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Coercive Diplomacy:
Definition and Characteristics

ALEXANDER L. GEORGE

THE CONCEPT OF COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

First we need to clarify how we are using the concept of coercive diplomacy
in this study and to differentiate it from other ways in which threats are used
as an instrument of policy.! In this study, we restrict the definition of the.
term coercive diplomacy to defensive uses of the strategy—that is, efforts to
persuade an opponent to stop or reverse an action. Defensive uses are quite
distinct from offensive ones, wherein coercive threats can be employed ag-
gresswely to persuade a victim to give up somethmg of value without putting
up resistance. Such offensive uses of coercive threats are better designated by
the term blackmail strategy.

Coercive diplomacy also needs to be distinguished from deterrence, a
strategy that employs threats to dissuade an adversary from undertakmg a
damaging action not yet initiated. In contrast, coercive diplomacy is a re-
sponse to an action already undertaken.

The term compellance, which Thomas Schelling introduced into the litera-
ture almost thirty years ago, is often employed to encompass both coercive
diplomacy and blackmail and sometimes deterrence as well. I prefer not to
use this term for two reasons. First, it is useful to distinguish between defen-
sive and offensive uses of coercive threats; compellance does not. Second, the
concept of compellence implies exclusive or heavy reliance on coercive
threats, whereas I wish to emphasize the possibility of a more flexible diplo-
macy that can employ rational persuasion and accommodation as well as co-
ercive threats to encourage the adversary either to comply with the demands
or to work out an acceptable compromise.
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As defined here, then, coercive diplomacy is a defensive strategy that is
employed to deal with the efforts of an adversary to change a status quo situ-
ation in his own favor. We have found it useful also to distinguish among
three quite different defensive objectives coercive diplomacy can pursue. The
aim may be limited to merely stopping the action. A more ambitious aim is
the reversal of what has already been accomplished. An even more ambitious
aim, as Bruce Jentleson notes in his case study, is a céssation of the opponent’s
hostile behavior through a demand for change in the composition of the ad-
versary’s government or in the nature of the regime. This type of demand
stretches coercive diplomacy to its outer limits since it may blur the distinc-
tion between defensive and offensive uses of threats. And, quite obviously,
the more ambitious the demand on the opponent, the more difficult the task
of coercive diplomacy becomes. Table 1 differentiates among these three
types of defensive coercive diplomacy and illustrates their primary distinc-
tion from the strategy of deterrence.

OTHER NONMILITARY STRATEGIES

Coercive diplomacy is only one of several nonmilitary strategies that may be
resorted to by the “defender” when confronted by an adversary’s attempt to
change an existing situation to his own advantage. Some other strategies the
defender can employ are listed below.?

1. “Drawing a line.” When confronted by an adversary’s efforts to alter an
existing situation in his own favor, the defender may respond by drawing a
line to indicate that further action would provoke a strong response.

2. Buying time to explore a negotiated settlement. This defensive strategy
may be resorted to when the defender (1) is operating under political, diplo-
matic, or military disadvantages; (2) recognizes that the adversary’s dissatis-
faction with the status quo has some merit; or (3) believes that the most im-
portant of his own interests might first be safeguarded through negotiation
before contemplating more forceful strategies.

3. Retaliation and reprisals. In some situations this strategy may be pref-
erable to weaker or stronger responses to the adversary’s provocation. Care-
fully measured reprisals, chosen to match but not exceed the adversary’s ac-
tions, may be necessary to communicate clearly an intention to resist and,
hence, offer the possibility that the opponent will desist or that the crisis may
then enter a stage of negotiations. Retaliation or reprisals, however, may have
to be accompanied by deterrent threats to dissuade the opponent from esca-
lating to stronger action.

4. Engagingin a “test of capabzlztzes ”When the defender is confronted by
a relatively low-level, controlled challenge to the status quo—a blockade, for
example—he may forego coercive diplomacy or military action and instead
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TABLE 1 Three Types of Defensive Coercive Diplomacy

Coercive Diplomacy
Deterrence Type A Type B Type C
Persuade opponent Persuade opponent  Persuade opponent  Persuade opponent

not to initiate to stop short of to undo the action

an action . the goal

to make changes
in government

attempt to meet the challenge within the framework of the ground rules asso-
ciated with the opponent’s challenge. Even though at that early stage the
ground rules seem to favor the opponent’s eventual success, the defender may
hope that the expected outcome can be reversed through hard work, skill,
improvisation, and efficient use of available resources, thereby forcing the
adversary to decide whether to engage in a risky escalation of the crisis or to
accept the failure of his initiative. The defender may also have to undertake
measures to deter the opponent from escalation. Two examples of this strat-
egy, both successful, were the response of the West to the Berlin Blockade of
1948 by using an airlift and the U.S. response to the Chinese artillery block-
ade of Quemoy and Matsu in 19538.

