imperial Studies and Global
Order,” trans. Thomas Heberer. Asien 166 (16):
152-70.

Freeman, Chas W., Jr. 2023. “About Spheres of
Influence.” Chas W. Freeman, Jr., American Diplomat,
Businessman, and Writer [blog], March 9. https://
chasfreeman.net/about-spheres-of-influence. Accessed
April 11, 2025.

Friedberg, Aaron L. 2012. A Contest for Supremacy: China,
America, and the Struggle for Mastery in Asia. New York:
W. W. Norton.

Gallarotti, Giulio M. 2010. The Power Curse: Influence
and lllusion in World Politics. Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner. DOI: 10.1515/9781685854355.

Gartzke, Erik, and Jon R. Lindsay. 2024. Elements of
Deterrence: Strategy, Technology, and Complexity in

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725103265 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Global Politics. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
DOI: 10.1093/050/9780197754443.001.0001.

George, Alexander L., David K. Hall, and William R.
Simons. 1971. The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy: Laos,
Cuba, Vietnam. Boston: Little, Brown.

Guetzkow, Harold. 1966. “Arms and Influence. By
Thomas C. Schelling.” Review of Arms and Influence,
Thomas Schelling. American Sociological Review 31 (6):
889-90. DOI: 10.2307/2091699.

Guild, James. 2025. “The Johor-Singapore Special
Economic Zone, Explained.” Diplomat, January 31.
hteps://thediplomat.com/2025/01/the-johor-
singapore-special-economic-zone-explained. Accessed
April 11, 2025.

Hansen, Lene. 2012. “Reconstructing Desecuritisation:
The Normative-Political in the Copenhagen School
and Directions for How to Apply It.” Review of
International Studies 38 (3): 525—46. DOI: 10.1017/
$0260210511000581.

Haun, Phil, and Colin Jackson. 2016. “Breaker of Armies:
Air Power in the Easter Offensive and the Myth of
Linebacker I and II in the Vietnam War.” International
Security 40 (3): 139—78. DOI: 10.1162/isec_a_00226.

Hirschman, Albert O. 1980. National Power and the
Structure of Foreign Trade, 35th-anniversary edition.
Berkeley: University of California Press. DOI:
10.2307/jj.15976659.

International Monetary Fund. 2024. World Economic
Outlook Databases. October 2024 edition.
Washington, DC: International Monetary Fund.
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/
world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate
9%20descending. Accessed April 11, 2025.

Kaplan, Fred. 2005. “All Pain, No Gain: Nobel Laureate
Thomas Schelling’s Little-Known Role in the Vietnam
War.” Slate, October 11. https://slate.com/news-and-
politics/2005/10/nobel-winner-tom-schelling-s-roll-
in-the-vietnam-war.html. Accessed April 11, 2025.

——.2009. “William W. Kaufmann.” PS: Political
Science & Politics 42 (2): 416-18. DOI: 10.1017/
§1049096509260665.

Katzenstein, Peter J., ed. 2022. Uncertainty and Its
Discontents: Worldviews in World Politics. New York:
Cambridge University Press. DOI:
10.1017/9781009070997.

Kennan, George F. 1997. “A Fateful Error.” New York
Times, February 5.

Keohane, Robert O., and Joseph S. Nye, Jr. 1977. Power
and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition.
Boston: Little, Brown.

Kirshner, Jonathan. 2022. An Unwritten Future: Realism
and Uncertainty in World Politics. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press. DOI:
10.1515/9780691233123.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0047117810396999
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781685853808
https://doi.org/10.1002/bs.3830020303
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/poaf002
https://chasfreeman.net/about-spheres-of-influence
https://chasfreeman.net/about-spheres-of-influence
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781685854355
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780197754443.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.2307/2091699
https://thediplomat.com/2025/01/the-johor-singapore-special-economic-zone-explained
https://thediplomat.com/2025/01/the-johor-singapore-special-economic-zone-explained
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210511000581
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210511000581
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00226
https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.15976659
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/SPROLLs/world-economic-outlook-databases#sort=%40imfdate%20descending
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/10/nobel-winner-tom-schelling-s-roll-in-the-vietnam-war.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/10/nobel-winner-tom-schelling-s-roll-in-the-vietnam-war.html
https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2005/10/nobel-winner-tom-schelling-s-roll-in-the-vietnam-war.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049096509260665
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049096509260665
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009070997
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691233123
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

Kissinger, Henry. 1979. White House Years. New York:
Simon & Schuster.

