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Unlike Goldilocks’ happy medium, middle powers’ places in the interna�onal hierarchy are 
o�en not ‘just right’: they possess sufficient material and/or poli�cal capacity to be 
consequen�al en��es in their own right but can neither resist nor impose systemic change 
in the interna�onal order. 
 
How else can middle powers wield their na�onal power? They can say ‘no’. While they may 
not be able to dictate the direc�on of the interna�onal order, they can use denial and 
refusal to leverage their posi�ons. 
 
Essen�al geography 
 
Some middle powers have been blessed—and simultaneously cursed—by the geographic 
lotery, e.g., key points in the First Island Chain that are also en�cing for conquest, such as 
Taiwan and the Philippines. Freedom of naviga�on accounts for much of post-WWII global 
economic prosperity, as 80–85% of the world’s trade and about 60% of oil and gas are 
transported on the oceans. Thus, the ability to interdict sea lines of communica�on is 
consequen�al not just for military endeavors but also for economic ones. Countries that are 
geographically vital to maintaining or interdic�ng mari�me transport can wield out-sized 
‘middle’ power through their geographic posi�on—directly, with their military capabili�es; 
or indirectly, by gran�ng or denying other countries various authori�es to operate from their 
territory. 
 
Essen�al economy 
 
In a globalized economy, middle powers can also posi�on themselves as essen�al nodes in 
cri�cal supply chains. Taiwan is currently tes�ng the geopoli�cal value of this strategy, with a 
‘silicon shield’ around its cri�cal manufacturing node in an equally cri�cal global 
semiconductor supply chain. While China produces more chips overall, its industry is several 
genera�ons behind the cu�ng edge. Taiwan leads global advanced chip manufacturing, 
producing 69% of the world’s <10nm chips in 2022 and about 90% of the most advanced 
ones. 
 
A global chip shortage from an invasion of Taiwan would have far greater economic fallout 
than that from COVID-19, which severely impacted the price and availability of ‘Internet of 
Things’ devices, electronics, cars, weaponry, and other goods. The US CHIPs and Science Act 
(2022) atempts to reduce this dependence. However, even with increased American 
produc�on (TSMC’s Arizona plant and other investments) and global compe��on, Taiwan’s 
por�on of global chip produc�on is expected to stay steady through to 2032. The US must 
rely on Taiwan for the foreseeable future because of its own limita�ons, the semiconductor 
industry’s supply chain structure, and Taiwanese plants remaining at least one genera�on 
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ahead of its overseas ones. Furthermore, TSMC and ASML reportedly have kill switches to 
remotely disable EUV machines if necessary. 
 
The threat of denial 
 
Since economic interdependence has not reliably prevented war historically, is the threat of 
economic denial a viable strategy? Whether semiconductor supply alone can deter China or 
spur the US or others to defend Taiwan against China will depend in part on the nature of 
the interna�onal order at the �me. For example, a diminished US of its own making may be 
less conducive to this strategy. Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine shatered a widespread 
belief that major na�ons will ul�mately priori�ze peace and economic prosperity over glory, 
honor, revenge, or expansion via warfare. 
 
The power of ‘no’ 
 
When threats of denial fail, middle powers can resort to saying ‘no’. In fact, they must be 
prepared to do so for their original threats to be credible. Despite great power pressures, 
middle powers have more la�tude than they o�en believe. Even client states have agency 
and tend to exercise it at �mes inconvenient for the great power. For example, the Korean 
War was extended in part because South Korea’s leader resisted pressure from his great 
power patron, while the USSR, PRC, and DPRK’s nested patron-client rela�ons amplified 
their disagreements on how to resolve POW exchange. Around the same �me, Tito split 
Yugoslavia from Stalin’s Soviet orbit, and Yugoslavia and India spawned what became the 
Non-Aligned Movement, which s�ll reverberates today. 
 
Their limita�ons notwithstanding, middle powers can exercise the op�on of refusal, whether 
it is Ukraine recently scutling the US’ minerals deal despite its difficult and perhaps 
unwinnable situa�on or Taiwan deterring war by limi�ng the technological exper�se it 
shares. Middle powers may not be able to command the arena, but they can deny control of 
the arena for specific ac�vi�es and/or at specific �mes. 
 
Whence the liberal interna�onal order? 
 
Whether or not middle powers must be ‘good’ global ci�zens, they can shape norms, 
especially in a shi�ing interna�onal order. One Taiwanese strategy has been to present itself 
as liberal, democra�c, rule-of-law abiding, and interna�onally responsible (unlike its 
aggressive neighbor) and that therefore, the interna�onal community should value Taiwan’s 
survival. As right-wing populism rises and becomes more successful electorally, including in 
post-WWII liberal democra�c stalwarts (US, France, Germany), could middle powers sustain 
liberal interna�onal norms in turbulent �mes without the organizing presence of a like-
minded superpower? 
 
That Taiwan liberalized and democra�zed of its own accord despite threats from an 
authoritarian neighbor, highlights the need for middle powers to shoulder more of this 
responsibility in today’s interna�onal environment. While middle powers cannot dictate the 
shape of the interna�onal order, they can reject specific structures and terms in order to 
sustain the interna�onal viability of liberal democra�c values. For example, European middle 
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powers are rebuffing US President Trump’s strategy by coalescing to bolster Ukrainian 
resistance against Russia. 
 
In the past three-quarters century, geopoli�cal domina�on by opposing superpowers has 
constrained middle powers but also eased their decision-making. A flater geopoli�cal 
landscape without great power epicenters allows more choice but is harder to navigate and 
increases the difficulty of sustaining coordinated blocs of rival middle powers. 
 
They would have to commit more resources and be more asser�ve militarily in order to take 
over some responsibili�es of the retrea�ng liberal democra�c superpower, especially in 
enforcing open seas and defending territorial claims. Germany, Japan, Australia, and New 
Zealand have all recently conducted FONOPS through the Taiwan Strait—in some cases their 
first.  Middle powers have free-ridden on the military cover of great powers—which the 
great powers have wanted in order to maintain control—but exercising more military he� 
will also make their economic threats more credible and augment their diploma�c influence. 
 
History is writen mostly about ‘great men’ and ‘great powers’, but it is not driven merely by 
them. As the liberal democra�c great power epicenter evolves, middle powers have the 
capacity—and responsibility—to uphold liberal democra�c values. Middle powers do not 
have to simply receive norms:  they, too, can shape the interna�onal order by saying ‘no’ 
when great powers are wrong. 
 
Yvonne Chiu is Jeane Kirkpatrick Fellow, American Enterprise Institute and Associate 
Professor of Strategy and Policy, U.S. Naval War College. Views are her own and do not 
represent anyone else’s. 
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