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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Australia and the changing regional order

In 2013 Australia’s National Security Strategy declared that ‘active middle powers [are] increasingly influential in the region’ and set a national ambition ‘to influence and shape our regional and global environment to be conducive to advancing Australia’s interests and values’.1 This book sets out to test those claims. Examining three of Australia’s campaigns for change in the Asia–Pacific, this book explores whether this so-called ‘middle power’ has had an influence on regional and global ‘norms’. It details the strategies for influence used by the Australian government during the period of engagement and tests their impact. This is an important question in the early twenty-first century Asia–Pacific region when the stability of the existing order is under siege and the capacity of the great powers to manage this transition peacefully is in great doubt. If the peace is to be ‘won’ and war avoided, knowing which countries can influence the norms and standards which shape state behaviour is vital.

Australia is a ‘most likely’ case for testing the influence of middle power states. It has been consistently identified by scholars as a middle power, it has strong governance structures and internal capacity, it is allied with a great power, the United States, and Australian leaders regularly proclaim their capacity to be influential. If any middle power can achieve such lofty ambitions, Australia ought to be able to do so. If middle powers can have real influence, there will be many more options for resolving the security turmoil of the Asia–Pacific in the early twenty-first century. However, if even the best placed of the mid-level states is too weak to influence norms, the whole concept of ‘middle powers’ must be seriously brought into question. In turn that would shape our understanding of which states matter in international affairs and how scholars and policy makers can attempt to find peace in the Asia–Pacific.

Understanding which states have the power to influence the construction and maintenance of regional and global order is one of the most important and oldest questions of international relations scholarship. Over the second half of the twentieth century significant research was undertaken to examine the way so-called ‘great power’ states have shaped the international system to suit their national interests. Indeed the fact there is a recognised international system—meaning a ‘pattern or structure of human relations such as to sustain the elementary or primary goals of social coexistence among states’—is largely if not entirely accredited to the actions of the great power states.2 When the key component parts of the international system such as its institutions or norms change, analysts, particularly those using a realist or liberal framework, tend to focus on the role and behaviour of great power states. While this approach has provided great insight, it tends to assume a somewhat empty playing field, with only a handful of relevant actors worth studying. Yet, global politics as played out daily around the world today involves a cacophony of voices, featuring 193 nation states, a global press and numerous non-state actors (including regional and global organisations, multi-national corporations, non-government organisations (NGOs), and individuals), all of whom seek influence.

Recognising these concerns, some scholars have also examined the role and behaviour of smaller states, especially ‘middle powers’, analysing how these states respond to the actions of great powers and whether these states can have a regional or even global influence. Most definitions of the concept of middle power suggest some capacity for influence. For instance, during the negotiations in San Francisco for the creation of the United Nations, the Australian and Canadian governments argued for a ‘functional’ identification of their states. They claimed that the middle powers had made a major contribution in World War II and should be given a position in the United Nations to do so again in the service of peace.3 This book similarly defines middle powers by their systemic impact. As will be outlined in Chapter 2, middle powers are understood in this book to be ‘states that can protect their core interests and initiate or lead a change in a specific aspect of the existing international order’.4 A significant tendency of this research, especially in the 1990s, was to demonstrate that a common feature of middle-power behaviour was support for coalition-building and multilateral institutions.5 The consistency and scope of these behaviours suggested that not only do middle powers see multilateral institutions as the most advantageous way for them to seek their national interests, some middle powers have a clear normative preference for multilateral forms of state behaviour and seek to advocate and advance these norms in the international system. That is, middle power states not only seek to respond to the international system as created by great powers, some of them also attempt to influence or change it to suit their national interests, such as by altering norms, the socially constructed standards which help govern the behaviour of states in the international system.

The scholarly literature has recognised that great powers, particularly hegemonic powers, influence and change regional and global norms.6 Yet strangely there is an absence of research on middle powers and their engagement and interaction with norms. Much of the scholarship has focused on advocacy by activists, bureaucrats and NGOs. This includes the promotion of norms related to human rights, anti-segregation, fighting corruption, stopping domestic violence and protecting the environment.7 In recent years international institutions and states have also begun to be identified as norm entrepreneurs, actors who operate during the early stages of a norm’s emergence and seek to promote it.8 This has led to an important vein of scholarship which examines issues such as how norms around sovereignty, aid and conflict resolution have been changed by institutes and major states.9 But as yet nothing substantial has been written on middle power states and norms. In the last decade, scholars have begun to identify middle powers as being interested in shaping regional and global norms.10 For instance one study of security communities identified middle powers as significant ‘norm-makers’ in the process.11 Scholars have begun to argue that ‘middle powers should be part of a wider research agenda on types of norms in the international system, their creation, maintenance, and impact’.12 Some have even claimed that middle powers are ‘the most devoted to the preservation of international norms’.13 This is particularly important when it comes to the way middle powers might seek to utilise norms as part of their foreign policy. As the prominent Southeast Asian international relations scholar Amitav Acharya noted in his study of norms in Asia there is an assumption in the literature that ‘traditional middle powers … are normally expected to provide leadership as morally cosmopolitan norm entrepreneurs’.14 To what degree middle powers can achieve this expectation is at the heart of this book’s investigation.

Unfortunately, there has been little ‘attempt to tease out the precise relationship between international norms and middle powers’.15 Along with questions of sheer power to do so there are questions of form, time frame and geography. Can middle powers create norms? Can they promote norms created by others? Can they promote them only in their own immediate region or can they have the global impact sometimes claimed? These questions remain unanswered partly because the last big burst of middle power research was in the early 1990s, occurring before the theoretical scholarship on norms had been fully fleshed out. While there has been a return to studies of middle powers in recent years, no detailed study of middle powers and their approach to promoting norms yet exists. This leaves a ‘middle power shaped hole’ when it comes to understanding the norms of the international system and the role of a significant number of capable and important states.

