


[image: image]






Defence Studies


Series editors


Professor Peter J. Dean and Associate Professor Brendan Taylor


The aim of this series is to publish outstanding works of research on strategy and warfare with a focus on Australia and the region. Books in the series take a broad approach to defence studies, examining war in its numerous forms, including military, strategic, political and historic aspects. The series focus is principally on the hard power elements of military studies, in particular the use or threatened use of armed force in international affairs. This includes the history of military operations across the spectrum of conflict, Asia’s strategic transformation and strategic policy options for Australia and the region. Books in the series consist of either edited or single-author works that are academically rigorous and accessible to both academics and the interested general reader.




Ralf Emmers is Professor of International Relations and Associate Dean at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore. His research interests cover security studies, the international institutions in the Asia Pacific, and the security and international politics of Southeast Asia. Dr Emmers is the author and editor of 11 books and monographs. His latest books include Geopolitics and Maritime Territorial Disputes in East Asia (2010) and Resource Management and Contested Territories in East Asia (2013). He has published articles in peer-reviewed journals such as The Pacific Review, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Asian Survey, Global Change, Peace & Security, and Australian Journal of International Affairs as well as numerous book chapters in edited volumes.


Sarah Teo is Associate Research Fellow with the Regional Security Architecture Programme at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological University (NTU), Singapore, and a PhD candidate at the Department of Government and International Relations, University of Sydney, Australia. Her research interests include middle powers in the post-Cold War international system, the foreign policies of Australia and South Korea, as well as international relations in the Asia Pacific. She has published in peer-reviewed journals including International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, Asian Survey, and Australian Journal of International Affairs.





Security Strategies of Middle Powers in the Asia Pacific


Ralf Emmers and Sarah Teo


[image: image]




MELBOURNE UNIVERSITY PUBLISHING


An imprint of Melbourne University Publishing Limited


Level 1, 715 Swanston St, Carlton, Victoria 3053, Australia


mup-contact@unimelb.edu.au


www.mup.com.au


[image: image]


First published 2018


Text © Ralf Emmers and Sarah Teo, 2018


Design and typography © Melbourne University Publishing Limited, 2018


This book is copyright. Apart from any use permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 and subsequent amendments, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means or process whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publishers.


Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders for material quoted in this book. Any person or organisation that may have been overlooked or misattributed may contact the publisher.


Text design by Phil Campbell


Cover design by Phil Campbell


Typeset by J&M Typesetting


Printed in Australia by OPUS Group


[image: image]


9780522871180 (paperback)


9780522873047 (hardback)


9780522871197 (ebook)





