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    To the diplomats who serve their states with the discipline this book describes — the ones who build the architecture without naming it, who absorb the costs without complaining of them, and who carry the patience of professional foreign services across the political cycles that would otherwise break the work.
 
To my teachers in international relations, who taught me to read structure before reading intention.
 
To my family, whose patience across the months of writing was its own quiet form of strategic depth.
 
And to my country — whose own architecture of maybe is the unwritten chapter that watches over every page of this one.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
"The state that refuses to choose between giants is not indecisive — it has chosen the architecture. Maybe is not an absence of strategy. Maybe is the strategy."
 
 
"Power, in the bipolar-core century, is no longer the ability to make others choose your side. It is the ability to remain useful to both, long enough for the choice itself to lose its meaning."
 
 
"The smaller state, properly understood, is not the object of great-power competition. It is the architecture through which great powers learn to coexist."
 
 
"What looks from the outside like contradiction is, from the inside, portfolio. What looks like indecision is calibration. What looks like weakness is the patience of a state that has learned to count in decades."
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This book was written across the months in which the world it describes was changing fastest.

When I began the research in early 2024, the working title was “The Refusal to Choose” — a phrase I had borrowed from a conversation with a Southeast Asian diplomat who described his government’s posture toward the United States and China as “the deliberate art of being indispensable to both.” The diplomat had a long career in his country’s foreign service and was at the end of it; he spoke with the freedom of someone who had stopped worrying about whether his analysis aligned with the prevailing wisdom in any particular capital. What he described, in that conversation, sounded nothing like the strategies the academic literature on hedging had taught me to expect. It also sounded nothing like the binary-alignment predictions that dominated the policy press. It sounded like something more deliberate, more structured, and more rational than any of the established vocabularies could capture.

In the eighteen months that followed, I went looking for that pattern in other places. I found it in Riyadh, where Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman was building both an American security architecture and a Chinese energy infrastructure with what seemed, from outside, like complete moral indifference to the contradiction. I found it in Ankara, where Recep Tayyip Erdoğan had bought a Russian air-defense system, accepted American sanctions for doing so, and then renegotiated his way back into the F-16 program without removing the Russian system from Turkish soil. I found it in Seoul, where two different presidents in two different parties were running operationally similar dual-track policies under sharply different rhetorical frameworks. I found it in Warsaw, where a constitutional democracy was simultaneously deepening its European pillar through France and its transatlantic pillar through Washington while signing the largest arms-export contract in Korean defense history. I found it in Hanoi, where the politburo had codified the strategy in the form of constitutional language — the Four Nos — that constrained the state’s strategic behavior with the kind of self-imposed discipline that more powerful states rarely achieve.

By the middle of 2025, it had become clear that these were not six separate stories. They were six instantiations of the same underlying logic, executed by states that had nothing in common except their structural position. That structural position is what this book has attempted to specify.

The contribution this book hopes to make is one of rigorous specification rather than novelty. The phenomenon it describes — what the literature calls hedging, what diplomats more privately call insurance, and what I have come to call insurance positioning — has been written about for two decades by scholars whose work I admire and on whose foundations this study builds. Cheng-Chwee Kuik’s 2021 formalization of small-state hedging as insurance-seeking behavior under conditions of high uncertainty and high stakes is the closest theoretical antecedent of the framework developed here. Kai He and Huiyun Feng’s After Hedging, Hunter Marston’s neoclassical realist treatment, and the recent Cambridge Elements volumes by Zaki Laïdi and Yves Tiberghien have each contributed analytical machinery without which this book could not have been written. The extension this book proposes — upward along the capability range, into formal four-element specification, and across a most-different research design — is intended to refine rather than displace that prior work.

What is genuinely new in this book, to the extent anything is, lies in three places. The first is the operationalization of the four elements with observable indicators, falsification conditions, and thresholds — work the existing hedging literature had outlined but not formalized. The second is the explicit treatment of negative cases (Indonesia, Brazil, South Africa) that face the structural condition but have not yet executed the strategy, which allowed the book to specify the joint sufficient conditions more precisely than a study of successful cases alone could have done. The third is the falsification test on India in Chapter 12, which converted the framework from a description of the six cases into a prediction tested against a state outside the case set. Together, these three moves are meant to make insurance positioning falsifiable in ways that hedging, in its received vocabulary, is not.

Several judgments worth flagging shaped the book’s final form. I have chosen, throughout, to treat the six states neither as exotic objects of study nor as moral exemplars. They are rational actors pursuing their interests under a structural condition that makes binary alignment more costly than dual-track engagement. The classical middle-power literature’s normative framing — middle powers as “good international citizens,” custodians of multilateral order, exemplars of liberal compromise — does not describe what these six states are actually doing, and applying it to them would be analytically misleading. The book accordingly proposes a behavioral rather than a normative definition: a middle power is what a middle power does. The strategy explains the state; the state does not need to be a particular kind of state for the strategy to apply.