Adding to the importance of this question, policy makers in middle power countries continue to make significant claims as to the importance and influence of their countries, and base their national security strategies on being able to influence the regional or international order. This has certainly been the case in Australia. In the early 1990s Australia’s foreign minister claimed that ‘what middle powers may lack in economic, political or military clout, they can often make up with quick and thoughtful diplomatic footwork. And resolution of just about any significant problem in international affairs—be it bilateral or multilateral in character needs just that’.16 His political opponents agree, with Alexander Downer, Australia’s longest serving foreign minister, arguing that Australia has

 

a unique and indispensable role in the world … I believe Australia is a ‘pivotal’ power … We have the vital capacity to act as a crucial link between the developed western world and the developing and non-aligned world … and help link diverse views and perspectives to achieve practical outcomes.17

By the late 2000s this had turned from claims of promise into celebrations of success. The 2008 National Security Statement declared that Australia

ha[s] a proud record of contribution to global security and economic stability. We are widely respected for our ideas and our actions. We can, and do, make a positive difference to the world.18

Like the later 2013 National Security Strategy, the 2008 document set out that contributing to the global ‘rules based order’ was a fundamental part of Australia’s security. Within all these claims is a focus on the role of ideas and intellectual authority as tools of middle power influence. In their own words, we see policy makers in self-proclaimed middle power states claiming for their state an ability to shape the regional and global order and norms in ways that ‘make a positive difference to the world’.19

But how much validity should we give such claims? Are critics right that ‘there is remarkably little evidence of middle power diplomacy actually having a discernible impact on international affairs’?20 To explore this question requires a study that goes beyond identifying the possibility of middle power influence or its ‘tendency’ towards certain approaches. It requires looking at the way middle powers engage with all avenues of international affairs—not just multilateralism—and looking at the manner in which influence is sought, and the circumstances necessary for middle powers to have an impact. In particular it requires paying close attention to the often forgotten second part of the term, the role of power: both of the middle power states, and their relationships and engagements with states larger and smaller than themselves and how this shapes the influence they can have on the international order.

This book sets out to critically examine the claims of policy makers and scholars that middle powers can influence the norms of the regional and international system. It covers thirty years of foreign and defence policy by a widely identified middle power state which had substantial internal resources and a strong relationship with the dominant superpower country, the United States. This middle power, Australia, was almost uniquely positioned over the last few decades to have an influence on shaping the international rules based order. As two of Australia’s leading international relations scholars, Mark Beeson and Richard Higgott note ‘no country has been more enthusiastic about promoting the idea of middle power diplomacy and its potential to influence the conduct of international affairs’. In their view Australia ‘highlights all of middle power theory’s promise and unfulfilled potential’.21 Additionally, there have been long-standing calls by scholars for the application of a constructivist analysis to understand the foreign policy of Australia as a middle power, drawing on the role of identity and norms.22

Australia is therefore a ‘most likely’ case to test middle power capacity. Most likely cases are case studies which are ‘likely to either clearly confirm or irrefutably falsify propositions and hypotheses’.23 There are three reasons Australia fits the bill. First, it has been widely identified by scholars and policy makers as a middle power since the end of World War II.24 As a recent book titled Middle Powers and the Rise of China has observed ‘Australia may be viewed as serving as the definitive model of a “traditional middle power”. It conforms exactly to the “ideal type” … in terms of capabilities and behaviour’.25 Second, it is recognised as having the internal resources and capacity to efficiently apply them worthy of the name ‘middle power’. This distinguishes it from states like Nigeria or Indonesia where governance challenges impede national capacity. Third, Australia has significant relationships within its immediate region with states substantially smaller than this middle power (in the South Pacific), and within its nearby neighbourhood (Southeast and Northeast Asia), enabling a finely differentiated examination of the role of relative power in middle power behaviour. Fourth and relatedly, the Australian government has consistently argued that the country’s strong alliance relationship with the United States supports its capacity to be a globally influential middle power.

Given all these advantages, if Australian foreign policy over the last few decades shows no evidence of substantial influence on the international order, it would go a long way to providing falsification of the claims made about middle power influence.26 If even the best placed middle power could not live up to the expectations, then the critics might be right that the middle power theory is worth consigning to the ‘analytical dustbin’.27 Obviously no single case study research can present a comprehensive finding, but in sacrificing the width of comparative studies, this approach brings a depth in the analysis. It also helps to guard against accusations of cherry picking the data given the wide scope of action and issues covered in this study. Further discussion of the book’s methodological approach can be found in Chapter 2 which outlines the conceptual framework of this study.

Research questions and case studies

Examining the extent to which middle powers can influence regional and global norms is especially important given the revival of interest in middle powers in recent years. With the proclaimed return of geopolitics, middle powers in the Asia–Pacific are seen as increasingly important actors.28 Able to act as both a ‘bellwether for charting the rise of China’ and as ‘influential agents [with] the potential to reshape and redirect the way in which China’s ascent evolves’.29 Given such claims by policy makers and scholars, testing the potential for middle power influence in creating, diffusing and sustaining the norms which are dominant in the Asia–Pacific is thus of significant importance. To help give insight to the connection between middle powers and norms, this book focuses on three particular questions that serve as analytical tools or lenses to help refine the analysis. They cover form, geography and time frame.

1. What is the form of middle powers influence on norms? Can they achieve influence alone, in a coalition or multilateral institution, or in concert or conflict with a great power state?

2. What is the geographic area of a middle power’s influence? Is it only its immediate region, neighbouring regions or global in scope?

3. What is the time frame of a middle power’s influence in the norm’s lifecycle? Does it occur equally or consistently in the three phases of a norm’s emergence, cascade and internalisation?

The first question on form goes to whether middle powers have the capacity to influence norms. Either from their own efforts, leading coalitions and multilateral institutions, and how larger states—as allies or opponents—influence this outcome. Middle powers regularly claim for themselves an independent leadership capacity, while the scholarship, such as the behavioural strand in the literature, has emphasised their capacity to build and wield influence in coalition groupings and multilateral forums. How sustainable are these claims and how much is due to the influence of larger states? Many authors, particularly when writing about Australia, have identified a tension between the nation’s search for security through its alliance and its attempt at independent influence. While some argue such close relationships ‘necessarily circumscribe the range of policy options’ for the smaller country, the nation’s policy makers strongly reject that, seeing the middle power’s connection with the larger state as an unqualified benefit to the nation’s influence.30

If middle powers are to be worthy of the name, we should see some cases where, even if they do not overrule the great powers, they still tangibly shape or influence the behaviour of larger states. It is unclear presently whether this is more or less likely due to an alliance relationship between the middle power and the larger state. Finally, can middle powers challenge or overcome the preferences of states larger than themselves? This represents a ‘hard case’ for the upper limit of middle power influence. By studying if and where a middle power was successful relative to the support or opposition of great power states we can better understand the relative influence and capacity of these states.