List of Acronyms







	ADF


	Australian Defence Force







	ADMM


	ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting







	ADMM+


	ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus







	AFP


	Australian Federal Police







	AIIB


	Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank







	AMM


	ASEAN Foreign Ministers’ Meeting







	ANZUS


	Australia, New Zealand, United States Security Treaty






	APC


	Asia Pacific Community






	APEC


	Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation






	APT


	ASEAN Plus Three






	ARF


	ASEAN Regional Forum






	ARMM


	Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao






	ASC


	ASEAN Security Community






	ASC PoA


	ASEAN Security Community Plan of Action






	ASEAN


	Association of Southeast Asian Nations






	ASEM


	Asia-Europe Meeting






	BDF


	Bali Democracy Forum






	COC


	Code of Conduct






	DAC


	Development Assistance Committee






	DOC


	Declaration on the Conduct of Parties in the South China Sea






	DPRK


	Democratic People’s Republic of Korea






	EAEG


	East Asia Economic Group






	EAS


	East Asia Summit






	EAVG


	East Asia Vision Group






	EU


	European Union






	FPDA


	Five Power Defence Arrangements






	FREITLIN


	Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor






	GDP


	Gross Domestic Product






	GNI


	Gross National Income







	G-15


	Group of Fifteen







	G20


	Group of Twenty






	HDI


	Human Development Index






	IMF


	International Monetary Fund






	INTERFET


	International Force for East Timor







	IR


	International Relations







	ISIS or IS


	Islamic State of Iraq and Syria







	JI


	Jemaah Islamiah







	MIKTA


	Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey, and Australia







	MILF


	Moro Islamic Liberation Front







	MNLF


	Moro National Liberation Front







	NAM


	Non-Aligned Movement







	ODA


	Official Development Assistance







	OECD


	Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development







	OIC


	Organisation of the Islamic Conference







	OSCE


	Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe







	PMC


	Post-ministerial conference







	RAMSI


	Regional Assistance Mission to Solomon Islands







	ROK


	Republic of Korea







	TAC


	Treaty of Amity and Cooperation







	THAAD


	Terminal High Altitude Area Defence







	TPP


	Trans-Pacific Partnership







	UN


	United Nations







	UNCLOS


	United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea







	UNGA


	United Nations General Assembly







	UNSC


	United Nations Security Council







	WMD


	Weapons of mass destruction







	WTO


	World Trade Organization







	ZOPFAN


	Zone of Peace, Freedom and Neutrality











Acknowledgements



We would like to express our deepest gratitude to the S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies (RSIS), Nanyang Technological University, for giving us the time and support to work on this project. We would like especially to thank Amanda Huan for her excellent and invaluable research and editorial assistance in the preparation of the manuscript. We also wish to thank Bhubhindar Singh, Pascal Vennesson, and Evan Resnick for providing us with insightful comments as well as Joseph Liow and Tan See Seng for their support. Our special thanks to the editors of the series, Brendan Taylor and Peter J Dean, for their advice on the completion of the book and to the team at Melbourne University Press for their role in its production. The book project originated from an article first published in May 2015 in International Relations of the Asia-Pacific, vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 185–216. We would like to thank the editors of the Journal for their permission to reprint parts of the material. Finally, we would like to thank our respective families for their constant support. Needless to say, we take responsibility for any factual errors and shortcomings in the book.


Ralf Emmers and Sarah Teo
Singapore, 2018





Introduction



Secondary states, as individual units of analysis, have typically warranted little attention within the literature on Asia Pacific security in the post-Cold War period. Much of the focus has been on the great powers—specifically the implications arising from China’s rise and the impact of complex Sino-US relations on the region—as well as the role of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its related institutions in regional stability. While acknowledging the importance of great powers and ASEAN-led institutions on Asia Pacific security, this book argues for the additional need to address regional security from the perspectives of the non-great powers or secondary states. Specifically, we aim to contribute to the study of middle powers in the Asia Pacific—states that might not be as materially powerful and influential as the great powers but nevertheless retain a significant level of capabilities and standing in the region.1 While Chapter 1 discusses in greater detail our definition of middle powers, it is sufficient at this point to note that we define middle powers according to their material capabilities and identity. In other words, middle powers are those states that occupy a certain position in rankings of material resources and view themselves to be middle powers.


As a whole, middle powers occupy a distinctive position in the international system. On the one hand, these countries are perceived as less threatening to the international order than the major or rising powers, suggesting that other states might be more receptive to initiatives that they propose or lead.2 On the other hand, they ‘have enough weight to influence what happens around them’ and to be of value to the major powers.3 Within the Asia Pacific, these states comprise an important part of the regional order and their security strategies help to shape international relations in the region.4 These aspects make them valuable units of analysis within the field of Asia Pacific international relations. In this respect, we seek to make both conceptual and empirical contributions to the literature. Conceptually, we examine the behaviours of this group of middle-level states, complementing the traditional focus on the great powers in the field of Asia Pacific security. Empirically, the book responds to a vacuum in the existing literature given the lack of comparison among Asia Pacific middle powers, by examining the motivations and strategies of these countries as they navigate regional dynamics and seek to preserve their security interests within the comparable confines of their limited capabilities and strategic environments.


This short introductory chapter first outlines the utility of the middle power conceptual lens to our study of regional security strategies. We also briefly discuss the security environment that Asia Pacific middle powers are located in, as this has implications for their security strategies. The chapter concludes with our research question and argument, as well as the structure of the book.