Thus, coercive diplomacy is not the only nonmilitary option available to
the defender when confronted by an action that encroaches on his interests.
Any of these four strategies may be preferable to an immediate resort to coer-
cive diplomacy. And coercive diplomacy may be tried (as in the Persian Gulf

crisis) before resorting to war.

THE APPEAL OF COERCIVE DIPLOMACY

Coercive diplomacy is an attractive strategy because it offers the defender a
chance to achieve reasonable objectives in a crisis with less cost, with much
less—if any—bloodshed, with fewer political and psychological costs, and
often with less risk of unwanted escalation than is true with traditional mili-
tary strategy. A crisis resolved by means of coercive diplomacy is also less
likely to contaminate future relations between the two sides than is a war.

However, precisely because of these attractions, coercive diplomacy can
also be a beguiling strategy. Leaders of militarily powerful states may be
tempted at times to believe that they can, with little risk, intimidate weaker
opponents into giving up their challenge to a status quo situation. But the
militarily weaker state may be strongly motivated by what it has at stake and
refuse to back down, in effect calling the bluff of the coercing power. The lat-
ter, then, must decide whether to back off or to escalate the crisis into a mili-
tary confrontation.

Moreover, as illustrated in the case studies, mlhtarﬂy powerful states may
encounter other constraints, risks, and uncertainties in attempting to employ
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a coercive strategy. Finally, it should be noted that coercive diplomacy is
sometimes chosen by the defender not because of its attractions but rather (as
in the Bush administration’s response to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Ku-
wait) because at the inception of the crisis, political-diplomatic support, or
military readiness, for a resort to force is lacking.

COERCIVE DIPLOMACY: AN ALTERNATIVE
TO MILITARY STRATEGY

Coercive diplomacy, then, offers an alternative to reliance on military action.
It seeks to persuade an opponent to cease aggression rather than to bludgeon
him into stopping. In contrast to the blunt use of force to repel an adversary,
coercive diplomacy emphasizes the use of threats of punishment if the adver-
sary does not comply with what is demanded. If force is used in coercive di-
plomacy, it talses the form of an exemplary or symbolic use of limited mili-
tary action to help persuade the opponent to back down. By “exemplary” I

mean just enough force of an appropriate kind to demonstrate resolution and

to give credibility to the threat that greater force will be used if necessary.’
Fven a relatively small exemplary action (as, for example, President Ken-
nedy’s ordering U.S. “civilian advisers” in Laos in April 1961 to put on their
uniforms) can have a disproportionately large coercive impact if it is coupled
with a credible threat of additional action. The strategy of coercive diplo-
macy, however, does not require use of exemplary actions. The crisis may be
satisfactorily resolved without an exemplary use of force; or the strategy of
coercive diplomacy may be abandoned in favor of full-scale military opera-
tions without a preliminary use of exemplary force. Hence, in coercive diplo-
macy, if force is used at all it is not part of conventional military strategy but
rather a component of a more complex political-diplomatic strategy for re-
solving a conflict of interests, which is why coercive diplomacy is an appro-
priate description.

Coercive diplomacy, then, calls for using just enough force of an appropri-
ate kind—if force is used at all—to demonstrate one’s resolve to protect well-
defined interests as well as the credibility of one’s determination to use more
force if necessary. To this end, both the threat and employment of force
should be coupled with (that is, preceded, accompanied, or followed by) ap-
propriate communications to the opponent. The coercive strategy necessarily
includes the signaling, bargaining, and negotiating that are built into the con-
ceptualization and conduct of any military alerts, deployments, or actions—
features that are not found or are of secondary interest in traditional military
strategy.