Kuik, Cheng-Chwee. 2024. “Explaining Hedging: The
Case of Malaysian Equidistance.” Contemporary
Southeast Asia 46 (1): 43—76. DOI: 10.1355/cs46-1c.

Kuik, Cheng-Chwee, and Nur Shahadah Jamil. 2024.
“The Feasibility and Future of Middle-State Hedging.”
East Asian Policy 16: 7-28. DOI: 10.1142/
$1793930524000254.

Mack, Andrew. 1975. “Why Big Nations Lose Small
Wars: The Politics of Asymmetric Conflict.” World
Politics 27 (2): 175-200. DOI: 10.2307/2009880.

McPherson, Michael. 1984. “Economics: On Hirschman,
Schelling, and Sen: Revising the Conception of the
Self.” Partisan Review 51 (2): 236—47.

Mearsheimer, John. 2001. The Tragedy of Great Power
Politics. New York: W. W. Norton.

Medeiros, Evan S., and Andrew Polk. 2025. “China’s New
Economic Weapons.” Washington Quarterly 48 (1):
99-123. DOI: 10.1080/0163660x.2025.2480513.

Maockli, Daniel, ed. 2012. Szrategic Trends 2012: Key
Developments in Global Affairs. Ziirich: Center for
Security Studies, ETH Ziirich.

Morgan, Forrest E., Karl P. Mueller, Evan S. Medeiros,
Kevin L. Pollpeter, and Roger Cliff. 2008. Dangerous
Thresholds: Managing Escalation in the 21st Century.
Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.

Mulder, Nicholas. 2022. The Economic Weapon: The Rise
of Sanctions as a Tool of Modern War. New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press. DOI:
10.12987/9780300262520.

Noesselt, Nele. 2022. “Strategy Adjustments of the
United States and the European Union vis-a-vis China:
Democratic Global Power Identities and Fluid
Polygonal Relations.” Journal of Chinese Political Science
27 (3): 519—41. DOI: 10.1007/s11366-022-09794-3.

Nye, Joseph S., Jr. 1990. Bound to Lead: The Changing
Nature of American Power. New York: Basic Books.

O’Doherty, Jack. 2024. “Is America Buying Nuclear
Weapons to Win a War or to Prevent One?” Bulletin of
the Atomic Scientists, August 20.

Organski, A. F. K. 1968. World Politics, 2nd edition.
New York: Knopf.

Organski, A. F. K., and Jacek Kugler. 1980. The War
Ledger. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. DOL:
10.7208/chicago/9780226351841.001.0001.

Pauly, Reid B. C. 2024. “Damned if They Do, Damned if
They Don’t: The Assurance Dilemma in International
Coercion.” International Security 49 (1): 91-132. DOLI:
10.1162/isec_a_00488.

Politi, James, and Joe Leahy. 2025. “Donald Trump
Threatens Extra 10% Tariff over ‘Anti-American’ Brics
Policies.” Financial Times, July 6.

Posen, Adam S. 2025a. “The New Economic Geography:
Who Profits in a Post-American World?” Foreign Affairs

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725103265 Published online by Cambridge University Press

104 (5). heeps://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/

new-economic-geography-posen. Accessed August

22, 2025.

. 2025b. “Trade Wars Are Easy to Lose: Beijing Has
Escalation Dominance in the U.S.—China Tariff Fight.”
Foreign Affairs, April 9. https:/[www.foreignaffairs.com/
united-states/trade-wars-are-casy-lose. Accessed April
11, 2025.