Asia Pacific Middle Powers and their Regional Security Strategies


Our focus on the regional security strategies of Asia Pacific middle powers builds on the existing work about how small and medium-sized states in the region have addressed the challenges to their security interests. ‘Regional security strategy’ is defined here as a subset of foreign policy, in which it refers to a state’s actions to achieve its security interests within the geographic region it is located in. Given the region’s perennial concern with great power dynamics, it is unsurprising that the literature in this field has concentrated overwhelmingly on how regional states have responded to and navigated the evolving relations between the United States and China. Robert Ross, for instance, contends that in responding to the rise of China, the security strategies of East Asian secondary states ‘reinforce the traditional realist and neorealist arguments that secondary states respond to great power capabilities’, and that there is nothing ‘sui generis or culturally determined in East Asian international politics’.5 Such a realist approach, however, has been criticised by other scholars for its inadequacy in explaining international relations in Asia, particularly from the perspectives of the middle and smaller powers.6


In contrast, others who have taken a liberal institutionalist approach emphasise the alphabet soup of multilateral organisations and range of cooperative initiatives as the underpinnings of regional stability. For example, TJ Pempel highlights the multilateral organisations and transnational linkages that have contributed to a ‘more interdependent, connected and cohesive’ East Asia, while Amitav Acharya argues that Asia’s ‘shared regional norms, rising economic interdependence, and growing institutional linkages’ have helped to temper the realist tendencies of regional states.7 This theory arguably fits better with the middle power concept given the perception that these states are proactive in multilateral platforms, but few works have taken on an explicitly middle power lens in examining regional security strategies.


Meanwhile, scholars such as Sheldon W Simon, N Ganesan, and David Shambaugh assert that a comprehensive account of international relations in the Asia Pacific would require synthesising principles from multiple International Relations (IR) theories.8 This book follows these scholars in recognising that a single IR paradigm is insufficient to explain the regional security strategies of Asia Pacific states. As Evelyn Goh observed in her study of Southeast Asian states, regional security strategies are shaped by a myriad of factors ‘including the high political and material costs of balancing strategies, threat assessments across issue areas, and cultural or ideational influences’.9 Our aim is thus to offer a comprehensive framework for examining the regional security strategies of Asia Pacific middle powers. A valuable work in this area is Bruce Gilley and Andrew O’Neil’s edited volume, which examines the responses of middle powers to the rise of China.10 While we agree with Gilley and O’Neil that the middle power concept ‘delinks middle power foreign policies from inevitable alignments with great powers’ and thus allows these states to be viewed as more independent actors internationally,11 we also argue it is essential to move beyond the topic of great power dynamics. This is not to dismiss the importance of this issue—and in the chapters that follow we include analyses of how middle powers have responded to great powers—but we contend that regional security strategies encompass more than that. In this respect, we look at their strategies to deal with, for instance, non-traditional security challenges such as terrorism and peace operations.


Given this, an analytical framework premised on the middle power concept could offer novel insights and a more comprehensive account of the regional security strategies of these non-great powers. We discuss the value of such a framework in more detail in Chapter 1, but here we should point out that the middle power approach is useful for comparing countries that not only face similar systemic pressures, but also have comparable levels of capabilities and view themselves as belonging to the same category of states. As Denis Stairs observes, ‘having middling capabilities determines, not what middle power states will do, but what, in principle, they can do’.12 There is thus value in comparing the type of regional security strategies adopted by Asia Pacific secondary states through a middle power lens and finding out why certain middle powers adopt particular strategies over others. Moreover, this approach allows us to take into consideration both traditional and non-traditional security concerns for a more inclusive explanation of middle power regional security strategies. The parameters of the middle power framework we use are also broad enough to encompass both the material and ideational elements of a state’s regional security strategy, be it in terms of monetary contributions or norm building to manage security challenges. The middle power concept thus provides the most appropriate lens for our analysis.