Coercive diplomacy seeks to make force a much more flexible, refined
psychological instrument of policy in contrast to the “quick, decisive” mili-
tary strategy, which uses force as a blunt instrument. In coercive diplomacy,
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the goal is to persuade the opponent to stop or to undo encroachment instead

of bludgeoning him into doing so or physically preventing him from con-
tinuing. : :

NOTES

1. I remind the reader that the definitions offered here—as is true of most defini-
tions of complex phenomena—tend to oversimplify reality and are best regarded as a
starting point for empirical analysis of a particular phenomenon that should go be-
yond the confines of the definition.

2. These alternative defensive strategies, their uses and limitations, and examples
of each are discussed in A. L. George, ed., Avoiding War: Problems of Crisis Manage-
ment (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1991), pp. 383—392.

3. The concept of exemplary use of force presented here as a possible component
of coercive diplomacy is not always easily distinguishable in historical situations from
the practice of retaliation and reprisals. Strictly speaking, the term reprisal should be
reserved for an action that is limited in purpose to punishing an opponent for a trans-
gression in some appropriate way. Retaliation and reprisal may also constitute what
some writers refer to as active deterrence. In contrast, the purpose of an exemplary
use of force in coercive diplomacy is to convey a willingness to do more, if necessary,
to persuade the opponent to stop or to undo his transgression. When the offended
state does not make clear whether its action is merely a reprisal or an exemplary com-

ponent of coercive diplomacy, the historian will have difficulty determining the pur-
pose of that action.
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Theory and Practice

ALEXANDER L. GEORGE

THE ABSTRACT MODEL OF COERCIVE
DIPLOMACY: ITS USES AND LIMITATIONS

The abstract model identifies the general characteristics of coercive diplo-
macy and the basic “logic” on which its presumed efficacy rests. The logic of
coercive diplomacy postulates that such diplomacy will be successful if de-
mands on an adversary are backed with a threat of punishment for noncom-
pliance that will be considered credible and potent enough to encourage
compliance. It should be evident that the logic of coercive diplomacy rests
upon the assumption of a “rational” opponent; that is, it assumes that the ad-
versary will be receptive to and will correctly evaluate information that is
critical to the question of whether the costs and risks of not complying will
outweigh the gains to be expected from pursuing the course of action.

I discuss under “Task 3 in this chapter the various limitations of this as-
sumption of rationality and here address three other characteristics and limi-
tations of the abstract model. First, it gives the policy maker only limited help
in devising an effective version of coercive diplomacy for any specific situa-
tion; second, it cannot be used to predict whether coercive diplomacy will be
successful in a specific situation; and third, it is not a strategy of coercive di-
plomacy. ' '

The first of these three limitations means, quite simply, that the abstract
model identifies only the general logic of successful coercive diplomacy and
does not include what must be done to inject that logic into the adversary’s
calculations and lead him to comply with the demand made. To achieve that
result, the policy maker must tailor the abstract model to the specific config-
uration of each situation in which coercive diplomacy is attempted, a task
discussed more fully under “Task 4” in this chapter.

Second, to achieve the possibility of predicting outcomes of coercive di-
plomacy, a specification of the conditions under which its general logic can
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be achieved in a variety of situations would have to be added to the abstract
model. Only if such specificity is added to the model—thereby making it a
tully developed, robust deductive theory—could individual situations be an-
alyzed to predict the success of coercive diplomacy. To achieve this predictive
capability, the abstract model would have to be operationalized, which re-
quires specification of ways of measuring or assessing the value of the key
variables that enter into the particular interaction between the coercer and his
opponent and also of the relationships that must exist among these variables
in that specific situation for coercive diplomacy to be successful. These key
variables are the magnitude of the demand(s) made on the opponent, the
magnitude of the opponent’s motivation not to comply, and the factor of
whether the opponent will feel the threatened punishment is sufficiently
credible and potent to cause him to comply. Operationalizing the model by
means of such specifications is such an extremely complex task that it is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to achieve.! It has not been done, for example, for the
abstract rational model of deterrence,? and it would be equally, if not more,
difficult to perform for the abstract rational model of coercive diplomacy.

The abstract model of coercive diplomacy that exists at present is at best
only a quasi, incomplete deductive theory. The logic of the model indicates in
a general way what must be achieved in any particular situation for coercive
diplomacy to be effective, which is indeed useful. This logic at least identifies
what some “necessary” conditions may be for successful coercive diplomacy,
albeit under the questionable assumption of pure rationality on the part of
the adversary. But the abstract model does not provide either a basis for judg-
ing whether in any particular situation the conditions for success already ex-
ist or, as already noted, for judging whether and how they can be created by
the coercing power in implementing the strategy.