I have also chosen to be explicit about the book’s scope conditions and its limits. Chapter 11 concedes directly that the architecture of maybe is not infinitely stable: a Taiwan kinetic scenario would force partial breakdown for at least two of the six cases. Chapter 2 names the negative cases. Chapter 12 acknowledges that the framework has been built primarily for the US-China dyad and that its generalization to other competitive configurations remains an open empirical question. These concessions are not concessions in the rhetorical sense — they are the book’s attempt to be precise about what it has shown and what it has not. A theory that cannot be falsified is not a theory; a book that cannot be qualified is not analysis.

The temporal frame requires its own note. I have worked through a period of unusually rapid change in the international system: the second Trump administration’s transactional approach to alliance management, the January 2025 AI Diffusion Rule and its May 2025 rescission, the May 2025 Trump Gulf tour, the June 2025 Lee Jae-myung election in Korea after the Yoon martial-law episode and impeachment, the November 2025 Mohammed bin Salman state visit to Washington, and the February 2026 Iran war and Strait of Hormuz closure. Where these events bear on the argument, the book treats them as documented contemporaneous facts with the best available sourcing. Where the argument projects beyond the empirical record, the book flags those passages as scenario analysis. Readers will judge whether the line has been drawn correctly. I have tried to draw it conservatively.

A book of this kind cannot be written without significant intellectual debts, and I owe many. The scholars whose work I cite throughout deserve more credit than the footnotes can give them: their frameworks made it possible to specify a pattern that, without them, I could not have named. The diplomats, defense analysts, and policy practitioners across the six capitals who spoke with me on background did so with patience and intellectual generosity that I cannot reciprocate publicly but that I record privately and with thanks. Several colleagues at the Institute of Geo-Strategic Studies read drafts and offered criticism that improved the manuscript in ways large and small. The book’s errors — and there will be errors, as there are in any work that attempts a fast-moving topic on a tight publication schedule — are mine alone.

A final word about audience. This book has been written for three readers at once. The first is the academic specialist in international relations, security studies, and middle-power theory, for whom the formal specification of insurance positioning in Chapter 2 and the theoretical engagement in Chapter 12 are the chapters that will matter most. The second is the policy practitioner — diplomat, defense official, intelligence analyst, strategic planner — for whom the country chapters and the common-playbook chapter offer comparative material that the daily flow of cables and briefings does not always allow time to synthesize. The third is the educated general reader who follows international affairs and wants to understand why the world’s middle powers are behaving as they are. I have tried to write a book that serves all three. Where the demands of the three audiences’ conflict, I have generally privileged the practitioner: this is not a book whose audience is the academy alone, and its tests of success are not the academy’s tests of success alone.

The architecture of maybe is the architecture of the world we are already in. I have tried, in the chapters that follow, to specify it with the rigor it deserves. Whether I have succeeded is a judgment I leave to readers who will know more about how the next decade unfolds than any of us currently can.

Dr Naim Tahir Baig 
Islamabad, May 2026
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I. Three Moments, One Logic

On the evening of November 18, 2025, F-35 and F-15 fighters from the United States Air Force swept low over the White House lawn in a formal flyover as Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman of Saudi Arabia stood beside President Donald Trump at the portico.1 The spectacle was choreographed to mark a pivot: Trump announced that the United States was formally designating Saudi Arabia a major non-NATO ally and approving the first-ever sale of F-35 stealth fighters to Riyadh, a privilege previously reserved for Israel alone in the Middle East.2 That same evening, MBS pledged to raise Saudi Arabia's committed investment in the American economy from $600 billion to $1 trillion.3

What the ceremony did not pause to acknowledge was what Saudi Arabia was doing simultaneously on the other side of the world. Aramco and its Chinese partners at Sinopec had broken ground on a $9.8 billion joint refining and petrochemical venture in Fujian Province just weeks earlier, part of an accumulating portfolio of Sino-Saudi downstream infrastructure that would ultimately route more than one million barrels of Saudi crude per day into Chinese high-conversion chemical assets.4 Aramco already held a 10 percent stake in Rongsheng Petrochemical, owner of China's largest integrated refining and chemicals complex; a parallel stake in Hengli Petrochemical was advancing through due diligence; and a Yanbu joint venture with Sinopec was undergoing petrochemical expansion.5 The kingdom whose crown prince had just accepted an American military embrace was simultaneously building the energy infrastructure of its principal rival.

Contradiction? The Saudis did not think so. Neither did the Americans, who approved the designation anyway. Neither did the Chinese, who kept buying the oil. What looked from the outside like a diplomatic incoherence was, in structural terms, a rational portfolio: security with one superpower, economic depth with the other, and no exclusive commitment to either.

Halfway around the world and three weeks earlier, in the Vietnamese capital, the pattern repeated in a different register. On October 26, 2025, Prime Minister Pham Minh Chinh and President Trump jointly announced a framework agreement on reciprocal, fair, and balanced trade on the margins of the ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur — a deal designed in part to reduce the 20 percent tariff threat hanging over an economy in which American consumers absorb roughly 30 percent of Vietnamese exports by value.6 The October framework was, for Hanoi, an exercise in damage control: preserving access to the market it needed most without provoking the partner it could not afford to antagonize.

