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Abstract

The challenges for middle powers relate directly to their unstable positional status in

the international system. Yet this unique position in the international Goldilocks Zone

of having not too much power but power enough also gives them unique opportunities.

Successful middle powers recognize their middle power status and then formulate a

strategic diplomacy suited to this status in which they accept the centrality of great

power interests and roles. Too many middle powers fail to do this because they enter-

tain delusions of grandeur, and when those delusions are revealed they fall into isolation

or disengagement from global governance.
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Somewhere between the world’s great powers and its small powers is a group of
countries that are weak enough to not threaten anyone or to carry much historical
baggage but strong enough to have the means and interests to engage in effective
global leadership. Grouping together the countries that inhabit this ‘‘Goldilocks
Zone’’ into a coherent conceptual category (in the sense of a category specified by a
set of traits that are all present for all members and only for those members) can be
justified because of its value for descriptive inference. It can serve as a useful indi-
cator of what the distribution of power looks like in the international system and as
a reliable indicator of who is up and who is down. Let’s call these middle powers.

The identification of the middle power stratum can be achieved using a variety
of positional measures—economic size, network influence, military capacity, pol-
itical memberships, etc. Whatever measures are used, cluster analysis suggests that
this stratum will consist roughly of the ‘‘10th to 30th’’ ranked countries across a
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range of such power indicators. This means that middle powers are not actually in
the middle but rather among a select group of the 15 percent most powerful coun-
tries. For illustrative purposes, Table 1 uses International Monetary Fund estimates
of economic size to rank countries, with the additional use of United Nations
Security Council (UNSC) stints since 1946 to make rank decisions at the margins.
This provides a simple way to arrange the top countries in the international system
circa 2016 into five basic categories: superpowers, great powers, middle powers
(active and inactive, as explained below), and candidate middle powers (those coun-
tries that will move into the middle power stratum in the coming decades).

The justification for the middle power concept may also rest on explanatory
grounds. Defining countries as belonging to this category may help to predict how
they behave in the international system. Every country seeks status, economic
gains, security, and decision-making authority, and values diffusion in its inter-
national affairs. The fact of being a middle power should, if this concept has
explanatory as well as descriptive value, be probabilistically linked to certain
means of seeking these things and certain ways of self-identifying these means
that are less probabilistically apparent among non-middle powers.

Both of these justifications for the middle power concept—descriptive and
explanatory—are sufficient to warrant its use. Indeed, much of the gnashing of
teeth about the explanatory utility of the middle power concept over the past 50
years might be alleviated by the reminder of the descriptive utility. Being able to
descriptively identify middle powers over the past half century has allowed world
leaders to select non-permanent members of the UNSC, to assign leadership roles
in specialized global governance institutions, and to create new institutions such as
the G20. It has also served as a signalling device, a measurement proxy, for the
degree of global consensus on questions such as the International Criminal Court
or the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea. Description matters, and the descrip-
tive utility of the middle power concept is high.

Either way, the middle power concept shows no signs of going away because
scholars in middle power countries, who often work in close association with their
national foreign policy establishments (or are indistinguishable from them), are
charged with the intellectually challenging task of making sense of what it should
mean to live in this Goldilocks Zone. The contributions to this special issue of
International Journal show a wide range of scholars grappling with this question.
The articles help us to identify the particular challenge of being a middle power.
This challenge can be stated simply: middle powers are congenitally prone to delu-
sions of grandeur punctuated by bouts of self-isolating irrelevance. Nowhere else
does status anxiety play such a great role in foreign policy and, as a result, nowhere
else are the challenges of effective global engagement more pronounced.

Delusions of status grandeur

One of the great challenges of being a middle power is that it is an unstable cat-
egory. Any country that is rising in power, or whose middle power status is coupled
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Table 1. Countries by power rank.