The third limiting characteristic of the abstract model is that it is not in and
of itself a strategy. Rather, the abstract model is only a starting point—to be
sure, a useful and rélevant one—to assist policy makers in considering
whether a particular version of coercive diplomacy can be designed that
might be effective in a specific situation. In other words, for policy makers to
make use of the abstract model, they must transform it into a specific strat-
egy. :
Notwithstanding these limitations, this logic of coercive diplomacy has
several general implications that are relevant in various aspects of policy
making: first, in the process of judging whether coercive diplomacy may be a
viable strategy in a particular situation and, second, in the attempt to design
and implement an effective version of the strategy for that situation. These
implications become self-evident once we look more closely at the central
task of coercive diplomacy, which is to cause the adversary to expect suffi-
cient costs and risks to cause him to stop what he is doing.” To have this im-
pact we may ask how much of a threat, or of a combination of threat and pos-
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itive inducement, will be necessary to persuade the adversary to comply with
the demand made. The logic that underlies the abstract model tells us, by im-
plication, that the answer will depend on two variables and on the relation-
ship between them: first, what the coercing power demands of the opponent
and, second, how strongly disinclined the opponent is to comply with that
demand. From the logic of the model we also discern that these two variables
are not independent of each other. That is, the strength of the adversary’s dis-
inclination to comply is highly sensitive to the magnitude of the demand
made by the coercing power. Thus, asking relatively little of the opponent
should make it easier for him to be coerced. Conversely, demanding a great
deal of an opponent will strengthen his resistance and male the task of coer-
cive persuasion more difficult.

Another important implication of the model’s basic logic is that the
coercer’s choice of a demand will influence not only the strength of the oppo-
nent’s motivation to resist but also the strength of the coercer’s own motiva-
tion and, hence, the relative motivation of the two sides. Motivation in this
context refers to each side’s conception of what it has at stake in the dispute,
the importance each side attaches to the interests engaged by the crisis, and
what level of costs and risks each is willing to incur on behalf of those inter-
ests. If the coercing power demands something that is more important to it
than to the adversary, then the coercer should benefit from what may be
called an asymmetry of interests. Conversely, if the coercing power pursues
ambitious objectives that go beyond its own vital or important interests, and
if its demands infringe on vital or important interests of the adversary, then
the asymmetry of interests and balance of motivation will favor the adversary
and make successful application of coercive diplomacy much more difficult.

The way in which asymmetry of interests and relative motivation will be
perceived by the two sides and what influence this will have on the outcome
in real-life cases is more complicated than is suggested by the general logic of
the abstract model, as our case studies demonstrate. Nonetheless, the logic of
the model is important because it demonstrates that there is an important
strategic dimension to the choice of the demand the coercing power makes on
its adversary. Quite simply, strategic interests affect the motivation of both
sides and the balance of motivation between them, variables that will likely
influence both the interaction between them and the efficacy of the attemptat
coercive diplomacy. »

We see in the case studies in Part Two that these implications of the mod-
el’s logic do indeed manifest themselves in practice and that they can play an
extremely important role in determining the ease or difficulty of conducting
coercive diplomacy. But we also see that various impediments to information
processing, and political and psychological variables not encompassed by the
abstract model’s assumption of rationality, can have an important impact on
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the way the model’s logic actually operates in the real world, often making it
more difficult for the coercing power to use the strategy effectively.
Another characteristic of coercive diplomacy is the possibility that the co-
ercing power may couple its threat of punishment for noncompliance with
positive inducements to encourage the adversary to comply with the de-
mand. When this is done, the resulting variant of coercive diplomacy is often
referred to as an example of the “carrot-and-stick” approach. As with threats
of punishment, positive inducements and reassurances must also be credible.
When both negative sanctions and positive inducements are employed, the
adversary must make a more complex calculation of the utility of complying
with the demand, although the logic of the model operates in the same way.

CONVERTING THE ABSTRACT MODEL
INTO A STRATEGY: FOUR TASKS

I have noted that the abstract model of coercive diplomacy is not in and of it-
self a strategy. The model is only a starting point for designing a particular
strategy of coercive diplomacy for a specific situation and also for helping to
assess whether that strategy or variant of it would likely be successful in that
situation.