But the same politburo that signed with Washington had, three months earlier in July, dispatched 140 soldiers and twenty vehicles to Guangxi, China, for the first-ever joint army exercise between Vietnamese and Chinese troops since the two countries fought a brief but brutal border war in 1979. Formally named Hand-in-Hand 2025, the drill was deliberately modest in scale but unmistakable in signal.7 Chinese state media amplified it as evidence of strategic trust; Vietnamese state media reported it with conspicuous restraint. That gap in coverage was not an accident — it was the calibration. Hanoi had, in the same calendar year, deepened its Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with Washington and signed onto Xi Jinping's Community with a Shared Future framing with Beijing, while quietly maintaining the 'Four Nos' that formally prohibit alliances with any power. The country was running both relationships at once, and it was doing so deliberately.

The third scene is European, and it involves a treaty rather than a weapon. On May 9, 2025 — Europe Day, a date chosen for its symbolism — French President Emmanuel Macron and Polish Prime Minister Donald Tusk gathered in Nancy, a city whose eighteenth-century history as the residence of the exiled Polish King Stanisław I encodes centuries of Franco-Polish entanglement, to sign a Treaty on Enhanced Cooperation and Friendship. The document committed both governments to mutual military assistance in the event of armed aggression against either country — a clause France had previously extended bilaterally only to Germany — and opened negotiations on civilian nuclear energy cooperation and the potential extension of French nuclear deterrence to Poland.8

What made the Nancy signing architecturally revealing was its simultaneous relationship to two other foreign policy streams. On the day Tusk stood with Macron in Lorraine deepening the European pillar of Polish security, his government was advancing a separate bilateral security framework with Washington, and President Nawrocki’s office — the parallel, MAGA-aligned foreign policy channel that cohabits uneasily with Tusk’s pro-European line — was coordinating its own contacts with Trump’s national security council.9 “America will no longer be the only protective umbrella,” Tusk told the Warsaw daily Rzeczpospolita the morning of the signing — while adding, in the same sentence, that relations with Washington remain vital. Poland’s hedge is not between Washington and Beijing; it is between Washington and Brussels. The Nancy Treaty is the European anchor; the Nawrocki back-channel is the transatlantic anchor; and the Korean K2 contracts signed that summer are the third-supplier hedge that prevents either anchor from becoming a monopoly. Two security commitments, one country, no contradiction: because the structural condition of an unreliable principal patron requires a second anchor, not a replacement.

II. The Puzzle and the Argument

These three scenes — Gulf, Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe — are chosen because they are maximally different from one another. Saudi Arabia is a monarchy with a hydrocarbon economy, a theocratic legitimating framework, and no institutional apparatus for competitive elections. Vietnam is a one-party Leninist state with a collective leadership structure, a command economy transitioning through market reforms, and a foreign policy doctrine codified in constitutional language. Poland is a parliamentary democracy with a contentious domestic politics, NATO membership, and a land border with a country currently at war. Three regime types, three regions, three capability tiers. And yet they are doing the same thing.

So are Turkey, South Korea, and the United Arab Emirates. This book is about why.

The answer is structural. Each of these six states faces a version of the same condition: a bipolar core in which two superpowers dominate compute, finance, naval reach, and the architecture of global security guarantees, nested inside a multipolar periphery in which regional actors retain real but bounded agency. Neither superpower can supply, alone, the full bundle that any of these six states requires. The United States can provide the security guarantee, the technology access, and the capital markets; it cannot, in the current moment, match China's role as the primary consumer of Saudi oil, the largest trading partner of Vietnam, the principal buyer of Korean exports, or the destination for Gulf sovereign wealth. China can provide the market, the infrastructure finance, and the manufacturing depth; it cannot, for any of these states, substitute for the American security umbrella, the dollar clearing system, or the technology ecosystem that runs on American semiconductor architecture.

The rational response to a condition in which neither pole can provide a complete bundle — and in which the costs of exclusive alignment with either exceed the costs of maintaining both relationships — is insurance positioning: the deliberate construction of asymmetric portfolios that distribute security commitments toward one pole and economic commitments toward the other, while preserving the sovereign space to maneuver between them. This book argues that insurance positioning is not a transitional arrangement, a confusion, or a moral failure. It is the dominant equilibrium strategy of the early twenty-first century middle power, and it is more stable than the commentary on great-power competition has assumed.