Geography relates to where middle powers can and do seek to be influential. Are they able to have regional or global impact as claimed, or is their influence limited to their immediate surroundings? Australia’s immediate region is the South Pacific, where it is an effective regional hegemon, accounting for over 90 per cent of the wealth and military capacity.31 It has two important neighbouring regions where it has attempted to focus much of its efforts, Southeast Asia and Northeast Asia. Finally, there is the global sphere where Australia has tried to claim a role and voice almost since federation. Sheer power and proximity suggest middle powers are most likely to be influential in their immediate region.32 Yet central to the claimed difference between the concepts of ‘middle powers’ and ‘regional powers’ is that they can also influence other regions (in Australia’s case the wider Asia–Pacific), and have an effect globally. If there is not substantive policy impact in regions further afield or even globally, then perhaps regional power is a superior term.

Finally, the question of time frame asks where in the development of norms middle powers can have an influence. The scholarship on norms has identified three distinct phases of a successful norm’s evolution. These are its emergence, its cascade and last, internalisation, with ‘change at each stage … characterised by different actors, motives, and mechanisms of influence’.33 Can middle powers act in all three phases? As noted above, several scholars have suggested that middle powers can act as norm entrepreneurs, during the emergence phase. But, like many claims around middle power capacity, it has to be carefully tested. Even if successful, what role can middle powers play in the latter phases? To help test this, alongside the well-known role of norm entrepreneurs in the first phase, this book posits the roles of ‘norm diffusers’ during the cascade phase, and ‘norm stabilisers’ during the internalisation stage. Just as with the role of norm entrepreneur, any actor (state, group or individual) could theoretically undertake these roles. This book however will examine whether middle power states have the capacity to do so. These three roles and what they entail—such as framing the norm, building institutions or punishing those who break it—will be explored in detail in the following chapter. If middle powers can have a comprehensive role in the spread of norms, they will need not only to be norm entrepreneurs, but norm diffusers and norm stabilisers as well. Through these three roles, this book examines where in the lifecycle of a norm middle powers can play a role, if at all.

Together, these three questions of form, geography and time frame will be pursued throughout the case studies. Chapters 7 and 8 will look at the implications of this book’s findings on middle powers and norms for security and prosperity in the Asia–Pacific. Using the case study of Australian foreign policy in the Asia–Pacific between 1983 and 2013, over three areas of policy, this book tests the influence of middle powers and, in particular, whether they can promote or change norms as a way of shaping the regional and international system. These three case studies were selected because scholars have identified them as standout examples of ‘middle power activism’ by the Australian government. These issues are among the most important policy concerns of the Australian government over the last thirty years. The 2013 National Security Strategy, in a section titled ‘What is National Security’ states that ‘Australia seeks to shape the international environment, both to prevent the emergence of security threats, and to achieve broader benefits for Australia (such as trade and economic benefits)’.34 Among the key security threats it identifies are the ‘proliferation of WMD’ and ‘preserving Australia’s border integrity’—with irregular migration a major focus in this area.35

The three issues explored are cooperating on irregular migration, restricting the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and encouraging the liberalisation of trade. They represent a useful spread of different types of issues, covering non-traditional and traditional security threats and economic concerns. They are also key issues in the Asia–Pacific. Limiting the spread of WMD, sustaining restrictions on their use and building interdependence and confidence through trade liberalisation and cooperation on non-traditional threats like irregular migration are all seen as measures vital to ‘winning the peace’ in the Asia–Pacific. Whether middle power states can meaningfully contribute to the spread of these norms is important to understanding the contribution of these states to the overall security order of the region. While each chapter will introduce each norm in detail, it is useful to highlight them briefly. They are:

Irregular migration—The norm examined in Chapter 4 is a ‘cooperative security approach to irregular migration’. Perhaps no issue has been as important and widely debated in Australian politics in the twenty-first century. This mirrors a global concern over rapidly increasing levels of population displacement and migration. This norm involves the incorporation of irregular migration into cooperative security norms. Australia is viewed by scholars as having been one of ‘the most active, ambitious and optimistic proponents of developing a culture of cooperative security in the Asia Pacific region’.36 It is credited with having been ‘at the forefront of the anti-smuggling and trafficking offensive’ in the Asia–Pacific.37 Notably this is a norm where the global power, the United States, was indifferent to the result. It thus helps to tease out the effect of Australia as a middle power separate from its usual support by the United States.

Weapons of mass destruction—The norm examined in Chapter 5 is the ‘non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction’. The Australian government’s focus was on nuclear weapons, and this is reflected in the chapter, though there was also a push for disarmament of chemical weapons. At times, such as the early 1990s, the Australian government also supported the norm of the disarmament of WMD, but its main concern has been non-proliferation. Australia is widely regarded as having ‘carved out a unique role in nuclear policy … a global champion of non-proliferation’ and ‘among the most active players in the non-proliferation realm’.38 Given the tension in the region, limiting the further spread of WMD in the region will help to prevent further states using them to threaten others as North Korea does, and keep any conflicts that might occur from becoming truly disastrous.

Trade liberalisation—The final norm studied in Chapter 6 is ‘the liberalisation of trade via the removal of barriers to competition’ meaning that domestic industries should not be unfairly advantaged through government intervention, in particular the imposition of trade tariffs. This is a regulative norm, whose function is to ‘order and constrain behaviour’, in this case restricting and removing the use of tariff barriers by nation states. Like the issue of WMD, on trade norms Australia is viewed as having ‘made a vital contribution at the level of ideas for [Asia–Pacific] regional integration, [and] global trade’.39 Liberal theorists believe that the more states trade with each other, the less they will be willing to go to war. Trade is seen as creating an interdependence between the two states, along with domestic lobbies who will help to restrict any desires for conflict.