How, then, is the abstract model transformed by the policy maker into a
specific strategy? To achieve this, four tasks must be accomplished.

Task 1: Fill in the Four “Empty Boxes”
(Variables) of the Model

To design a specific strategy of coercive diplomacy, the policy maker must
make decisions regarding the four variables, or empty boxes, of the abstract
model:

1. what to demand of the opponent

2. whether and how to create a sense of urgency for compliance with the
demand

3. what punishment to threaten for noncompliance, and how to make it
sufficiently potent and credible

4. whether also to offer positive inducements and, if so, what “carrot” to
offer together with the “stick™ to induce acceptance of the demand

I have indicated that what is demanded of the opponent is of critical impor-
tance in determining the balance of interests and motivation that will create
ease or difficulty in carrying out coercive diplomacy. The case histories illus-
trate the importance of this variable in determining the success or failure of
the strategy on different occasions.
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The strategy one chooses in any particular situation may include an effort
to convey to the adversary a sense of urgency for compliance with one’s de-
mand. It is generally presumed that a sense of urgency generally adds to the
coercive impact the strategy has on the adversary. But, as is noted in Chapter
3 and in Part Three, risks are sometimes associated with creating urgency, and
other reasons may exist for not placing the adversary under undue time pres-
sure. There are different ways of transmitting a sense of urgency, most nota-
bly by setting an explicit and relatively brief time limit for compliance with
the demand. However, a sense of urgency may also be conveyed by actions
such as alerts and deployments of mlhtary forces, which may be coupled W1th
verbal communications indicating that time is short. :

The fact that coercive diplomacy functions on two levels of communica-
tion—both words and actions—is also evident in addressing the third vari-
able in the model. The threat of punishment in the event of noncompliance
may be signaled through military actions or political-diplomatic moves as
well as by explicit verbal warnings. As is seen in the cases in Part Two, how-
ever, the defender’s actions in any given situation can either strengthen or de-
tract from the credibility of verbal threats. Hence, actions intended to convey
a specific threat must be chosen carefully, in sensitive accord with the struc-
ture and evolution of the particular situation. :

Another important decision to be made in designing and implementing a
specific strategy of coercive diplomacy is whether to rely solely on a threat of
punishment or also tq offer positive inducements, concessions on behalf of a
compromise settlement, or reassurances in order to secure the adversary’s ac-
ceptance of the demand. The “carrot” in such a strategy can be any of a vari-
ety of things the adversary values. The magnitude and significance of the car-
rot can range from a seemingly trivial face-saving concession to substantial
concessions and side payments that bring about a stable settlement of the cri-
sis. Such a settlement may take shape either as a genuine, balanced quid pro
quo or in the form of concessions that favor the opponent and do little more
than permit the coercing power to save face and avoid an outright defeat.

Whether coercive diplomacy will work in a particular case may depend on
whether reliance is placed solely on negative sanctions or on whether threats
are coupled with positive inducements. This point has considerable practical
as well as theoretical significance. What the threatened stick cannot achieve
by itself, unless it is formidable, can possibly be achieved by combining it
with a carrot. Indeed, in some cases the hard-pressed defender may rely more
on offering a substantial carrot than on making a strong threat to achieve a
minimal success.

Finally, the decisions made in specifying these four ingredients of a strat-
egy at the outset are subject to change during the course of the crisis. The co-
ercive power may stiffen or dilute its demands, enhance or relax the sense of
urgency initially conveyed, strengthen or soften the threat of punishment
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and its credibility, and move from reliance only on threats to a carrot-and-
stick variant of the strategy.

Task 2: Identify the Preferred Variant
of the Strategy of Coercive Diplomacy

Depending on what choices the policy maker makes with regard to the four
variables of the model, the resulting combinations will define significantly
different variants of the strategy. For analytical purposes, I have identified
four such variants: the classic ultimatum, the tacit ultimatum, the “gradual
turning of the screw,” and the “try-and-see” approach.

The starkest variant of the strategy includes all three ingredients of a full-
fledged classic ultimatum: (1) a demand on the opponent; (2) a time limit or
sense of urgency for compliance with the demand; and (3) a threat of punish-
ment for noncompliance that is credible and sufficiently potent to convince
the opponent that compliance is preferable to other courses of action. An ul-
timatum, although the starkest variant of coercive diplomacy, is not necessar-
ily the most effective. Moreover, as is seen in Chapter 3, ultimata may take a
variety of forms. An ultimatum may be inappropriate, infeasible, or even
highly risky in a particular situation. (We return to this in some of the case
studies and in Part Three.)