A word on what this book claims relative to the existing literature is warranted here. Insurance positioning is not announced as an entirely new discovery. Its closest academic antecedent is Cheng-Chwee Kuik’s framework of small-state hedging, which defines the core behavior as “insurance-seeking” under high uncertainty and high stakes, and grounds it in the alignment choices of Southeast Asian states that are too weak to ignore either great power but too exposed to choose either safely. This book builds on that foundation in three specific ways. First, it extends Kuik’s capability range upward: the six cases here — South Korea, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Vietnam, and Poland — are not small states managing vulnerability but states with substantial latent capacity making deliberate strategic choices, some of them inside formal US alliances. That upward extension changes the theoretical stakes: states with real capability have more tools, more tolerance for transgression, and more leverage over the great powers than Kuik’s small-state framework was designed to capture. Second, this book introduces a four-element formal specification — domain separation, asymmetric depth, bounded transgression, and capacity investment at the seam — that gives the concept observable, falsifiable content that the looser hedging vocabulary lacks. Third, it employs a most-different systems design rather than a small-state research design: by selecting cases that are maximally dissimilar on regime type, region, and capability, the argument forces a structural explanation for the convergence rather than a cultural or regional one. The contribution, in short, is not that insurance positioning has been invented but that it has been tightened, extended, and tested on a set of cases for which the existing vocabulary is inadequate.

III. What Insurance Positioning Is, and What It Is Not

The literature on middle-power alignment has accumulated an extensive vocabulary for what states do when they refuse to choose. Hedging is the most common term, and it is used variously to describe risk diversification across trade partners, reluctance to join security coalitions, simultaneous engagement with competing powers, and the maintenance of strategic ambiguity as a deliberate posture.11 Neutrality describes the Swiss or historically Austrian position: a formal legal standing that requires abstention from military alliances and conflicts as a matter of international law, not merely political preference. Non-alignment, the doctrine that animated the Bandung conference of 1955 and the Non-Aligned Movement throughout the Cold War, was ideological in character — a refusal to participate in the bloc logic of the bipolar contest on normative grounds.12 Balance-of-threat theory, following Stephen Walt's reformulation of Waltzian balance-of-power logic, predicts that states will align against the most threatening power, adjusting as threat perceptions shift.13

None of these adequately describes what South Korea, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Vietnam, and Poland are doing. They are not neutral: all six maintain active military partnerships, several are treaty allies of the United States, and all conduct active diplomacy with China. They are not non-aligned: non-alignment was an ideological posture rooted in postcolonial rejection of great-power blocs, whereas the six cases in this book have, if anything, deepened their integration into both poles' economic and security systems simultaneously. They are not simply balancing against threat: Poland is arguably threat-balancing against Russia, but Saudi Arabia is not threat-balancing against China, and Vietnam is not threat-balancing against the United States. And while hedging is closer — and will appear in this book when referring to the broader literature — it is theoretically loose enough to encompass behavior as different as Switzerland's bond markets and Vietnam's army drills.

The concept developed in this book, insurance positioning, is more precise. It has four formal elements, introduced here and developed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 12. First, domain separation: the deliberate distribution of security, economic, technological, and political commitments across different great-power patrons, so that no single domain is wholly concentrated in one relationship. Second, asymmetric depth: the portfolios are not equidistant. One domain — typically security — runs deeper with one pole, another — typically economics — runs deeper with the other. The asymmetry is managed, not accidental. Third, bounded transgression: each state periodically tests the tolerance of its primary security patron, discovering by calibrated provocation where the red lines actually sit. Turkey bought the Russian S-400; Korea participated in Belt and Road infrastructure projects; Vietnam signed the Community with a Shared Future; Saudi Arabia brokered the Iran normalization through Beijing. These acts are reconnaissance, not betrayal. Fourth, capacity investment at the seam: each state builds a domain of indigenous capability — Korean defense, Turkish drones, Gulf compute, Polish ground forces, Vietnamese export manufacturing — that makes it useful to both poles and impossible to ignore by either.

The closest antecedent in the academic literature is Cheng-Chwee Kuik's framework of small-state hedging as insurance-seeking behavior under conditions of high uncertainty and high stakes.14 Kuik's formulation captures the logic well: states avoid clear-side alignment and pursue opposite measures vis-à-vis competing powers to maintain a fallback position. This book extends that framework upward along the capability spectrum to states that are not small — South Korea is the world's tenth-largest economy; Turkey is a G-20 industrial power; Poland is NATO's most heavily spending continental land army; Saudi Arabia commands the world's largest sovereign wealth reserves. These are not small states managing vulnerability. They are substantial actors making deliberate strategic choices from positions of relative strength. The extension from small-state hedging to middle-power insurance positioning is not merely semantic: states with material capability have more tools, more tolerance for transgression, and more leverage over the great powers than the small-state literature assumes.

IV. The Structural Condition

The structural condition that produces insurance positioning is now reasonably well documented, though the theoretical vocabulary for it remains contested. Jennifer Lind's empirical analysis in International Security (2024), drawing on SIPRI military expenditure data and a range of economic metrics validated against historical great-power systems since 1820, concludes that the current international system is bipolar: the United States and China stand separated from the rest of the field by a gap large enough to constitute superpower status for both.15 In 2020, Chinese nominal defense spending reached 32 percent of American defense spending — comparable to the Soviet Union's position relative to the United States in 1970, a period universally treated as bipolar. The gap between China and the number-three spender, India, was enormous: India's defense budget was 29 percent of China's.16 The capabilities gap at the top of the system is structural, not contingent.