Post-Cold War Asia Pacific Security Environment


Before we move on to a quick survey of the post-Cold War Asia Pacific security environment, it is important to reiterate that this book focuses on middle power behaviour at the regional level, where middle powers are considered to be ‘most active’.13 Nevertheless, we acknowledge that middle powers have also been important players in certain international-level initiatives and that it is impossible to completely exclude such activities from our analysis, particularly if there are implications for the state’s regional security strategies. As such, while we have mostly adhered to a regional focus, there are also instances where we have had to include international-level developments in terms of their implications on middle power security strategies in the Asia Pacific. We now turn to a discussion of the regional security environment in the post-Cold War period. The objective of this section is merely to provide an overview of the context, and the subsequent country chapters delve deeper into the strategic environment that each middle power is located in.


In terms of timeline, our study looks at the period from the end of the Cold War—marking the beginning of US unipolarity—in 1991, to the end of the Obama administration in 2016. Within these twenty-five years, the Asia Pacific security environment has been characterised by several security challenges. One of the most significant issues is the economic rise and military modernisation of China, and its implications for Chinese foreign policy as well as US dominance in the region. The trajectory of Sino-US relations affects and is affected by other regional issues such as the military normalisation of Japan and Sino-Japanese competition for regional influence, territorial disputes in the East and South China Seas, cross-Strait relations, as well as tensions on the Korean peninsula. By nature of geography, these persistent traditional security challenges appear more prevalent in Northeast Asia than Southeast Asia, save for the South China Sea disputes.


Indeed, the atmosphere in Southeast Asia has been relatively benign as a result of the stabilising effect of ASEAN on regional security.14 Great power competition is also at a comparatively low level in the sub-region—again with the exception of the dynamics in the South China Sea territorial tussle—and existential challenges to state sovereignty are few. Instead, the security environment in Southeast Asia is primarily defined by non-traditional challenges. These include terrorism, natural disasters and the lack of capacity to manage their impact, transnational organised crime such as human trafficking and smuggling, as well as maritime piracy—all of which pose a threat to security and stability in the sub-region.


To manage these traditional and non-traditional security challenges, Asia Pacific countries have enhanced inter-state defence and security links. Countries such as South Korea, Australia, and Japan continue to depend in part on their bilateral alliances with the United States to ensure their security. Regional countries have also sought to enhance bilateral security links and maintain regular defence interactions among themselves. The region has moreover shaped the emergence of overlapping multilateral cooperative arrangements led by ASEAN, its member states and other actors, who have worked at institutionalising political-security, economic, and socio-cultural cooperation in the region. ASEAN and its associated forums such as the East Asia Summit (EAS), the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), and the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus (ADMM+) are structured around ASEAN’s centrality and provide an avenue of dialogue not only among ASEAN states, but also with the other Asia Pacific powers. Alongside other institutional platforms such as the Five Power Defence Arrangements (FPDA) and the Six-Party Talks, which serve a more functional purpose, these platforms have, over the years, grown to become fundamental elements of the Asia Pacific security architecture.


Research Question and Argument


Our research question has been formulated based on assertions that middle powers, despite potentially facing similar structural and capability constraints, have employed different strategies to protect their interests at the regional and international levels.15 As such, out of the four approaches to middle powers—quantitative, identity, behaviour, and impact—that will be discussed in detail in Chapter 1, our analytical focus is on the middle powers’ behaviour. To avoid circular reasoning—a charge levelled at some middle power analyses16—we will first use a combination of quantitative indicators and identity to define middle powers in the Asia Pacific. According to this definition, Indonesia, South Korea, Australia, and Malaysia qualify as middle powers.