When a time limit is not set forth explicitly but a sense of urgency is none-
theless conveyed by other means, this variant of the strategy is referred to as a
tacit ultimatum. Similarly, when the threat of punishment is not specifically
set forth but is nonetheless credibly conveyed by actions, this variant may
also be referred to as a tacit ultimatum. If a strategy incorporates an implicit
rather than an explicit form of one of the three components of a classic ulti-
matum, however, it is not necessarily less potent. Before delivering an explicit
ultimatum, a state may find it preferable—as John F. Kennedy did in the Cu-
ban Missile Crisis—to convey the gist of that ultimatum through some com-
bination of military preparations and stern warnings.

Other variants of coercive diplomacy exist in which one or another of
these components of an ultimatum is diluted or absent. One is the try-and-
see approach. In this version of the strategy, only the first element of an ulti-
matum—a demand—is made; the coercing power does not announce a time
limit or convey a strong sense of urgency for compliance. Instead, it employs
one limited coercive threat or action and waits to see whether it will persuade
the opponent before making another threat or taking another step. There are
several versions of the try-and-see approach, as is evident in some of the case
studies in Part Two.

Stronger in coercive potential, though still falling well short of the ultima-
tum, is the variant of coercive diplomacy that relies on a gradual turning of
the screw. This differs from the try-and-see approach in that a threat to grad-

il

T o s 8 s A S e

R

R A P T S SR B S R

THEORY AND PRACTICE 19

ually step up pressure is conveyed at the outset and is carried out incremen-
tally. At the same time, the gradual turning of the screw differs from the ulti-
matum in that it lacks a sense of time urgency for compliance and relies on
the threat of a step-by-step increase in coercive pressure rather than of escala-
tion to strong, decisive military action if the opponent does not comply. In
practice, the analytical distinction I have just made between the try-and-see
approach and the gradual turning of the screw may be blurred if the policy
maker wavers or behaves 1ncon31stently

Several observations about these variants of coercive diplomacy are made
in the next section, “Needed: An Empirical Theory and Generic Knowl-
edge.” It is sufficient to note here that when an ultimatum or a tacit ultima-
tum is not appropriate or feasible or is considered premature or too risky, a
try-and-see or gradual turning of the screw approach may better fit the polit-
ical-diplomatic-military configuration of the conflict. It is also true that, as
happened in some of our historical cases, policy makers may shift from one
of these variants to another. Sometimes, in fact, such strategy shifts may be
inadvertent—especially if the policy makers do not maintain a consistent
sense of operational purpose.

Indeed, helping to maintain a clarity of purpose is the main reason we dis-
tinguish among these four different forms the strategy of coercive diplomacy
may take. These brief characterizations help sharpen the focus on the combi-
nation of policy choices made in Task 1. Still, although such a distinction is
useful, it would be misleading to imply that the form of the strategy alone de-
termines the likelihood of its success. Certainly from a formalistic stand-
point, the ultimatum is a stronger, or starker, variant of the strategy than are
the gradual turning of the screw and the try-and-see approaches. But the co-
ercive impact of any particular form of the strategy and whether it will be ef-
fective depend on other factors to be discussed under “Needed: An Empiri-
cal Theory and Generic Knowledge.” :

Task 3: Replace the General Assumption of a “Rational” Opponent
with an Empirically Derived Bebavioral Model

The abstract model of coercive diplomacy, as noted earlier, assumes pure ra-
tionality on the part of an opponent. But in real life decision makers are not
attentive to and do not correctly perceive all incoming information; various
external and internal psychological factors influence their receptivity to new
information and its assessment, and these factors also affect their identifica-
tion and evaluation of options.

It is clear, therefore, that a specific behavioral model of the adversary is
needed that will characterize in a more discriminating way how that oppo-
nent tends to approach the task of rational calculation—for example, how his
values and beliefs influence his processing of information and evaluation of
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options, and how political factors and organizational variables enter into his
policy making.* In sum, policy makers making use of a strategy of coercive
diplomacy must replace the assumption of pure rationality with sensitivity to
the psychological, cultural, and political variables that may influence the ad-
versary’s behavior when he is subjected to one or another variant of the strat-

egy.