Emma Ashford reaches a different conclusion by a different path. In First Among Equals: U.S. Foreign Policy in a Multipolar World (Yale University Press, 2025) and her associated work at the Stimson Center, Ashford argues that while the United States and China sit at the apex of the system, the system as a whole is multipolar in character: regional powers with real military and economic capacity — India, Japan, Germany, Turkey, Brazil — shape outcomes in their neighborhoods in ways that a strictly bipolar reading cannot accommodate.17 The middle powers, on Ashford's account, are not residual actors but constitutive elements of the international system, capable of leveraging their flexibility across poles.

This book treats the Lind-Ashford debate as a productive disagreement rather than a winner-take-all contest. Both are right, at different system levels. At the apex — in compute monopolies, naval reach, blue-water power projection, dollar clearing, and the architecture of formal security guarantees — the system is effectively bipolar. Below the apex, in regional security orders, trade networks, technology adoption, and energy markets, the system is multipolar. The six countries in this book inhabit both levels simultaneously. They face a bipolar core from which they cannot escape, because the two superpowers' decisions on trade, technology, and security guarantees are the primary external constraints on their futures. But they also inhabit a multipolar periphery in which their own choices — to buy Korean tanks, to build Gulf compute clusters, to codify the Four Nos — are real and consequential. The bipolar core, multipolar periphery formulation is this book's contribution to the structural argument, and it is the condition that makes insurance positioning rational.

The Asia Society Policy Institute's 2025 analysis, Seeking Agency in Uncertainty, frames the resulting behavior precisely: for middle powers, "the defining question is no longer about ideological alignment" but about "risk management: how to preserve autonomy, growth, and security amid systemic contestation and policy volatility at the top."18 Middle powers, the report concludes, have graduated from hedging as a diplomatic nuance to hedging as economic and security doctrine — driven by the recognition that "concentration equals vulnerability." This book accepts that diagnosis but argues that the behavior it describes is more formally structured, and more durable, than the risk-management framing implies.

V. The Six Cases

The choice of six cases — South Korea, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Vietnam, and Poland — is methodologically deliberate. In comparative politics, a most-different systems design takes cases that are structurally dissimilar and looks for convergent behavior that cannot be explained by their unit-level differences. If similar states converge on the same behavior, a unit-level explanation is plausible: they share a culture, a history, a political tradition. But if maximally different states converge, the explanation must be structural.

The six cases are maximally different along almost every dimension the comparative politics literature uses to differentiate states. Regime type: democratic (South Korea, Poland), competitive authoritarian (Turkey), consolidated one-party (Vietnam), and monarchical (Saudi Arabia, UAE). Geographic region: East Asia, South Asia's western flank, the Gulf, Southeast Asia, and Central Europe. Capability tier: a G-20 industrial economy with nuclear-adjacent technology (South Korea), a major NATO power (Turkey), sovereign wealth states with hydrocarbon reserves measured in decades (Saudi Arabia, UAE), a lower-middle-income manufacturing platform (Vietnam), and NATO's most heavily armed continental land power (Poland). Alliance architecture: formal US treaty ally (South Korea), NATO member (Turkey, Poland), major non-NATO ally as of November 2025 (Saudi Arabia), non-aligned by constitutional doctrine (Vietnam), and a UAE that has no formal US treaty obligation but hosts CENTCOM's forward headquarters.

Despite these differences, all six are running the same four-element playbook. That convergence demands a structural explanation, and this book provides one.

South Korea is the pioneer. It has run insurance positioning continuously since the late 1990s, long before the IR literature had a precise vocabulary for it, because geography compelled it to. Chapter 3 argues that Korea's experience — including its navigation of the THAAD crisis of 2016–17, which cost Seoul an estimated $7.5 billion in Chinese economic retaliation, and its emergence as the world's tenth-largest arms exporter by 2024 — anticipates every pattern the other five cases display.

Turkey is the limit case. A NATO member since 1952, it has tested the outer boundary of what an alliance member can do while remaining in good standing — buying Russian S-400 air defense, absorbing CAATSA sanctions (the first ever applied to a NATO ally), capturing roughly 60 percent of the global combat-UAV export market, and continuing to sell drones to both sides of multiple wars simultaneously. Chapter 4 uses Turkey to show that the bounds of insurance positioning are wider than conventional commentary assumes, and to identify the price tag when a state exceeds them.

Saudi Arabia and the UAE occupy a single chapter (5) precisely because they are similar in resources but different in operational execution. The Saudi hedge is transactional and bilateral: parallel deals run toward Washington and Beijing without a coherent mediating architecture. The Emirati hedge is infrastructural and architectural: G42 is being built at the seam between the two technology stacks, designed to make the UAE indispensable to both. The variation within the Gulf pair illustrates that the same structural condition can produce different operational answers.