These three issues, irregular migration, WMD and trade liberalisation, have been and remain among the central concerns of the Australian government, if not most governments.40 The Australian government has devoted substantial attention, energy and effort to all three. As noted above, and will be explored in depth in each case, there have also been significant claims on behalf of Australia’s influence in all three cases. This book sets out to test those claims, examining the impact of this middle power state in terms of form, geographic scope and time frame. The findings from these case studies will substantially deepen our understanding of middle powers and their capacity to promote norms.

This book has limited its period of study to begin with the 1983 election of the Hawke government which marked the start of the Australian governments’ push for ‘engagement’ (or enmeshment) with Asia. While Australian governments in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s had sought to build links with Southeast and Northeast Asia,41 the 1980s onward is seen as representing a new phase of ‘enmeshment’ or later ‘engagement’ with Australia’s wider region. The election of the Hawke government in the early 1980s is a significant moment, ushering in the ‘modern’ era in Australian foreign policy.42 The fall of the Rudd–Gillard–Rudd Labor governments in September 2013 serves as a useful concluding point for this study, enabling an examination of Australian government policy over a thirty year period. As will be shown, there was a tiredness and lack of creativity in the Rudd and Gillard governments’ approach to foreign policy in the Asia–Pacific, suggesting the moment of ‘engagement’ has run its course. This thirty year period covers nineteen years where the Australian Labor Party was in power, led by Bob Hawke, then Paul Keating, Kevin Rudd and finally Julia Gillard. Eleven of the years under study were led by the Australian Liberal Party–National Party Coalition of John Howard. Where relevant, additional data from the early years of the Coalition government under Tony Abbott, elected in 2013, will also be highlighted. All these prime ministers had different styles and interests, and this will be reflected in the varying ways they sought to promote Australian influence in the various subregions of the Asia–Pacific.

As noted in the discussion of geography, regional clarifications are important. While looking at the capacity of middle powers across various geographic scopes, most of Australia’s focus and hence this book’s will be concerned with the Asia–Pacific. This research follows the approach of other scholars in dividing the concept of the Asia–Pacific into a series of ‘subregions’ to identify their scope and differentiate the disparate parts.43 Australia’s immediate region is identified as the Pacific, involving New Zealand, and the South Pacific and Melanesian states. Australia’s neighbouring region is Southeast Asia, covering the ten members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Finally there is Northeast Asia, comprising China, Japan and the Korean Peninsula. Thanks to its force structure, regional bases and economic ties the United States maintains an important influence and presence in all three regions, though is here treated as a regional outsider. It was always a key player but it is considered to be separate and not a specific member of any particular region. Along with the wider Asia–Pacific region being the focus of Australia’s efforts, there is a need for more studies of the region. There has been a lag in examining the way non-great powers have affected the development of institutions and normative rules, though this is beginning to change. Still the disparity is notable when compared to other regions of the world, especially Western Europe.44 Indeed, the Asia–Pacific is viewed as under-studied by scholars as both an area of middle power activity and ‘as a norm target’.45

Chapter structure and argument

Chapter 2 builds the analytic basis for this book’s research by outlining the major concepts of middle powers, norms and the research methodology used. It is then followed by Chapter 3 which reviews the history of Australian foreign and defence policy. The chapter demonstrates how Australian leaders came to both support the three norms promoted in the case studies and believe their state was capable of influencing the regional and international order towards these norms. With the context for Australia’s post-1983 activism in place, Chapter 4 traces the Australian government’s promotion of the norm of irregular migration. Chapter 5 looks at the promotion of the norm of the non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and Chapter 6 covers the promotion of the trade liberalisation norm by Australia. Chapter 7 analyses the findings along the lines of the three questions of form, geography and time frame to assess whether middle powers can influence the norms of the regional or international order.

On the question of form, the case studies demonstrate that Australia has sometimes challenged and changed the behaviour of a great power (the United States), though this finding is complicated by the close alliance of the two countries. Australia’s ability to take on the role of a norm diffuser, especially at the global level has significantly benefited from the support of a great power. Compared to other analysis however, this book suggests a greater capacity for independent action and leadership by this middle power. Too much reliance on multilateralism, especially large multilateral forums could prove more of a burden than boost for middle power ambitions.

Turning to the question of geography, this book’s findings suggest that middle powers can promote norms in their immediate region (the South Pacific) and nearby regions (Southeast Asia and to a lesser extent Northeast Asia). There is only weak evidence of international influence. The results can be explained in two ways. First, it is possible Australia represents a poor case selection. Which, given the widespread and long-term identification of Australia as a middle power, would indicate there are fundamental problems of identification. More likely the Australian example is a most likely case of middle power capacity as predicted—in which case the usefulness of the concept of middle powers is also questionable. At the very least, the close association of middle powers and global normative influence must be brought into question. These states are not unimportant, but they are unlikely to play the global role some advocates amongst the policy and scholarly community have hoped for. This suggests that a rethink of the term ‘middle power’ is required.

Finally on the question of time, as intimated above this book argues that Australia has acted as both a norm entrepreneur—in the case of irregular migration—and a norm diffuser—for WMD and trade liberalisation—but there is little evidence of Australia acting as a norm stabiliser. Australia’s general unwillingness to act as a norm stabiliser, likely because of a concern about the risks and difficulty of this role, suggests that there are significant limitations to the capacity of middle powers to be significant actors over the full life-cycle of norms.

This book concludes with Chapter 8, which looks at the policy implications that follow from the research findings and future avenues of research that flow from this study. It argues that Australia’s claim to middle power status is increasingly under question, and highlights the need for a new strategy to help middle powers ‘win the peace’ in the Asia–Pacific.

Why does this matter?

There are three motivations for this study. The first is the academic puzzle of middle power influence. Given the renewed interest in the concept, and the long-held claims about middle powers and norms, there is a need for an in-depth study which can begin to provide an answer. Second, as a new generation of Australian political leaders take the stage, it is useful to test the claims and assess the influence of their predecessors to help guide future policy direction. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, because the future security and stability of the Asia–Pacific may depend upon the capacity of the middle and lower tier states to help manage the changing international order. With the end of the easy dominance of the United States, the rise of new major states like China and India and the reassertion of existing powers like Japan and Russia, the Asia–Pacific is in a widely identified period of flux.