Task 4: Take into Account Contextual Variables

The abstract model of coercive diplomacy spins out its general logic without
reference to the characteristics of any particular situation. In this sense, the
abstract model is context-free. But in transforming the model into a variant
of the strategy to be used in an actual situation, the policy maker must pay
close attention to whether and how the logic associated with successful coer-
cive diplomacy can be achieved in that particular set of circumstances. Many
different situational-contextual factors vary from one crisis to another. The
policy maker faces the difficult but necessary task of adapting the strategy of
coercive diplomacy to the special configuration of the situation.

That this task is an important one quickly becomes evident when we study
and compare different historical cases in which some type of coercive diplo-
macy was attempted. A number of the important contextual variables that
were identified in the case studies are reported and discussed in Part Three. It
will suffice here to emphasize that coercive diplomacy is a higlly context-de-
pendent strategy.

NEEDED: AN EMPIRICAL THEORY
AND GENERIC KNOWLEDGE

Why does coercive diplomacy succeed on some occasions and fail on others?
The abstract model provides only limited help in answering this question. It
does offer a useful, though incomplete, framework that can serve as a starting
point for such an inquiry. The model helps to identify some, though not all,
of the variables that may account for success or failure of the strategy. Famil-
iarity with the abstract model and its logic can also help investigators to raise
some relevant questions and to formulate hypotheses as to why coercive di-
plomacy succeeded or failed. But the model itself cannot identify all possible
explanations or assess explanatory hypotheses.

The abstract model lacks not only the ability to predict the outcome of ef-
forts at coercive diplomacy but also adequate explanatory power. True, after
the outcome of any attempt at coercive diplomacy is known, the model can
be invoked to explain it. For example, one might be tempted to say that coer-
cive diplomacy failed in a particular case because the threatened punishment
was not credible or potent enough. Such pseudo-explanations lack relevant
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supporting data and have a circular character. Post-facto “explanations™ of
this kind violate methodological canons and are not acceptable. A satisfac-
tory explanation is possible—and then only possible—if adequate data are
available on the decision-making processes of the two sides and the interac-
tion between them that led to the success or failure of the coercive diplomacy.
But even then, such data must be adequately analyzed and interpreted before
valid conclusions can be drawn.

To understand why the strategy succeeds on some occasions and fails on
others, we need to develop an empirical theory of coercive diplomacy by
studying and comparing in a systematic way actual historical cases of success
and failure. Theory in this context refers to the cumulation of generic knowl-
edge about the conditions under which different variants of the strategy have
succeeded or failed. v

The policy maker who knows from the abstract logic of coercive diplo-
macy what must be accomplished in general terms can turn to generic knowl-
edge of the strategy’s past applications to diagnose its potential in a current
situation. Judging from past cases, what kinds of circumstances favor the use
of specific variants of coercive diplomacy? What possible obstacles and con-
straints to its success are likely to be encountered? How have specific oppo-
nents reacted to its use in different kinds of situations?

In sum, the abstract theory does not provide the policy maker with a basis
for judging whether coercive diplomacy is likely to be effective in a particular
situation. Rather, policy makers must turn to the generic knowledge derived
from study of a variety of past cases for help in making such judgments.

NOTES

1. The difficulty or virtual impossibility of fully operationalizing the model stems
from the fact that the outcomes of strategic interaction in a conflict situation are inde-
terminate.

2. For a discussion of the lack of a fully developed, ““rational” deductive theory of
deterrence and the difficulty in achieving it, see A. L. George and R. Smoke, “Deter-
rence and Foreign Policy,” World Politics 41, no. 2 (January 1989): 170-182.

3. These implications of the abstract model emerged as analytical conclusions
from the empirical case studies reported in the 1971 study by A. L. George, David K.
Hall, and William E. Simons, The Limits of Coercive Diplomacy (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1971). It is now possible, as I have done, to identify them as logical implica-
tions of a more fully stated abstract model.

4. For a more detailed discussion, see A. L. George, Presidential Decisionmaking
in Foreign Policy: The Effective Use of Information and Advice (Boulder, Colo.:
Westview Press, 1980), pp. 66—72. Also see George’s Bridging the Gap: Theory and
Practice of Foreign Policy (Washington, D.C.: United States Institute of Peace, 1993).