Vietnam is the most disciplined practitioner. The Four Nos — codified in the country's foreign policy doctrine since 2016 — are not moral principles but calibrated instruments that formalize what other middle powers do informally. Chapter 6 argues that Vietnam's bamboo diplomacy is the most exportable variant of insurance positioning, because it executes the strategy at the lowest capability cost.

Poland proves that insurance positioning is not a Global South or postcolonial phenomenon. The hedge here is not between Washington and Beijing but between Washington and Brussels, with Seoul as a third pole and Russia as the structural threat that justifies the entire architecture. Poland's willingness to simultaneously court the Trump White House and negotiate the Nancy Treaty with France, while buying Korean rather than German or French weapons, demonstrates that the logic of insurance positioning operates wherever the structural condition obtains — including inside the Western alliance system.

VI. What the Book Does

The chapters that follow are organized in two movements. The first movement, Chapters 1 through 7, is historical and empirical. Chapter 1 asks why these six states converged on insurance positioning simultaneously — within the same five-year window, 2020–2025 — and argues that the simultaneity is produced by a combination of structural conditions: the consolidation of the bipolar core, the transactionalization of American alliance commitments under Trump 2.0, and the emergence of compute and energy as the new domains of great-power leverage. Chapter 2 develops the theoretical vocabulary, distinguishing insurance positioning from adjacent concepts and defending the case selection. Chapters 3 through 7 are the country studies.

The second movement, Chapters 8 through 12, is comparative and theoretical. Chapter 8 identifies five patterns that recur across all six cases: asymmetric portfolio construction, the third-supplier strategy, status acquisition through capacity-building, domestic political insulation, and calibrated transgression. Chapter 9 examines the domestic political conditions that allow the strategy to persist across elections and successions. Chapter 10 argues that compute and energy have become the primary domains through which the bipolar core attempts to convert middle-power insurance positioning into forced choice — and identifies which states are most exposed. Chapter 11 addresses the stability of the equilibrium directly, conceding the scenarios under which it breaks and arguing for the three structural mechanisms that sustain it. Chapter 12 pays off the theoretical promise: insurance positioning, formally specified, is a new theoretical vocabulary for middle-power behavior that extends and corrects the classical liberal-middle-power literature without displacing it.

Throughout, this book resists two temptations. The first is the temptation to moralize. Whether insurance positioning is admirable or cynical is a question for ethicists and foreign policy advocates; this book's claim is that it is rational and stable, not that it is virtuous. The second is the temptation to treat the six cases as exotic. They are not unusual or exceptional. They are a coherent class of actors responding rationally to a structural condition that now characterizes most of the international system. The exoticism, such as it is, belongs to the analysts who have persisted in treating them as anomalies.

VII. Why Now, and Why This Matters

A question worth pausing on: why have these six states converged on insurance positioning in this particular window, rather than earlier or later? The structural condition — a bipolar core coexisting with a multipolar periphery — has been building since roughly 2010, when China's nominal defense spending began its sustained climb toward the level at which bipolarity becomes operationally meaningful. But the behavior accelerated after 2022, and it crystallized in 2024–2025.

Three accelerants compressed the convergence into a single window. They are not the structural cause — that cause is the bipolar core and the incomplete bundles each superpower offers — but they are the triggers that turned a latent structural pressure into active, simultaneous strategy-making across six capitals at once. None of the three is individually necessary, but together they produced the clustering. The first is Trump 2.0 transactionalism. The second Trump administration has made explicit what the first made implicit: American security commitments are conditional on financial and policy reciprocity. The NATO 5 percent GDP spending demand, the conditional treatment of Article 5, the series of major non-NATO ally designations in November 2025 (Saudi Arabia and Qatar), and the December 2025 National Security Strategy's reported framing of Poland's relationship with the EU as a problem to be managed — all of these have communicated to middle-power capitals that the American security umbrella is a product with a price tag that can change, not a public good with a guarantee.19 The rational response to a transactional patron is portfolio diversification.

The second accelerant is the technology seam. The January 2025 AI Diffusion Rule and its May 2025 revision created, for the first time, a formal legal architecture through which the United States can use semiconductor access to discipline middle-power alignment. The November 2025 GB300 chip approvals for G42 and Humain — contingent on Chinese-stack divestment — established the new template: align with Washington's technology governance framework, and get frontier compute; refuse, and accept a generation of capability lag. This is new. Before 2023, compute was not a lever of geopolitical coercion in the way that energy had been. It is now. Chapter 10 develops this argument in detail.

The third accelerant is the demonstration effect. South Korea's THAAD experience, Turkey's S-400 experience, and the Gulf states' navigation of the first Trump administration have provided the other middle powers with a body of evidence about what transgression costs, what patience buys, and what maintaining both relationships simultaneously is worth. Insurance positioning is being learned as well as compelled. The six cases in this book are not coordination — there is no middle-power alliance or informal secretariat — but there is observation, emulation, and the circulation of tactical knowledge through defense export relationships, diplomatic back-channels, and the reading of each other's outcomes.

