
T
he idea of nuclear weapons, 
for many of us, may seem 
somewhat distant; like an ac-
cepted fact, but one that lacks 
immediate relevance. It is this 

problem that keeps statesmen and diplo-
mats up at night, and the strategy and psy-
chology of which has defined the career 
of game theorist Thomas Schelling, and 
which won him the 2005 Nobel Prize for 
Economics. 

On a grey Oxford morning he spells out 
some of the complex dynamics involved, 
of how threats and promises factor into 
calculations over nuclear policy. A taboo 
about the moral acceptability of using nu-
clear weapons on non-nuclear states has 
inhibited major powers, he says, point-
ing to the Falklands and Vietnam. Pro-
liferation, he suggests, is inspired not by 
an actual desire to use the weapons but 
as “self-defence”. North Korea and Iran 
“both have reason to worry about being 
attacked by countries much more power-
ful than they are,” and who have nuclear 
arms of their own. Just a handful of weap-

ons would be sufficient to deter any such 
attack, but possession is accompanied by 
the “recognition that they could be oblit-
erated as a country,” if they were to em-
bark upon a first-use policy. This mutual 
deterrence between nuclear-armed states, 
he says, sits alongside the taboo. “Neither 
side wants to be without nuclear weapons 
if the other side has them. Once both have 
them, I don’t think countries have any ex-
pectation that the other side will introduce 
them.”

Schelling turned 88 this year, but win-
ning the Nobel has put him in high de-
mand on the international lecture circuit. 

He’s spoken in some 24 countries in the 
past four years, Oxford being just a stop 
on the latest round. “In several cases [I’ve 
been invited] because people knew who I 
was and what I did,” he says. “In many cas-
es it’s just the Nobel Prize that they want 
to invite,” he adds,  self-deprecatingly. A 
festival in Milan paid for his attendance 
and expenses for a twenty-minute spot; a 
mathematics one in Rome invited him and 
pretended that “because I was some kind 
of a game theorist I must also be some 
kind of a mathematician!” (he definitely 
isn’t, he’s quick to add). 

Fresh out of university in 1944, Schelling 
faced a world torn asunder by the ravages 
of war. Like many young Americans, he 
headed across the ocean to join in the re-
building of Europe. “I spent most of my 
time in negotiating,” he recalls of his early 
career in government service, involved in 
discussions relating to the European Pay-
ments Union and NATO contributions. 
Those experiences led him towards bar-
gaining theory and a doctorate in econom-
ics. It was during this time that he encoun-

tered game theory, the field in which his 
work across the decades would be cited by 
the Nobel committee. Time at the RAND 
Corporation think tank followed, but it 
was at Harvard where he found an aca-
demic home, while continuing to advise 
the US government where he “just about 
spent all of the 1960s in military affairs”. 

His policymaking input ended rather 
abruptly when faced with the Vietnam 
War. “I led a group of about 12 of us from 
the Harvard faculty who were former col-
leagues [of Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s Na-
tional Security Adviser]. We told him that 
we had lost confidence in him, his Presi-

dent, and the way they were conducting 
the war, and we would no longer be advi-
sors to them.” For what must surely have 
been a rather tempestuous encounter, he 
describes it in a matter-of-fact way. But 
these measured tones are a hallmark of 
our conversation, projecting an air of quiet 
confidence, of someone who thinks hard 
about what he says, then proceeds with 
conviction. Nearly forty years on from 
confronting Kissinger, might a return to 
policymaking yet arise? He ponders the 
thought. “In the ‘60s I was frequently 
asked to chair committees examining one 
aspect or another of nuclear weapons, and 
I guess if I’m invited I would do that again.” 
Then that self-effacing grin returns. “But I 
guess that at my age, no one thinks about 
calling me in as an active participant.” 

Content to probe, analyse and offer his 
views from a scholarly distance, there’s 
been no let up in Schelling’s intellectual 
output, with multiple articles under re-
view for publication as we speak. For a 
man “who likes to talk”, as he describes 
himself, his speaking engagements have 
helped sharpen his thoughts across the 
breathtakingly wide canvas that his inter-
ests roam across, from nuclear prolifera-
tion to climate change (“To negotiate the 
[Copenhagen] text would require weeks, 
if not months, of careful negotiations. I 
don’t think that kind of negotiation has 
gone on”). And there’s certainly an upside 
to his renewed public profile: following 
one speech, a transcript was made of the 
recording, sent to Schelling for minor ed-
iting, and will soon be published. “I had 
another article in me, but I didn’t even 
have to write it!” he chuckles. 

He describes Obama’s Nobel Peace Prize 
as “blatantly political”, and that “they 
should have waited until Obama accom-
plished something”. This leads us to end 
on an intriguing note, however. Musing 
about what really drives world politics, 
Schelling recalls a lunch that he was at in 
Norway, sitting besides the director of the 

office overseeing the Peace Prize. “I asked 
him if they had ever given the Peace Prize 
for an intellectual accomplishment. He 
didn’t think so, and doubted if they ever 
would. He said they gave the prize to activ-
ists, rather than to people who developed 
ideas conducive to peace”. This isn’t him 
trying to lay his hands on another prize; 
what it is, however, is an indirect return 
full circle to where we started, to the tra-
dition of the non-use of nuclear weapons. 
Politicians are often thought of as the peo-
ple who ‘make things happen’. But per-
haps we give less credit than we should 
to the sources of the ideas that drive those 
people. 
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>> In 2005, Thomas Schelling was 
awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize 

in Economic Sciences

>> He is an economist and also a 
professor in arms control, foreign 
affairs and nuclear strategy at the 

University of Maryland

>> In 1944, he graduated from the 
University of California with a BA in 
economics and in 1951, received his 

Ph.D. in economics from Harvard 

>> He served with the executive 
office of the American President 

from 1948-1953, helping with the 
Marshall Plan in Europe

>> Schelling’s pioneering work, 
The Strategy of Conflict, written in 
1960, analyses strategic behaviour 

and has been one of the most 
influential books of Western social 

science since 1945
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