Qin, Yaging. 2023. “Commentary.” In Recentering Pacific
Asia: Regional China and World Order, by Brantly
Womack, with commentaries by Gungwu Wang,
Yu-Shan Wu, Yaqing Qin, and Evelyn Goh, 148-52.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. DOI:
10.1017/9781009393867.008.

Quackenbush, Stephen L. 2011. “Deterrence Theory:
Where Do We Stand?” Review of International Studies
37 (2): 741-62. DOI: 10.1017/50260210510000896.

Reeves, Jeffrey. 2024. “Beyond Deterrence: U.S. Indo-
Pacific Command’s Strategic Shift.” National Interest,
October 16. https://nationalinterest.org/feature/beyond-
deterrence-us-indo-pacific-command%E2%80%99s-
strategic-shift-213249. Accessed April 11, 2025.

Rodberg, Leonard S. 1966. “Primer on International
Coercion.” Review of Arms and Influence, Thomas
Schelling. Science 153 (3736): 623-24. DOI: 10.1126/
science.153.3736.623.

Rostow, Walter W. 1960. The Stages of Economic Growth:
A Non-Communist Manifesto. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Rubio, Marco. 2025. “Secretary Marco Rubio with
Megyn Kelly of the Megyn Kelly Show.” Transcript of
an interview by Megyn Kelly, January 30. Washington,
DC: US Department of State. https://www.state.gov/
secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-
kelly-show. Accessed March 6, 2025.

Sanger, David E. 2024. “Biden Approved Secret Nuclear
Strategy Refocusing on Chinese Threat.” New York
Times, August 20.

Schelling, Thomas C. 1960. The Strategy of Conflict.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

——. 1961. “The Future of Arms Control.” Operations
Research 9 (5): 722-31. DOI: 10.1287/opre.9.5.722.

——. 1966. Arms and Influence. New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press. DOL: 10.2307/j.ctt5vm52s.

——. 1985. “What Went Wrong with Arms Control?”
Foreign Affairs 64 (2): 219-33. DOL:
10.2307/20042570.

——.1991. “The Thirtieth Year.” Daedalus 120 (1):
21-31.

——. 2006a. “An Astonishing Sixty Years: The Legacy
of Hiroshima.” American Economic Review 96 (4):
929-37. DOI: 10.1257/aer.96.4.929.

———. 2006b. “Iranian Nuke Would Be Suicide Bomb.”
New Perspectives Quarterly 23 (1): 58-59. DOI:
10.1111/j.1540-5842.2006.00792 .



https://doi.org/10.1355/cs46-1c
https://doi.org/10.1142/s1793930524000254
https://doi.org/10.1142/s1793930524000254
https://doi.org/10.2307/2009880
https://doi.org/10.1080/0163660x.2025.2480513
https://doi.org/10.12987/9780300262520
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11366-022-09794-3
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226351841.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1162/isec_a_00488
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/new-economic-geography-posen
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/new-economic-geography-posen
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/trade-wars-are-easy-lose
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/trade-wars-are-easy-lose
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009393867.008
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210510000896
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/beyond-deterrence-us-indo-pacific-command%E2%80%99s-strategic-shift-213249
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/beyond-deterrence-us-indo-pacific-command%E2%80%99s-strategic-shift-213249
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/beyond-deterrence-us-indo-pacific-command%E2%80%99s-strategic-shift-213249
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.153.3736.623
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.153.3736.623
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-kelly-show
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-kelly-show
https://www.state.gov/secretary-marco-rubio-with-megyn-kelly-of-the-megyn-kelly-show
https://doi.org/10.1287/opre.9.5.722
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt5vm52s
https://doi.org/10.2307/20042570
https://doi.org/10.1257/aer.96.4.929
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5842.2006.00792.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

Sechser, Todd S. 2010. “Goliath’s Curse: Coercive
Threats and Asymmetric Power.” International
Organization 64 (4): 627-60. DOI: 10.1017/
s0020818310000214.