Why this matters is equally direct. The next phase of the US-China competition will not be determined primarily by which great power builds the more capable missile force or the larger navy. It will be determined in significant part by which great power is more successful at converting middle-power insurance positioning into exclusive alignment. Washington's offer — technology access, security guarantees, financial integration — is increasingly conditional. Beijing's offer — market access, infrastructure finance, diplomatic deference — is increasingly structured. The six states in this book know this, and they are navigating it with more sophistication than the commentary has credited.

The consequence for the United States and China is symmetric but different in character. For Washington, the challenge is to sustain a framework — technology access tiers, security guarantees, financial leadership — attractive enough that middle powers continue to deposit their primary security commitments with the American pole while remaining economically engaged with China. Coerce too hard, and the middle powers find ways around: Vietnam has already developed workaround trade routes; Turkey has already absorbed the CAATSA lesson and kept the S-400s. For Beijing, the challenge is to provide economic depth and political deference without triggering the security realignment that its maritime assertiveness in the South China Sea and economic coercion of Korea over THAAD have repeatedly provoked.

Neither challenge is easily solved. Both are being worked in real time by the states this book analyzes. Understanding how those states think about the problem — and why their current equilibrium is more durable than it looks — is the book's primary purpose.

By the end of this book, the puzzle dissolves — these are not six anomalies. They are the architecture of the world we are already in.
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Chapter 1

The Middle-Power Moment
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On February 13, 2025, US Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth arrived at NATO headquarters in Brussels and announced, without diplomatic embroidery, that the United States could no longer be expected to shoulder the primary burden of European security. Ukrainian NATO membership was, he said, not a realistic outcome. Article 5 was not being revoked—but the conditions under which it would be invoked were now, unmistakably, up for negotiation. Two days later, at the Munich Security Conference, Vice President J.D. Vance stood before a hall of European foreign ministers and heads of government and lectured them on the internal failures of their own democracies. Secretary of State Marco Rubio followed with a more measured address, earning a standing ovation—but the underlying message was unchanged: the transatlantic alliance was now a transactional arrangement, and terms were subject to revision.

Behind the relief at Rubio's tone, the private conversations in the corridors of the Bayerischer Hof told a different story. European diplomats who had previously dismissed insurance positioning as an artifact of post-colonial anxiety or Asian political culture were now reconsidering. Poland's defense minister, sitting on signed contracts for nearly one thousand Korean K2 tanks, understood the arithmetic intuitively. Warsaw was simultaneously America's most ardent continental supporter and its most active bilateral arms-market diversifier. There was no contradiction in that posture—there was, rather, a structural logic that the Munich moment had made unmistakably visible.

The Simultaneity Puzzle: Evidence and Dates

This book concerns six countries—South Korea, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Vietnam, and Poland—that are pursuing the same strategic playbook across six different regions, under three distinct regime types, across vastly different capability tiers, in the same compressed five-year window. That convergence is not coincidental. It is structurally produced, and explaining it is the central task of the chapters that follow.

Before the structural argument can be made, the empirical pattern must be seen clearly. The dates matter. The clustering of strategy-defining moves across 2022–2026 is the book's first evidentiary claim, and it is not self-evident: each of the six countries has a longer individual history with the strategy, some stretching back decades. What changed in the recent window is that the strategy hardened and formalized—in ways that are observable, dated, and comparable across cases. The timeline in Figure 1.1 arranges these moves chronologically. Several observations follow immediately from the dates alone.

Figure 1.1: Strategy-defining moves across six states, 2016–2026

	Country

	Strategy-defining moves (year · event)


	South Korea

	Jul 2016  THAAD decision announced; Chinese economic retaliation begins (Aug 2016)

Oct 2017  Three Nos compromise with Beijing (no additional THAAD, no US missile defense network, no ROK-US-Japan trilateral)

2021  K-defense exports at $7.3B; diversification drive begins

2023  Camp David trilateral; Yoon's 'strategic clarity' peak, followed by rapid recalibration

2024  Defense exports exceed $20B; HBM semiconductor diplomacy intensifies


	Turkey

	Dec 2017  S-400 contract signed with Russia ($2.5B deal)

Jul 2019  S-400 delivery begins; F-35 expulsion announced July 16; CAATSA sanction exposure

Dec 2020  CAATSA sanctions imposed on SSB—first-ever application to a NATO ally

2022–24  Drone exports to 50+ countries; Baykar-Leonardo joint venture; Ukraine deliveries alongside Russia ties

2025  Entry into Riga NATO drone coalition; BRICS dialogue partnership signal and dial-back


	Saudi Arabia

	Apr 2016  Vision 2030 launched by MbS; dual-track economic diversification codified

Mar 2023  Beijing-brokered Iran normalization agreement announced

May 2025  Trump Gulf tour: $600B US investment commitment; Humain GB300 chip partnership