Taking reference from the existing literature on middle power behaviour, we classify the regional security strategies of Asia Pacific middle powers into two distinct types: functional, which advocates that middle powers utilise their limited but still relatively substantial resources to address specific issues; and normative, which suggests that middle powers tend to actively advocate broad behavioural norms and rules, as well as promote confidence building, through multilateral and institutional platforms. The two types of regional security strategies are not mutually exclusive. However, we seek to make the distinction more persuasive by examining whether the middle power is targeting its resources to address a specific problem that, although possessing global implications, is at the same time an issue in which it has a high level of interest (that is, functional), or whether the middle power is more focused on general behavioural standards and confidence building at the regional multilateral level (that is, normative). While we argue that the functional and normative regional security strategies reflect ideal types and middle powers typically employ a varying mix of both strategies, it is nevertheless possible to make the case that a particular middle power has relied more on one type of strategy over the other.


Our research puzzle is thus: why do some middle powers appear to go for a functional regional security strategy while others adopt a more normative one? To answer our research question, we examine the regional security strategies of the Asia Pacific middle powers, namely, Indonesia, South Korea, Australia, and Malaysia. Indonesia, South Korea, and Australia are discussed as countries that are middle powers in both quantitative and ideational terms, while Malaysia is analysed as a country that is quantitatively a middle power but rarely views itself as such. We argue that the differences in the regional security strategies of these middle powers are caused by two variables, namely, resource availability and strategic environment.


A middle power with a relatively low level of resource availability and a low-threat strategic environment, such as Indonesia, would adopt a normative strategy as this requires fewer resources and the country finds itself in circumstances conducive for promoting broad norms of behaviour and general confidence building. Malaysia faces a similar set of conditions as Indonesia, although its middle power identity is arguably weaker than that of Indonesia’s. Nevertheless, it has adopted middle power regional security strategies particularly during the administration of former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad.


At the opposite end of the spectrum, a middle power with a relatively high level of resource availability and a high-threat strategic environment, such as South Korea, would adopt a functional strategy as it focuses its resources on addressing a specific problem—and particularly for South Korea a problem that directly challenges its survival and sovereignty. Where middle powers have high resource availability and a low-threat strategic environment—as in the case of Australia—or low resource availability and a high-threat strategic environment, they would adopt a relatively balanced mix of functional and normative regional security strategies. The latter scenario (limited resources and high threat environment) will not be associated with a particular case study in this book, for the reason that there does not appear to be a middle power in the Asia Pacific that fulfils these criteria.


Structure of the Book


The book is structured as follows. Chapter 1 presents the four broad approaches to analysing Asia Pacific middle powers in the existing literature: quantitative, identity, behaviour, and impact. While the impact approach puts the spotlight on how a middle power could modify the components of the international system, the quantitative, identity, and behaviour approaches are more concerned with the forces and resources driving middle power diplomacy. Conceptually, the book relies largely on these latter approaches, as the focus is on finding out why Asia Pacific middle powers behave in different ways. Through the quantitative and identity approaches, we define Indonesia, South Korea, Australia, and Malaysia to be middle powers. The chapter then discusses in detail the behavioural approach to middle powers, where the focus is on how these states act in regional and international affairs. It is here that we draw out the differences between the functional and normative strategies. Finally, the chapter introduces a conceptual framework that explains why middle powers tend to adopt either a heavily functional or normative regional security strategy, or a relatively balanced mix of both strategies.


After defining middle powers and establishing the conceptual framework, Chapter 2 focuses on Indonesia as a middle power with a relatively low level of resource availability and low-threat strategic environment. We argue that Indonesia has adopted a regional security strategy that is largely normative, relying heavily on confidence and norm building through multilateral dialogue avenues, primarily through ASEAN and its related bodies. Its normative agenda has also included promoting democracy and the respect for human rights in Southeast Asia and beyond. At the same time, Jakarta has attempted to functionally manage three issues, namely, people smuggling and trafficking in the Asia Pacific, regional counter-terrorism cooperation, as well as third-party mediation in various Southeast Asian conflicts. Its contributions here, however, have thus far been limited due to its lack of resources.