Seddon, Max. 2024. “Vladimir Putin Revises Nuclear
Doctrine in Warning to West.” Financial Times,
September 25.

Sent, Esther-Mirjam. 2007. “Some Like It Cold: Thomas
Schelling as a Cold Warrior.” Journal of Economic
Methodology 14 (4): 455-71. DOLI:
10.1080/13501780701718714.

Smith, Adam. 1776. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes
of the Wealth of Nations. London: W. Strahan and
T. Cadell.

Sokov, Nikolai N. 2024. “The Battle of Kursk Probably
Won’t Result in Nuclear Weapons Use against
Ukraine. But Russian Escalation vis-3-vis NATO Can’t
Be Ruled Out.” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists,
August 26.

Stein, Jeff, and Federica Cocco. 2024. “Money War: How
Four U.S. Presidents Unleashed Economic Warfare
across the Globe.” Washington Post, July 25.

Stillman, Grant B. 2008. “T'wo of the MADdest
Scientists: Where Strangelove Meets Dr. No; or,
Unexpected Roots for Kubrick’s Cold War Classic.”
Film History 20 (4): 487-500. DOI: 10.2979/
fi1.2008.20.4.487.

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. 2025.
SIPRI Military Expenditure Database. Stockholm:
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute.
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex. Accessed
August 22, 2025.

Stuenkel, Oliver. 2016. The Post-Western World: How
Emerging Powers Are Remaking Global Order.
Cambridge: Polity.

Sukin, Lauren. 2025. “Elements of Deterrence: Strategy,
Technology, and Complexity in Global Politics. By Erik
Gartzke and Jon R. Lindsay.” Review of Elements of
Deterrence, Erik Gartzke and Jon Lindsay. Perspectives
on Politics 23 (7): 725-26. DOI: 10.1017/
s1537592725000258.

Tammen, Ronald L., and Jacek Kugler 2006. “Power
Transition and China—US Conflicts.” Chinese Journal of
International Politics 1 (1): 35-55. DOI: 10.1093/cjip/
pol003.

Tan, Ariel. 2025 “Singapore—Malaysia Relations ata Time
of Political Transition.” RSIS Commentary CO25065,
April 1. Singapore: S. Rajaratnam School of
International Studies. https://rsis.edu.sg/rsis-
publication/rsis/singapore-malaysia-relations-at-a-
time-of-political-transition. Accessed April 11, 2025.

Trenin, Dmitry. V., Sergei I. Avakyants, and Sergei A.
Karaganov. 2024. From Restraining to Deterring.
Moscow: Institute of World Military Economics and
Strategy, National Research University—Higher

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725103265 Published online by Cambridge University Press

School of Economics. https://karaganov.ru/en/from-
restraining-to-deterring. Accessed April 11, 2025.

Van Son, Collin. 2024. “Dispatch from a Nuclear
Petting Zoo.” Bulletin of Atomic Scientists,
November 15.

Wagner, R. Harrison. 2010. “Power, Interdependence,
and Nonstate Actors in World Politics. Edited by Helen
V. Milner and Andrew Moravcsik.” Review of Power,
Interdependence, and Nonstate Actors in World Politics,
eds. Helen Milner and Andrew Moravcsik.
Perspectives on Politics 8 (2): 718-20. DOI: 10.1017/
s153759271000109x.

Walker, Owen. 2025. “Singapore Warns End of Free
Trade Era ‘Very Hostile’ for Small Nations.” Financial
Times, April 8.

Wendt, Alexander. 1992. “Anarchy Is What States
Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics.”
International Organization 46 (2): 391-425. DOL:
10.1017/s0020818300027764.

. 1999. Social Theory of International Politics.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

DOI: 10.1017/cbo9780511612183.

The White House. 2022. “National Security Strategy.”
Strategy document, October 12. Washington, DC: The
White House.