What is less unclear however is which states and by what mechanisms the region will find some accommodation and organisation which suits all these competing interests. Having a better idea of whether middle powers, small enough to be non-threatening, large enough to build coalitions and seek compromises, have the capacity to shape the regional order will go a long way towards knowing how to ‘win the peace’ and sustain the record growth and peace enjoyed in the Asia–Pacific. This theme will be returned to in the Chapter 8 once this study has provided hard evidence against which to test middle power capacity.

Before we dive into the data and analysis, the next chapter will review the major literature and build the conceptual framework of this book’s research. It will outline what is meant by the term ‘middle power’, explore the literature on norms and the roles of norm entrepreneur, norm diffuser and norm stabiliser, and conclude with a discussion of the case study research methodology selected for this study.
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CHAPTER 2

Conceptual Framework

This chapter explores the conceptual framework and research methodology for this study. Readers who are interested only in Australia’s foreign and defence policies are encouraged to read it, but they may skip it without significant loss, or refer to it later in order to understand key terms and the analysis. This chapter outlines what is meant by the concept of ‘middle power’, how the literature has defined and understood the term and advances a ‘systemic impact’ definition. It then outlines how a research agenda on the role of norms has emerged, especially thanks to the insights of constructivism. It looks at what norms are and why they are seen as a significant part of the international order. It describes the three-stage lifecycle of norms, and the corresponding requirements of the norm entrepreneur, norm diffuser and norm stabiliser roles that states might seek to play. Finally, this chapter highlights this study’s research methodology, using a systemic case study approach and demonstrates why this approach of a single actor across multiple cases is a methodologically important contribution to the literature.

Middle powers–A systemic impact approach

Middle powers are understood in this book via the systemic impact approach. This definition identifies middle powers as ‘states that can protect their core interests and initiate or lead a change in a specific aspect of the existing international order’.1 This definition has been developed as a way to get past some of the contentious debates and ‘truisms’ which dominate the literature on middle powers.2 Often the literature on middle powers has struggled to get beyond claims such as ‘middle powers are those which are located in the middle’.3 Despite the term being in regular academic use for nearly half a century ‘no commonly accepted definition or method of definition of middle powers exists’.4

There have been multiple attempts at defining middle powers, with three approaches standing out as the most popular. These are by a state’s position, behaviour and identity. Other approaches, such as the function these states undertake—a self-interested bid for status by the Australian and Canadian governments during the foundation of the United Nations5—and being geographically located ‘in the middle’ between two larger important states have fallen out of favour.6 The first and most popular approach is the position approach which uses quantifiable methods such as gross domestic product (GDP), military spending or population size to identify middle powers within a hierarchy of states.

Under this approach material assets of states stand in as a proxy for national power. Though it should be noted that when listing the world’s 193 states, scholars use the term ‘middle’ to identify states just outside of great power territory, rather than those ranked eighty to ninety in the list. Typically this means states no further down this list than ranked fifteen to twenty or so.7 The position approach is almost always applied at a global level, recognising that ‘middlepowerness is intrinsically a global positional concept’.8 This is necessary for the nature of the concept, but does tend to obscure important regional differences in the relative standing of states, and hence their capacity for influence. Taking Australia as our example, it accounts for 8 per cent of military spending in Asia, but 91.1 per cent of such spending in the South Pacific.9 Whether Australia is a big country, small country or somewhere in the middle is thus entirely tied to the numbers used. The quantifiable method therefore offers a useful certainty about how states rank and is easy to gather data for, but as this discussion shows, it is not clear where to draw the line or what the significance of these neither massive nor minnow states is. What the position approach gets right is that it is centrally focused on identifying power. Unfortunately, it does so in a crude if not simplistic fashion. Power is assumed under this approach to be almost entirely material and quantifiable. It is assumed that there is a direct and largely uncontroversial translation between the resources a state possesses, and the power and influence it has in international politics. This is almost rarely the case. While many states act this way, the troubles faced by the United States since the end of the Cold War demonstrate comprehensively that even possessing an absolute preponderance of material resources will not uncomplicatedly lead to your desired political outcomes.10 Other factors are clearly at work, most of which we cannot easily count up and quantify. As one scholar has argued ‘the escape through redefining power to be a property, though seductive, warps the very essence of what interests us’.11 Despite the ease and popularity of this approach, studies which use the position definition are not able to predict or explain the behaviour of middle power states.12 Unfortunately, the ease with which scholars were able to criticise the understanding of power in the position definition—and thus its capacity to explain the behaviour of these states—has led to a number of definitions which have almost no concept of power at all. Instead the focus has been on the word ‘middle’.

While the position approach has retained some support, it was overtaken in the 1990s by a new ‘behavioural’ approach, which tried to focus on what separated middle powers from other states. This was identified as their ‘tendency to pursue multilateral solutions to international problems, their tendency to embrace compromise positions in international disputes and their tendency to embrace notions of “good international citizenship” to guide their diplomacy’.13 This approach led to some substantial and important research.14 While the definition was an attempt to produce an ‘ideal-type’ of middle power, based on studies of countries such as Australia and Canada, it was rightly criticised as tautological—defining middle powers as states which act like middle powers15—and as too idealistic and Western-oriented.16 While many authors tried to be cautious in their analysis, the behavioural approach tended to slip into a vein of the middle power literature which champions middle powers as ‘friendly and peaceable, modest and responsible members of international society … with a degree of moral superiority’. 17 There is however no substantial evidence for this rosy assessment.18 As the glow of the post-Cold War era has slowly faded, and along with it the promise of multilateralism, the behavioural definition focus on a specific method of influence for middle powers has fallen out of favour. After all, great and small powers are also heavy users of multilateralism. Indeed the United States is probably the most multilaterally invested state in history, given its central role in establishing, supporting and leading the major institutions of the post-World War II era. Empirical research also shows that middle powers regularly use alternate approaches, such as bilateralism or even unilateralism to achieve their goals.19 Indeed those middle powers which see global multilateralism as the main way forward, such as Canada and Australia, seem in the minority compared to the direction taken by Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa, Iran and others.20 As this book will explore, some of the most successful actions by Australia have occurred when the government ignored multilateralism or at least subverted its common standards in order to achieve its aims.