Chapter 3 discusses the case of South Korea as a middle power with a high level of resource availability and a high-threat strategic environment. In contrast to Indonesia, South Korea has employed a regional security strategy that is more functionally oriented, directed at relieving tensions on the Korean peninsula. It supports US presence in the region mainly through the Republic of Korea (ROK)-US security alliance, a relationship that Seoul perceives as critical in the face of the threat from North Korea. Despite South Korea’s participation in or support of normative initiatives through regional multilateral channels, it remains focused on the immediate security threat arising from North Korea, rather than driven by a broad, normative agenda. As compared to Indonesia, Seoul has appeared to advocate and achieve less when it comes to general confidence and norm building through regional multilateralism.


Australia’s regional security strategy is discussed in Chapter 4. As a middle power with high resource availability and a low-threat strategic environment, Australia has adopted a relatively balanced mix of functional and normative regional security strategies. In terms of the latter, Australia’s low-threat strategic environment has allowed it to espouse broad behavioural norms and confidence building through multilateralism, and encourage overall positive relations at the regional level. This is reflected through initiatives such as the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum, the ARF, and even former Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s short-lived Asia Pacific Community (APC) proposal. Meanwhile, Australia’s high level of resources has also enabled it to carry out functional initiatives such as in counter-terrorism, as well as peacekeeping and peacebuilding particularly in East Timor in the late 1990s and the neighbouring smaller islands in Oceania.


Chapter 5 focuses on Malaysia as an incomplete middle power. While Malaysia qualifies as a middle power according to its material capabilities, it does not consistently define itself as such and has instead aspired historically to some form of leadership in the developing and Islamic world. Despite the lack of overall self-identification, Malaysia has behaved like a middle power in regional and international affairs from time to time, especially under the leadership of Mahathir. Malaysia also poses as an interesting outlier case for our study, as its behaviour does not fit completely within our framework. While its low level of resource availability and low-threat strategic environment suggest that it should generally perform better in normative rather than functional strategies, Malaysia has adopted a relatively balanced mix of normative and functional initiatives.


The concluding chapter summarises our argument and key findings, and incorporates a comparative discussion of the middle power regional security strategies of Indonesia, South Korea, Australia, and Malaysia. We reiterate that middle powers with low resource availability (such as Indonesia) would face challenges in trying to project their influence through functional initiatives, as the resources at their disposal might not be sufficient for them to assume a leading or major role in particular issues. On the other hand, middle powers with high resource availability (such as South Korea and Australia) would be able to invest their resources in targeted areas aimed at the management of specific problems. Meanwhile, middle powers facing low-threat strategic environments (such as Indonesia, Australia, and Malaysia) would have more room to espouse normative measures to build confidence among regional states and foster the development of a rules-based order through multilateral institutions. On the contrary, middle powers facing a high-threat strategic environment (such as South Korea) are likely to be more concerned with focusing their regional security strategies on resolving or managing the specific challenges that threaten their security. We also discuss Malaysia as an outlier case in two ways: first, its lack of a consistent self-identity as a middle power, and second, as a middle power that does not completely fit the framework of regional security strategies presented in Chapter 1. Before concluding the book, we highlight the book’s contribution to the literature and outline some areas for further research.
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CHAPTER 1


Conceptualising Middle Powers And Their Security Strategies


Contemporary discussions on middle powers conceivably started from the United Nations (UN) Conference on International Organisation in San Francisco in 1945, when countries considered of ‘middle stature’, such as Canada, Australia, and Sweden became preoccupied with locating themselves in international organisations ‘as something less than major and something more than minor powers’.1 Their claims to ‘middle power’ status in the newly established UN were based primarily on their relatively substantial military capabilities, willingness to deter and combat threats to international peace, as well as their functional or geographical importance in the international system.2 While middle powers in the immediate post-World War II period were mostly located in the West, an emerging body of work has started to focus on Asian countries such as South Korea, Indonesia, and Vietnam as the next generation of middle powers.3


In the literature, there exists various interpretations of middle powers and middle power diplomacy. Some scholars use the term to refer to states geographically in the middle of two major powers, some assign the middle power label to states that are located in the middle range of an international ranking of material attributes, and others define middle powers as those states engaging in proactive multilateralism or institution-building.4 The diversity of approaches to the middle power concept has resulted in what many perceive as a lack of rigour in the field.5 Indeed, as this chapter will show, there remains several conceptual challenges in the theoretical discussion of middle powers. This does not, however, render useless the middle power framework and it is precisely the aim of this book to clarify some of the inconsistencies that have surrounded the concept.