Category Country

Gross domestic

product (GDP)

rank 2016 (US$ PPP)

UNSC stints

1946 to 2018

Superpowers (2) China 1 P

US 2 P

Great powers (6) India 3 7

Japan 4 11

Germany 5 5

Russia 6 P

Britain 9 P

France 10 P

Active middle powers (13) Brazil 7 10

Indonesia 8 3

Mexico 11 4

Italy 12 7

South Korea 13 2

Spain 15 5

Canada 16 6

Turkey 17 4

Australia 19 5

Poland 24 5

Netherlands 28 5

South Africa 30 2

Sweden 35 4

Inactive middle powers (8) Saudi Arabia 14 0

Iran 18 1

Thailand 20 1

Nigeria 21 5

Taiwan 22 0

Egypt 23 5

Pakistan 25 7

Argentina 26 9

Candidate middle powers (5) Malaysia 27 4

Philippines 29 4

Colombia 31 7

Bangladesh 33 2

Vietnam 36 1

Gilley 653



with regional great power status, tends to be uncomfortable with the middle power
label. Indeed, a key indicator that a country is a middle power is when its foreign
policy analysts start braying against the middle power label and playing Synonymy
Bingo: filling out their game cards with an ever-proliferating set of concepts that
say everything except ‘‘middle’’: hinge power, principal power, positional power,
rising power, bridge power, central state, model power, global governor.

For years, scholars and policymakers in Brazil have chafed at the middle
power label, only to find themselves repeatedly stuck back into that category by
reality. In today’s world, Indonesia and Turkey have been most prone to similar
delusions of grandeur. Santikajaya’s paper strains mightily against the middle
power label, a classic sign that Indonesia is a middle power (and one reinforced
by his findings about its behaviour). Parlar Dal meanwhile indicates a growing
acceptance of the middle power label in Turkey, having overcome Ottoman
revanchist notions and having been chastened by failed attempts to act the
great power (such as on Iran’s nuclear program or on the bizarrely pharaonic
Alliance of Civilizations with another middle power suffering from pre-modern
imperial delusions, Spain).

But middle power delusions of grandeur die hard and a primary reason is that it
is often in the interests of great powers to dangle the prospect of great powerdom in
front of the salivating foreign policy elites of middle powers. In their long-standing
attempts to undermine Western leadership, for instance, Russia, India, and China
knew that they needed to form an Axis with members from Africa and Latin
America. South Africa and Brazil were thus brought into the BRICS group as
the closest thing to great powers that those regions could offer. But Brazil remains
a middle power never quite able to achieve greatness (‘‘Brazil is rising and always
will be,’’ goes the joke), while South Africa is actually a candidate to exit the middle
power category as its economy and governance erode.

The G20 is perhaps the most egregious example of this: formed when great
powers needed to relegitimate the global economic system, it has since slid into
irrelevance. The 2016 Hangzhou summit in China completed the transition of this
group from practical problem solving to empty symbolism. ‘‘Nice show, shame
about the content’’ was the Economist’s verdict on the Hangzhou Summit. As Mo
notes: ‘‘When global governance is polarized and the gap is widening, the middling
role of middle powers shrinks because great powers show less interest in the
very institutions, such as the G20, where middle powers can play a constructive
bridging role.’’

There is another reason for delusions of grandeur among middle powers: in their
own regions, some of them are great powers. Brazil in Latin America; Turkey, Iran,
Egypt, and Saudi Arabia in the Middle East; and South Africa and Nigeria in sub-
Saharan Africa are all countries that play an outsized role in their regions because
the world’s superpowers and great powers are not in those regions. Playing the big
kid in these sandboxes stokes a sense of efficacy. This causes a lot of psychological
trauma when a crisis erupts and great powers intercede. The phone calls are
between Washington, London, Moscow, Berlin, and Beijing.
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One option for middle powers is to ignore the global altogether and simply live
in the region where one is always a great power. These are the inactive middle
powers. Saudi Arabia (which has refused to take up a UNSC position) and Iran are
the best examples: their designs on a caliphate are limited to the Greater Middle
East stretching from Pakistan to Morocco, which is world enough for them.
Nigeria likewise has been content to remain an African great power, the same
for Thailand in Southeast Asia. Pakistan remains obsessively focused on its co-
equal struggle against India in South Asia. Why risk the psychological trauma of
global governance that will affirm one’s non-great power status when domestic
audiences are not interested and prefer regional grandstanding?