The final popular approach in the literature is to recognise that perhaps the most important fact of middle powers in the international system is that so many state leaders want to associate their nations with this term. Not just Western states like Australia and Canada but increasingly nations such as Argentina, South Korea, Indonesia, Mexico, Saudi Arabia and Turkey.21 With scholars playing up the virtue of these states and labels such as ‘good international citizenship’ entering common usage, the middle power term is ‘rich (by design) with positive associations’.22 This approach is recognised and emphasised by the identity approach. Not surprisingly it is popular with constructivist analysis. For example Allan Patience has stated ‘how states imagine themselves—as great, small or middle powers—and how “significant others” (neighbours, allies and contenders) perceive that imagining influences the making of foreign policy’.23 Interestingly this type of analysis tends to focus on the subjective take, that is how states conceive of themselves, rather than how they may be viewed by other states. Yet the view of others is fundamental. As even classic realists like Robert Gilpin have observed, there is a need for both capacity and a recognition of capacity by others.24

A version of this argument can also be found in the work of much earlier scholars such as US political scientist Robert Keohane who in 1969 conducted a study of the non-great power states. To help explore the different roles non-great power states may play, Keohane suggested that ‘instead of focusing on perceptions of whether security can be maintained primarily with one’s own resources we should focus on the systemic role that state’s leaders see their countries playing’.25 Keohane recognised the risk of being entirely reliant on the self-interested claims of states, adding ‘the caveat that in all cases statesmen’s attitudes must have considerable basis in reality’.26 This suggests some version of a feedback loop is in place between the words of statesmen and the overall impact of their countries, but it is unclear where we stand at any one point in time within that loop. More so, if middle power status is no more than a rhetorical jacket that is easily slipped on or off, or one which is cyclical in its adoption and abandonment, then it loses much of its useful analytic capacity.27 Did Australia stop being a middle power when the Howard government stopped using the word? Was it suddenly not only a middle power but a ‘creative middle power’ when the Rudd government used such language? Who uses the term legitimately, and what is either ‘middle’ about them or what ‘power’ they can wield is rendered indeterminate in the identity approach.

If the three popular approaches of position, behaviour and identity are all useful but not ideal, how might we define middle powers? Scholars have struggled with this for some years, and unfortunately some efforts to resolve the problem, such as identifying multiple ‘types’ only seem to be making it worse. One major contribution was the idea of splitting middle powers into ‘traditional’ and ‘emerging’ types.28 This recognised that much of the behavioural accounts only captured what a handful of Western middle power states did, but had little to say about those from the rest of the world. Other scholars seem to view the attempts at identification and definition as presenting a typology of middle powers. So there are now positional middle powers, as distinct from behavioural middle powers as distinct from identity middle powers.29 Needless to say this is utterly confusing.

The essential flaw that seems to have emerged since the position definition was relegated is that there is too much focus on the first half of the term ‘middle’ at the expense of the second half ‘power’. This does not force us to reluctantly accept the position definition. Instead, by a clear rethinking of our purpose in identifying these states, we can move towards a new approach which helps to correct the imbalance. This rethinking begins by returning to why these states matter. This study argues that, contrary to the view of many authors, middle powers are not interesting because they are in the middle of the international system. Nor are they interesting because they might represent a somehow more moral, just or cosmopolitan class of states. They do not, and theorising along such lines has been the original sin of the middle power theory literature, stretching back to the first identification of these states in the sixteenth century.30 Instead this study argues that middle powers are interesting because they are a class of actor that seems to have sufficient power to have influence in regional and international politics. This distinguishes them from the majority of states below, while their ‘non-great power’ status also means they may act in unusual or unexpected ways, given the discipline of international relations has been founded on the study of great power states. The Chinese term for middle powers seems to better capture this, identifying them as a ‘middle-level powerful state’.31

Ideally, definitions of middle powers will come to identify common behaviours and thus lend some form of predictability. But that is not possible until such time as the power and impact of these states is better understood. If we can better understand just what these states can do, then we can begin to theorise and understand the behaviour of these states. The definition proposed in this book was developed to assist this study, and as such is far from the last word on the subject. For instance many issues around the military capacity of middle powers remain unclear. This book’s definition and approach however is founded on the argument that for the middle power theory literature to regain any credibility and offer any substantial insights into the wider discipline of international relations and strategic studies, a new approach, centred on the power and impact of these states is needed. At some point a root-and-branch reform of the theory is needed to absolve the theory of its ‘original sin’ of seeing middle powers as more moral or appealing in their behaviour. Scholars and policy makers may rightly claim to endorse the behaviour of particular middle powers, just as they can for particular small or great powers, but the investing of the entire class with such attributes, when there is no empirical base for such a claim, has substantially restricted the literature’s growth and relevance. This is a particularly important task if we are witnessing the emergence of a new era of great power competition, dominated by considerations of geopolitics and so-called ‘hard power’. This theme will be returned to in the conclusion. In order to begin building our way towards a more value-neutral and insightful understanding of middle powers, we need to shift our focus to the second word, ‘power’.

As the position approach makes clear, power is often conceived of in the middle power literature as a property of states. Necessarily this is something that middle powers by essence of their smaller size in the international order will not possess much of. But this is not the only way to conceptualise power. An alternate understanding, which views power as an ‘actual or potential relationship between two or more actors (persons, states, groups etc.) rather than a property of any one of them’ offers new insights.32 This understanding recognises that a state’s ‘power’ is not simply a tool picked up and applied at full measure at all times in all instances, it often substantially differs in effectiveness and meaning, depending on the context. That context is the interaction of different actors. As Christian Reus-Smit has argued ‘It is only when an actor seeks to have a transformative effect in relation to other actors that they can be said to have, or not to have, power; and it is only in this relational context that the resources they conscript, material or otherwise, will have political or social meaning or salience’.33 This is what the position definition most obscures, it assumes a direct transaction between controlled resources and impact, rather than recognising the social and contextual nature that is in place when power is most relevant—in its use. The relationship offers an insight into power that helps us understand why small countries might have substantive impacts in specific cases, and why great powers do not always get their way. Or to put it another way, why the term ‘middle power’ is necessarily, ‘something that has to be rethought continually in the context of the changing state of the international system’.34

Returning to Keohane’s insightful approach, the notion of focusing on the ‘systemic’ impact of middle powers, with the addition of viewing power in terms of specific relationships and cases, suggests a way to reapproach the concept of middle powers. Such an approach would be similar to the behavioural definition, though it seeks to award the term based on the outcome, rather than method of state influence. It is also similar to the position approach in stressing material capacity, but with more determinacy as to the purpose and intent. This is the basis for a new definition type which, outlined in more detail in other work, I have labelled a ‘systemic impact’ approach.35

The systemic impact approach draws on the work not only of those who have written specifically on middle powers, but also the wider international relations literature. This includes a significant number of scholars who might have touched on the influence of mid-sized states while examining the wider hierarchy. Two ‘systemic impacts’ are regularly identified for mid-level states, and thus serve as the basis for this definition. First, these states should ‘seek to have a credible minimum of defence autonomy or self-reliance’.36 This does not imply they can defeat every adversary, but at least must have the capacity to significantly raise the costs for any great power aggressor. This is a fundamental way in which middle powers have an impact on the international system, by introducing a measure of stability in protecting their territorial integrity.