Womack, Brantly. 2005. “Dancing Alone: A Hard Look
at Soft Power.” Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus
3 (11): 1975. Accessed October 30, 2025. hteps://
web.archive.org/web/20090415180539/http://
www.japanfocus.org/-Brantly-Womack/1975.

Womack, Brantly. 2006. China and Vietnam: The Politics
of Asymmetry. New York: Cambridge University Press.
DOI: 10.1017/cbo9780511610790.

——. 2013. “Beyond Win-Win: Rethinking China’s
International Relationships in an Era of Economic
Uncertainty.” International Affairs 89 (4): 911-28.
DOI: 10.1111/1468-2346.12051.

——. 2016a. “Asymmetric Parity: U.S.—China Relations
in a Multinodal World.” International Affairs 92 (6):
1463—-80. DOI: 10.1111/1468-2346.12754.

——. 2016b. Asymmetry and International Relationships.
New York: Cambridge University Press. DOI:
10.1017/cbo9781316459348.

——. 2023. Recentering Pacific Asia: Regional China and
World Order. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
DOI: 10.1017/9781009393867.

. 2024. “Strategic Principles for Co-Existence in a
Muldinodal World.” China International Strategy Review
6: 22-38. DOI: 10.1007/s42533-024-00155-8.

Workman, Daniel. 2025. “China’s Top Trading
Partners.” World’s Top Exports. https://
www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-
partners. Accessed April 11, 2025.

Yoder, Brandon, and Kyle Haynes. 2025. “Endogenous
Preferences, Credible Signaling, and the Security



https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020818310000214
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020818310000214
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501780701718714
https://doi.org/10.2979/fil.2008.20.4.487
https://doi.org/10.2979/fil.2008.20.4.487
https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592725000258
https://doi.org/10.1017/s1537592725000258
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pol003
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjip/pol003
https://rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/rsis/singapore-malaysia-relations-at-a-time-of-political-transition
https://rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/rsis/singapore-malaysia-relations-at-a-time-of-political-transition
https://rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/rsis/singapore-malaysia-relations-at-a-time-of-political-transition
https://karaganov.ru/en/from-restraining-to-deterring
https://karaganov.ru/en/from-restraining-to-deterring
https://doi.org/10.1017/s153759271000109x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s153759271000109x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0020818300027764
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511612183
https://web.archive.org/web/20090415180539/http://www.japanfocus.org/-Brantly-Womack/1975
https://web.archive.org/web/20090415180539/http://www.japanfocus.org/-Brantly-Womack/1975
https://web.archive.org/web/20090415180539/http://www.japanfocus.org/-Brantly-Womack/1975
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9780511610790
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12051
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2346.12754
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781316459348
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009393867
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42533-024-00155-8
https://www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-partners
https://www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-partners
https://www.worldstopexports.com/chinas-top-import-partners
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

Dilemma: Bridging the Rationalist—Constructivist Zakaria, Fareed. 2011. The Post-American World and the

Divide.” American Journal of Political Science 69 (1): Rise of the Rest, 2nd edition. New York: W. W. Norton.
268-83. DOI: 10.1111/ajps.12844. Zeckhauser, Richard. 1989. “Distinguished Fellow:

Yu, Keping. 2023. 77[E#7 £ [A new theory of empire]. Reflections on Thomas Schelling.” Journal of Economic
Hangzhou: Zhejiang People’s Press. Perspectives 3 (2): 153—64. DOI: 10.1257/jep.3.2.153.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592725103265 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12844
https://doi.org/10.1257/jep.3.2.153
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592725103265

	Contra Schelling: The trap of Coercive Strategy in a Multinodal Era
	Thomas Schelling and Arms and Influence
	The Narrative and Premises of Arms and Influence
	A Multinodal Era
	Schelling’s Premises Reconsidered
	Putin and the Trap of Coercive Diplomacy
	Conclusion: Beyond Schelling
	Notes