The other middle powers that live with superpowers and great powers in their
regions are somewhat inoculated against a genetic seizure to suddenly play The
Hulk. Yet not entirely. One way to overcome it is to believe that the problems in
one’s region are the most important global problems and thus even if one is only a
regional great power, that makes one a great power globally too. In his paper on
South Korea, Mo describes the North Korean nuclear issue, which, as he notes,
dominates Seoul’s foreign policy time, as ‘‘the most important foreign policy chal-
lenge of the day.’’ Were this true, South Korea could indeed claim great power
status. Alas, there are many other foreign policy challenges that vie with North
Korean nukes; indeed, it is mostly a page 5 issue. During the era of high energy
prices when it seemed that petro-politics had returned to the centre of global pol-
itics, Canada began to call itself an ‘‘energy superpower.’’ Alternately, Canadian
foreign policy elites get jazzed about Arctic governance in an era of global warming
since it puts them at the table with the US, Russia, and China. This generalization
of the regional to the global is a particular psychosis for middle powers.

This is particularly frustrating for the ‘‘waiting for US decline’’ side of life as a
middle power. A recurrent feature of middle power theorizing since the Second
World War has been the belief, hope, or dream that US superpower status is
coming to an end. Cooper and Parlar Dal write that the period in which the US
could ‘‘lay down the law’’ is over and it is now forced to ‘‘negotiate and bargain.’’
To say the least, both sides of this claim await empirical verification. Every time a
non-US-led global governance initiative takes flight, these pattern recognition ten-
dencies among declinists resurface. Yet a quick glimpse at the operational proced-
ures of initiatives such as China’s Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank or the
New Development Bank shows how totally dependent they are on US financial
institutions and systems. Its exchange rate rose by 16 percent in trade-weighted
terms from the 2008 financial crisis to 2016, hardly an indicator of ‘‘the end of the
American model’’ of capitalism. To rephrase the joke about Brazil, evidence sug-
gests that ‘‘the US is in decline and always will be.’’

Finally, and closely related to enduring expectations of imminent US decline, is
the fact that middle powers themselves suffer from almost all the same domestic ills
that their foreign policy elites espy in the US, but often with much less resilience in
their domestic societies, economies, and polities. This means that middle powers
themselves are constantly buffeted in their attempts to maintain middle power
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status: discussions of Turkey as a new middle power came to a screeching halt with
the attempted coup and then vicious counter-coup of 2016; Mexico remains a
partial narco-state with a deeply self-wounding left-wing revolutionary tradition
and a fragmented government structure; South Africa, as mentioned, has seen
20 years of steady governance decline since the end of apartheid, and its moral
authority ended as it watched Zimbabwe implode on its doorstep; Canada’s
Trudeaumania Mark 2 seems to have awoken from a cryogenic deepfreeze with
its intention to focus on, what else, UN peacekeeping.

To be a middle power, then, requires a delicate psychological disposition: to
accept that one is near the top of global leadership, that one can make a difference,
but to avoid falling into delusions of grandeur (delusions that great powers will
often humour) because it will lead to great regrets, a massive hangover, every time
reality snaps back into place.

The full acceptance of the middle power role is thus never complete. But
Canada, Australia, and South Korea have generally been most comfortable with
the middle power label, as the papers here show. What makes the creation of
Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey, and Australia (MIKTA) important is
that it is a resolutely ‘‘middle’’ grouping with no delusions of grandeur. It therefore
represents a great act of maturity by the founding members. Unlike the G20, the
largely symbolic nature of MIKTA thus far, as discussed by both Parlar Dal and
Cooper in their introduction, does not necessarily render it a failure since in part its
aim is descriptive: we are middle powers that have no delusions of grandeur and
because of this self-consciousness we do deserve a certain voice in global govern-
ance. Mexico is perhaps the most interesting member here because, as Maihold
shows, it has long suffered from a lack of self-esteem rather than from delusions of
grandeur. Its ability to cast off the revolutionary, anti-Western persona, unlike
Argentina, could make it a respected and moderate power with significant potential
for middle power diplomacy. Australia too has always been a sensible power and,
as Harris Rimmer shows here, the debates there operate within a fairly well con-
tained set of middle power assumptions.