The second systemic impact attributed to middle powers is that they should be able to protect and advance their core interests within the international order.37 Since 1945 this has often occurred through multilateralism as the behavioural approach has demonstrated, but it does not necessarily have to. The geographic scope and power to overcome others to achieve this influence is however debatable, and something to which this book seeks to contribute. Still, these two roles, self-defence and diplomatic influence on priority issues, is a useful basis for understanding the behaviour of middle powers and helping to sift the empirical data to identify which states meet that test. Using the systemic impact approach this book therefore defines middle powers as ‘states that can protect their core interests and initiate or lead a change in a specific aspect of the existing international order’.

Interestingly, while there is a diverse literature about what definitions or data identify middle power countries, the list of states selected by scholars as middle powers is surprisingly consistent. Since the end of World War II, Australia has consistently been labelled a middle power state in the literature, often serving as a key case study.38 Only Canada has a similar long-standing perception and depth of attention from scholars, though in the last decade countries such as Indonesia and South Korea are beginning to draw attention as middle powers. Australia’s leadership has strongly embraced the perception of middle powerhood. Foreign ministers such as Herbert ‘Doc’ Evatt, Sir Garfield Barwick, Gareth Evans, Alexander Downer, Stephen Smith, Kevin Rudd and Julie Bishop have all identified their country as a middle power. The concept has served as ‘one of the most enduring themes in Australian foreign policy discourse for over sixty years’.39 A 2007 survey of Australian diplomatic staff suggests similarly that Australia’s diplomats believe their country is an important and influential player, though opinion is divided over scope and in instances of conflict with great powers.40 If the literature on middle powers is united in any one core assessment, it is that however difficult to define these countries, Australia is a middle power. An assessment of whether Australia’s recent history provides evidence to support the lofty ambitions of middle power advocates is thus an important case study for the concept’s validity.

This book’s focus on norms as the arena for middle power influence has been chosen for two reasons. First, it gets to the heart of the way order operates. Order in the international system may be expressed through the arrangement of institutions, actors and agreements, but it is reflective of the normative substructure of the system. Middle powers have been shown to care deeply about this institutional arrangement, but is this merely reflecting the established system or can they, as great powers are considered to be able to, go beyond this to change the norms or ‘standards of appropriate behaviour’ which govern the system? The ability to use force when required is obviously crucial for national survival, but as an everyday measure it is impoverished. Power through force is generally the costliest option—and middle powers must always be efficient with their resources, and it is the most short term option. As the British philosopher Edmund Burke noted, the use of force is temporary, what it subdues for a moment will require being brought under again and again.41 Thus while force must be something middle powers retain for their own protection, it rarely serves as a good asset for the projection of power. Other, ideational and persuasive forms are necessary.

The second reason for the focus on norms in this study is that force and coercion are issues which the great powers tend to reserve for themselves. Along with the decline of conventional state conflicts in recent years,42 there are fewer cases of middle powers involved in, much less initiating, military conflict in order to achieve their national interests. Middle powers are far more interested in maintaining a substantial military capacity than small countries, and this book defines middle powers in part based upon their capacity for military self-defence. While this book makes a strong argument for retaining a focus on the military capacity of middle powers, the use of force is a far less viable avenue for middle powers to seek changes to the international order. This is especially the case when it comes to influencing the most important states that tend to be larger in size.

When middle powers use force it tends to be reactive rather than as part of any deliberate policy for change. Australia feels an obligation to act in its immediate region of the South Pacific, and some of its recent interventions have been portrayed as part of the government’s growing embrace of ideas of humanitarian interventionism, supporting democracy and being a ‘good international citizen’. However it would be misleading to view Australia’s most notable uses of force over this period, such as the intervention in East Timor and the Solomon Islands, as mainly or entirely due to these values. The same goes for efforts further afield such as participating in the First and Second Gulf Wars and the conflict in Afghanistan. Fundamental concerns such as national security (Afghanistan), regional stability and an absence of alternatives (East Timor) and supporting a great power ally (Iraq) were all more pressing. As will be discussed in Chapter 5, Australia’s involvement in the 2003 invasion of Iraq can be understood as a case of Australia’s willingness to use force to support the norm of the non-proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, though this explanation is controversial. Middle powers can and do use force in support of their basic national interests, sometimes this is with international consent, sometimes in the face of it. Where relevant to this study it is touched on, but while middle powers pose substantial capacity for the use of force, and use it far more often than the multilateral-focused literature on these states often suggests, force is rarely a middle power means for changing the international or even regional order. That may change in the future, but it was largely true for the time-period examined in this book. In order to establish whether middle powers can wield the intellectual or ideational influence their supporters claim, the literature on norms will now be outlined to establish this book’s conceptual framework for analysing the behaviour of middle powers.

Norms and the international order

This book adopts a constructivist approach to its study of the role and influence of middle powers. To be accurate, constructivism is not a theory of international relations, but a way of studying social relations, including those between states.43 It is based on the understanding that human life is socially constructed. That is, the world can only be known through our interpretations and language.44 Humans, therefore, form common conceptions such as ideas, rules, norms and identities to help make the material world intelligible.45 From this ‘social reality emerges from the attachment of meaning and functions to physical objects; collective understandings such as norms, endows physical objects with purpose and therefore helps constitute reality’.46 That is, our understanding of the material and behavioural elements of international relations are intimately tied to our ideational and normative structures and processes.