This chapter will first examine the ways in which the extant literature has approached the middle power concept, namely, through the impact, quantitative, identity, and behavioural approaches. We then proceed to identify which countries in the Asia Pacific could be considered middle powers based on quantitative indicators and identity—this will form the basis of our case studies in the subsequent chapters. This is followed by an in-depth discussion of the behavioural approach to middle powers and how it contributes to shaping the functional and normative regional security strategies. Before the chapter concludes, we formulate our conceptual framework and discuss the variables that are at work.


Approaches to Middle Powers


The four ways through which the middle power concept has been studied in the existing literature are: quantitative, identity, behaviour, and impact. These four approaches are by no means mutually exclusive. A country defined as a middle power through one approach could also be defined as a middle power via other approaches. Conversely, while a country might be acknowledged as a middle power under one approach, it does not necessarily have to fulfil the criteria set out by the other approaches. In this section, we highlight the four ways to approach the concept of middle powers, highlighting how they have been employed in preceding works, the criticisms against them, and their value to the study of middle powers. These will have implications for the development of our conceptual framework.


First, quantitative rankings focus on the measurable capabilities of countries and identify a particular tier of countries—typically just following the great powers—that could conceivably be considered middle powers in those rankings. Carsten Holbraad highlights the utility of gross national product as a criterion as it embodies most of the variables by which power could be measured, such as territorial size, resources, and leadership.6 He adds that for the longer term, population size could also be a valuable criterion while in the shorter term, troop numbers, military expenditure, and the standard of weaponry might be helpful as they reflect concrete military power.7 Jonathan H Ping has introduced a method of identifying what he called ‘statistical middle powers’ through nine quantitative indicators: population, geographic area, military expenditure, Gross Domestic Product (GDP), GDP real growth, value of exports, gross national income per capita, trade as a percentage of GDP, and life expectancy at birth.8 Meanwhile, Bruce Gilley and Andrew O’Neil employ a mean-based cluster analysis using GDP to divide the world into four tiers, in which middle powers include South Korea, Indonesia, Australia, and Thailand.9


While questions have been raised regarding the ‘arbitrary’ and selective nature by which the indicators are chosen,10 this method remains one of the most useful for a first-cut identification of middle powers ‘because they are the necessary condition for middle powers … to have sufficiently broad sets of interests at stake; and for their initiatives to be credible and thus feasible’.11 In this sense, a country would only be able to project its middle power behaviour if it has a sufficient resource base. Without an adequate level of resources, a country, no matter how much it aspires to be a middle power, would have difficulty in asserting its middle power role on the international stage.


The second approach revolves around identity and involves both self and other-identification. This approach assumes that a state’s understanding of its identity contributes towards determining what its interests are and consequently what behavioural strategies it would employ in regional and global settings.12 States may thus self-identify as middle powers and link this identity with their foreign policies.13 Allan Patience argues that self-identity is particularly important for middle powers because unlike the great and small powers in which ‘greatness’ or ‘smallness’ is often assumed to be a given, middle powers suffer from ‘status anxieties’.14 As such, middle powers ‘have much to gain if their [self-identification] is recognised at regional and global levels, but they have a lot to lose if it is not’.15 This perspective has found validity through empirical case studies, such as Canada’s self-perception as a middle power being reflected in its multilateral and mediatory initiatives,16 as well as Australia’s self-identification as a middle power being ‘one of the strongest influences on the form and conduct of Australian diplomatic practice’ in the post-World War II years.17