Delusions of efficacy grandeur

The behavioural and ideational predictions concerning middle powers relate to the
sorts of means and agendas they will adopt in pursuit of international security and
influence. Most middle power research has centred on this question not only
because of the explanatory bias in social research but also because, for most of
the world’s countries, it offers the only evidence of hope in a depressing spectacle of
enduring great power dominance of world affairs. To be fair, there is a lot to be
said empirically for the claim that middle powers not only pursue different means
and agendas but that, all things considered, these efforts matter. China may not be
stepping as carefully as one would like into its Asian regional role but it is certainly
stepping into it more carefully in the presence of remonstrative interactions with
middle powers South Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, and Australia than would be the

656 International Journal 71(4)



case if the region were full of small, pliant states like Cambodia, whose foreign
ministry letterhead can be seized by Beijing when needed. Russia’s domination of
Central Asia shows what happens in the absence of middle powers even when
another great power (China) is present.

These articles focus on the behavioural and ideational aspects of middle powers.
Here, delusions of grandeur involve efficacy and virtue. Middle powers are par-
ticularly sensitive and agile in their behavioural diplomacy when filling new niches,
identifying new needs, and shifting their strategic and tactical stances as circum-
stances change. Their contributions to world peace and security, the middle power
formulation slipped into the UN Charter in 1945, are manifest when they do this.
Maihold quotes a Mexican foreign minister on the need to adapt to ‘‘the new
realities of the world,’’ something that great powers would not dream of doing.
This is what gives middle powers their efficacy. Bridging the divide between
Western countries demanding emissions caps and poor countries demanding
growth, South Korea pioneered the ‘‘green growth’’ solution. Bridging the divide
between democracies demanding human rights and autocracies demanding sover-
eignty, Canada pioneered the ‘‘sovereign responsibility to protect’’ human rights.

The formation of MIKTA tells us that the ‘‘third wave’’ of middle power
diplomacy, as Cooper and Parlar Dal term it, will be centred on legitimating a
new set of global governance institutions. As Cooper notes in his contribution,
middle powers are widely seen as reliable, effective, and unthreatening problem-
solvers with a self-interest in common good solutions. They ‘‘unite for consensus’’
on global health, humanitarianism, and development. They are useful to have at
the table because they defuse great power tensions and have the flexibility to
generate new ideas that great power may not accede to but will not block (the
International Criminal Court (ICC), for instance). Harris Rimmer’s description of
Australia’s hyperactive diplomacy to accommodate a rising China in Asia
(‘‘Jakarta not Geneva’’) through functional tasks and informal rather than col-
lective security mechanisms suggests that the vaunted ‘‘ASEAN Way’’ might
better be termed the ‘‘Aussian Way.’’ Without Australia’s participation in this
approach, it is likely to have failed. Middle powers were never going to prevent
China’s ascendance in Asia but one significant attainment is having relegitimated
the US role in the region which, in the end, is the most important assurance of a
pluralistic region.

Still, this niche diplomacy requires a strategic sensibility that comes hard and
can easily spill into ridiculous initiatives like the Alliance of Civilizations. Other
attempts to create a new global agenda of which middle powers will be the lea-
ders—such as ‘‘infrastructure’’ and ‘‘disaster relief’’—are doomed to irrelevance
because they are solutions looking for problems. Middle powers are prone to
behave like families in the American Midwest who start baking pies to make them-
selves feel useful whenever there is a crisis in the neighbourhood. Better to diagnose
the problem and strategically engage in diplomatic practice to solve it. One example
would be for middle powers to return the G20 to its proper role as a meeting of
finance ministers.
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In this new era of middle power diplomacy, what will set apart the successful
from the unsuccessful cases are those countries and initiatives that begin with a
modest assumption of strategic indispensability. Middle powers exist, and they
matter. But they require a particular mindset that does not come easily to any
country living so close to the top of the global hierarchy. Converting delusions of
grandeur into perceptions of strategic indispensability is the key challenge.
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