Nov 2025  MbS Washington visit: $1T investment pledge; GB300 chip export authorization; F-35 advancement; non-NATO ally designation


	UAE

	Dec 2022  $86B+ bilateral trade with China; CENTCOM base relationship maintained

Late 2023  G42 begins Chinese-stack divestment ahead of US negotiations

Apr 2024  Microsoft $1.5B investment in G42; Brad Smith joins G42 board; intergovernmental assurance agreement

May 2025  Trump visit: 500,000-chip annual import deal (est. $15B); 5GW Abu Dhabi AI campus announced

Nov 2025  GB300 export authorization alongside Saudi Arabia; Stargate UAE cluster


	Vietnam

	2016  Four Nos formally codified by General Secretary Nguyen Phu Trong

Sep 2023  US–Vietnam Comprehensive Strategic Partnership elevated (Sept 10); highest-tier diplomatic status

Aug 2024  To Lam visits Beijing as new general secretary; Vietnamese press coverage deliberately muted

Jul 2025  'Hand-in-Hand 2025': first-ever joint PLA–VPA army exercises; calibrated coverage disparity

Oct 2025  US–Vietnam trade framework agreement; VietJet Boeing orders as tariff-balance hedge


	Poland

	2021–22  Defense spending trajectory accelerates post-Ukraine invasion; Homeland Defence Act

Jul 2022  K2 tank framework agreement signed (July 27): 980 K2s, 648 K9s, 48 FA-50s; $14.5B total

Dec 2022  First K2 deliveries; defense spending at 2.7% GDP, rising rapidly

May 2025  Nancy Treaty with France enters force; Tusk: 'America will not be the only protective umbrella'

Aug 2025  Second K2 tranche contract ($6.5B) signed at Bumar-Łabędy; licensed K2PL production announced



Sources: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database; US State Department; South Korean DAPA; Polish Ministry of National Defence; US Embassy Hanoi; Microsoft/G42 press releases; Saudi Vision 2030 documentation. Events marked as definitional moves rather than comprehensive chronologies.

Three patterns are visible from the dates alone. First, all six countries have pre-2022 histories with the strategy—Korea's THAAD episode, Turkey's S-400 contract, Saudi Vision 2030, Vietnam's Four Nos, the UAE's expanding China trade—but the moves that formalize and accelerate the strategy cluster unmistakably in 2022–2025. Second, the largest-commitment events across all six countries occur within the same eighteen-month window: the Poland K2 framework (July 2022), Vietnam's CSP upgrade (September 2023), Saudi Arabia's Washington investment pledges (May and November 2025), the UAE's G42-Microsoft deal (April 2024), and Poland's second K2 tranche (August 2025). Third, no two of these moves were coordinated. The six governments did not consult each other. The temporal clustering is produced by the same structural pressures acting independently on structurally similar positions.

Ruling Out the Alternative Explanations

The simultaneity described above has a natural set of unit-level explanations—explanations that locate the cause inside the individual state rather than in the system. These are not straw men; each has genuine scholarly defenders and genuine explanatory power for individual cases. The problem is that none of them can explain the simultaneity. Four unit-level accounts deserve explicit rejection.

Leadership. The leadership account attributes insurance positioning to specific individuals: Mohammed bin Salman's Vision 2030, Erdoğan's neo-Ottoman statecraft, Tusk's managed cohabitation with Nawrocki, To Lam's security-services background. The leaders are real and their imprint is visible. But the strategy predates several of them and survives changes of government. South Korea has run bifurcated positioning under every president since Kim Dae-jung, across six administrations spanning left and right. Poland's K2 program was initiated under the Law and Justice government and continued seamlessly under Tusk. Vietnam's Four Nos were codified under Nguyen Phu Trong but institutionalized into a politburo consensus that survived his death and To Lam's accession. Turkey's dual-track NATO posture predates Erdoğan: Turgut Özal cultivated Soviet economic ties while hosting US forces; the 1974 Cyprus arms embargo triggered the first serious Turkey-Moscow energy relationship. If leadership drove the strategy, it should not survive leadership change. It does, systematically, across all six cases. Leadership is a modulating variable—it determines how the strategy is operationalized, not whether it exists.

Ideology. The ideology account argues that particular political belief systems—pan-Islamism in the Gulf, Confucian pragmatism in Vietnam and Korea, neo-Ottoman Eurasianism in Turkey—produce a preference for avoiding Western alignment. The problem is that the six countries share no common ideological tradition. Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 is a modernization program that explicitly embraces Western entertainment, sports, and tech investment while preserving monarchical authority. Poland's insurance positioning is animated by a liberal democratic government simultaneously courting Brussels, Washington, and Seoul. Vietnam's bamboo diplomacy is explicitly non-ideological—the Four Nos are procedural constraints on strategic behavior, not expressions of a worldview. If ideology explained the strategy, we would expect the Gulf cases and the democratic cases to behave differently
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