Constructivists agree with classic liberal and realist accounts that power is the ‘central theoretical element … but their conceptualisations of power [are] vastly different’.47 Constructivists seek to add the role of ideational or non-material power. They argue that previous conceptions of power that are reliant on material forces alone ‘fail to capture important dimensions of the mutually constitutive relationship between states and emerging global structures and processes’.48 This includes the foundational issues of how material resources are assessed, understood and applied. Constructivists also highlight the role of an actor’s identity in shaping the goals to which they seek to apply power, a contribution that is ‘clearly relevant’ to foreign policy studies.49 Adopting a constructivist approach, therefore, offers significant opportunities for analysing middle powers, their behaviour and constitution and the means by which they may seek to achieve their national interests.

In a constructivist approach, there is an assumption that ‘both material and discursive power are needed for understanding world affairs’.50 Yet the two forms of power are not distinct, with theorists emphasising ‘the constitutive effects of ideas’51 in shaping our understanding of material and non-material forces. This changes the way power relationships are understood. Alexander Wendt, one of the founding scholars of the constructivist approach has argued that ‘where materialists’ privilege casual relationships … idealists privilege constitutive relationships’.52 By non-material power, constructivists are interested in power via influence, persuasion, demonstration, legitimacy and repetition. A key element of this is the role of social practices known as norms which ‘reproduce the social meanings that constitute social structures and actors alike’.53

In the context of the discipline of international relations, constructivism is generally eclectic in methodology, aiming to occupy a ‘middle ground’ between positivist and post-positivist theories.54 Most constructivists subscribe to a general positivist approach55 by endorsing the view that material conditions ‘always matter, but they never matter all by themselves’ and they therefore reject the ‘vulgar materialism’ of realists.56 Dissenting from this approach are some postmodern constructivists who give very little weight to material conditions, by arguing that only ideas matter. For these theorists, positivist and scientific approaches to understanding the world (including realist and liberal theories of international relations) are effectively impossible and often represent mere power disguised as knowledge.57 These postmodern, idealist approaches are more often classified by their areas of investigation (such as feminist interpretivists) rather than as constructivists. This is based on the assumption, adopted in this book as well, that in international relations ‘constructivism is not philosophically idealist’.58 As such, despite the postmodern field’s connection to constructivism, this body of scholarship need not otherwise concern us here.

Rejecting the rationalist view that ideational factors are mere ‘strategic exchange between self-interested actors’,59 constructivists have set out to explain the social environment by reference to under-discussed factors, such as norms, identity and other ideational factors. This places constructivism closest to the English School, especially with its emphasis on norms, history and identification of an international ‘society’.60 While the English School was able to do some important work on these topics, especially identifying the importance of norms within regimes, constructivism is ‘uniquely suited’61 to the study of norms and ideational factors, through its concern for how the interests and identities of states are socially constructed. The process of social construction is seen to occur via a continual process of change and flow, with agents influencing the structure they operate in, and in turn being influenced by it.62 Constructivists have sought to challenge the neorealist and neoliberal approach which characterises the decisions (along with identity and interests) of rational actors as a merely instrumental process, instead advocating a ‘communicative rationality’ based on the importance of communication, and persuasive logic in decision making.63 Constructivists argue that actors make decisions on ‘the basis of norms and rules on the background of subjective factors, historical-cultural experience and institutional involvement’.64 That is, they are guided, if not shaped, by socially shared expectations of behaviour.

Both the internal identity of actors (states, individuals or groups) and the identity pressures of external situations play important roles in enabling or preventing certain actions. The ‘logic of consequentiality’ of neorealist and neoliberal rationalist approaches is replaced by constructivists with a ‘logic of appropriateness’ known as norms.65 As Klotz argued, ‘norms legitimize goals and thus define actors’ interests’ and therein their identity.66 It is only with an understanding of the norms in the international system, constructivists argue, that we can understand what states see as their interests and how they go about achieving these interests.

Given this process is by definition social, there is always an element of promotion as actors seek to communicate their identities to others, and are reinforced or challenged in those identities by the responses of other actors, a process of mutual constitution. This leads to a ‘paradox’67 inherent in the constructivist idea of norms and identity. How can norms and identities be both inherently constraining and yet also flexible enough to change? And what is the mechanism by which norms and identities change? One answer to this question is to posit the role of actors who promote and sustain norms, an actor-centric approach to the study of norm diffusion which will help guide this book’s approach.

Norms, or the ‘logic of appropriateness’68 influence the shape, identity, behaviour, rules and practices of the international system. Demonstrating the importance of norms was the focus of much of the early constructivist research.69 In turn, this led to concerns for why and how some norms come to ‘win’ (by becoming the dominant logic of appropriateness) when pitted against other norms. This question still is central to many of the major debates within recent constructivist scholarship. There is no single constructivist definition of norms. However, there are some common elements.

Norms are generally seen as the ‘collective understandings of the proper behaviour of actors’,70 which operate as ‘stable structures acting as constraints on agents’ behaviour’ that are ‘constitutive of identity and interests, and provid[e] a cognitive framework with which agents are able to make sense of a complicated world’.71 More colloquially it can be said that norms ‘tell us who shall play the political game, what the playing board will look like, and which moves are acceptable’.72 Norms are not just enforced rules, they must be ‘considered a legitimate behavioural claim’.73 That is, norms and interests define the meaning and identity of the individual actor and the patterns of appropriate economic, political and cultural activity engaged in by those individuals’.74

These norms of appropriate activity are found in the repeated and reciprocal interactions of states, either in their implementation and advocacy of policies, or their modes of interaction with other states. It is this interaction and embodiment of the norms which acts as a constitutive of the state and their identity and interests. In particular this is dictated through the behaviour of actors seeking to promote, challenge or overturn norms. As the Australian constructivist scholar Christian Reus-Smit had argued ‘the international norms that uphold liberal democracy as the dominant model of legitimate statehood, and which licence intervention in the name of human rights and the promotion of free trade, exist and persist only because of the continued practices of liberal democratic states (and powerful non-state actors)’.75 To put this in the context of the Asia–Pacific in the early twenty-first century, the region’s order, change and sustenance of peace and prosperity is fundamentally tied to the dominant norms of the region.
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