Other-identification also plays a part because the formation of identity is ultimately a social and intersubjective process. As Alexander Wendt observes, countries ‘come to see themselves as a reflection of how they think Others see or “appraise” them’.18 In this sense, the middle power will, through rhetoric or behaviour, convey its identity to other actors at the international level. The responses it receives from other states or actors will then contribute to an evolution and internalisation of that identity. Given that ‘one’s identity is relevant only in relationship to other individuals and groups, and is re/produced only in interaction with them’,19 the perceptions of the middle power by other actors will ultimately affirm or negate elements of its self-identity. In this process, the other-perceptions would vary in importance to the middle power. Actors that have closer ties with the middle power would be expected to be more influential in its identity formation.20


The problem with a purely ideational approach, however, is its perceived lack of social scientific rigour—a middle power according to this definition is essentially any state that proclaims itself a ‘middle power’ regardless of its actual behaviour or capabilities. Yet, it would be hard to make the case that identity plays no part in a middle power’s foreign policy behaviour. For instance, if we look at countries such as Australia, South Korea, and Canada, their projection of their middle power identities have been supported by their foreign policy behaviours and commensurate with their capabilities. In this sense, despite the utility of the identity approach, one way to enhance its analytical strength would be to use it in combination with another approach.


The third approach focuses on behaviour and espouses that middle powers are predisposed to a range of actions such as actively participating in multilateral initiatives, supporting international institutions as platforms to maintain the stable status quo, or championing specific global causes that are often humanitarian or developmental in nature. The preference for multilateralism arises ‘from the inability of these states to unilaterally and single-handedly shape global outcomes in any direct manner’,21 while their inclination for institutions stems from the perception that such platforms are more open and transparent, and could help to restrain great powers from imposing their preferences on unwilling smaller states.22 In their seminal book on the middle power diplomacies of Australia and Canada, Andrew F Cooper, Richard A Higgott, and Kim Richard Nossal suggest that middle power leadership could be crucial in facilitating cooperation in specific international issues.23 Related to this, niche diplomacy—understood as ‘concentrating resources in specific areas best able to generate returns worth having’24—has also been highlighted as a valuable way for middle powers to utilise their limited resources. Moreover, as ‘good international citizens’, middle powers are expected to engage in ‘activism on behalf of global causes that reflect the interests of the international community as a whole rather than an individual state’s own national or alliance interests’.25


The current literature encompasses a range of typologies of middle power foreign policy strategies. Some studies classify them into two groups: ‘functional’, referring to those strategies where middle powers assume leadership roles or make key contributions in niche areas; and ‘behavioural’, referring to those strategies where middle powers are driven by multilateralism, compromise, and moral initiatives in their diplomacy.26 Others have proposed alternative ways of classification, such as Gilley and O’Neil’s three dimensions of middle power diplomacy, namely, promoting ‘peace initiatives and conflict mediation’, assuming a ‘counterhegemonic or pro-multipolarity role’, as well as supporting ‘rules and institutions’;27 or Bernard Wood’s five proposed middle power roles, such as a ‘regional or sub-regional leader’, a ‘functional leader’, a ‘stabiliz[er]’, a ‘free-rid[er]’ or ‘status-seek[er]’, and ‘good multilateral citizenship’.28 In addition, Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal have traced how a middle power’s diplomacy evolves over time, from being a ‘catalyst’ of an initiative, to a ‘facilitator’ for cooperation, to a ‘manager’ focused on institution-building.29


While significantly enhancing the middle power literature, the diversity of these typologies ironically reinforces the oft-cited criticism that the field lacks conceptual clarity and definition. Critics have also pointed out several weaknesses of the behavioural approach. Adam Chapnick and Dong-min Shin highlight the transient nature of functional middle powers, as they are only classified as such for as long as they contribute to a particular issue.30 Once they stop doing so, their middle power status vanishes. This approach has also been criticised for its tautological nature, in which middle powers are identified ‘based on the characteristics of states that behavioural scholars have already assumed to be middle powers’.31 This book addresses these criticisms by taking the behavioural approach as the central focus of our conceptual framework. In fact, it is precisely the inconsistencies between the different typologies—particularly the functional and behavioural ones—and the question of why some middle powers have embarked on certain courses of actions over others that we are concerned with.
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