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The Indo-Pacific is increasingly defined by strategic
competition between the United States and China. But
this dynamic is further complicated by the presence of
a class of diverse but consequential second-tier states.
Their middling economic and military capabilities are
often combined with valuable geographic positioning
around the “flash points” of potential conflict, or
elevated social status in elite global clubs such as the
G20 or OECD—making them important regional

players whose roles and preferences cannot be ignored.

Many of these middle power states are rapidly
departing from long-held security policies and

priorities, as recently demonstrated in Japan’s
National Security Strategy, Australia’s Defense

Strategic Review, and South Korea’s Indo-Pacific
Strategy. The last-minute cancellation of President
Joe Biden’s visit to Sydney for the Quad summit
should not be taken as a reflection of US disinterest in
enhancing cooperation with leading middle powers
such as Australia, India and Japan.

Accordingly, a re-evaluation of the roles and
preferences of Indo-Pacific middle powers is required,
as some of our previously held assumptions need

adjusting in light of the new context of great power
competition.

Rethinking the “middle power moment”

Once-optimistic visions of an “Asia-Pacific Century”
entailing widespread economic integration, institution
building and multilateral cooperation, combined with
the comparatively smooth recoveries of Asian states
after the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, helped to foster
a surge of interest in the region’s middle powers in the
early 2010s. Academics spoke of a “middle power
moment,” and celebrated the “rise of the middle
powers”—while political leaders from countries as
varied as South Korea, Australia, and Indonesia freely
associated themselves with the middle power label.

At the same time, active “middle power” initiatives
ranged from Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s
envisaged Asia-Pacific Community, to the formation
of the middle power minilateral grouping known as
MIKTA (Mexico, Indonesia, Korea, Turkey, and
Auwustralia). Such initiatives raised expectations that
middle powers had the opportunity and appetite to
restructure the international system, following the
approach set by “emerging power” minilateral forums
like BRICS and IBSA in the early 2000s.

A decade later and these debates have died down.
Rudd’s Asia-Pacific Community was stillborn, and
MIKTA has struggled to make its mark on
international politics. Moreover, some academics
have become frustrated with the term “middle power”
itself, in part due to confusion over which states
belong in this category.

In the Indo-Pacific, there is broad agreement that
Auwustralia and South Korea are middle powers. But for
other states such as Japan and India, it is an awkward
fit—they have some great power capabilities, but not
the ability to define the security order in the way that
the US or China does. Nevertheless, the “middle
power” label remains useful because influential
second-tier states like Australia and Indonesia
continue to identify themselves in this way, while they
pursue adapted, modified and updated forms of
“classic” middle power diplomacy through coalition-
building, multilateralism, and norms entrepreneurship.

1003 BISHOP ST. SUITE 1150, HONOLULU, HI 96813
PHONE: (808) 521-6745 FAX: (808) 599-8690 PACIFICFORUM@PACFORUM.ORG WWW.PACFORUM.ORG


mailto:a.mitchell_hynd@unsw.edu.au
mailto:thomas.wilkins@sydney.edu.au
https://pacforum.org/publication/issues-insights-vol-23-sr3-strategic-competition-and-security-cooperation-in-the-indo-pacific
https://pacforum.org/publication/issues-insights-vol-23-sr3-strategic-competition-and-security-cooperation-in-the-indo-pacific
https://www.blackincbooks.com.au/books/four-flashpoints
https://pacforum.org/publication/pacnet-23-japans-new-strategic-policy-three-overlooked-takeaways
https://pacforum.org/publication/pacnet-23-japans-new-strategic-policy-three-overlooked-takeaways
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-04-24/defence-strategic-review-key-takeaways/102260364
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-04-24/defence-strategic-review-key-takeaways/102260364
https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/south-koreas-indo-pacific-strategy-quest-for-clarity-and-global-leadership/
https://thediplomat.com/2023/01/south-koreas-indo-pacific-strategy-quest-for-clarity-and-global-leadership/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-17/albanese-cancels-quad-in-sydney/102356356
https://repository.unescap.org/handle/20.500.12870/1549
https://books.google.co.kr/books?hl=en&lr=&id=Ca1oDQAAQBAJ&oi=fnd&pg=PA103&dq=did+Asian+states+recover+after+the+2008+Global+Financial+Crisis&ots=WErhT9NkXT&sig=4Dvstm28aUOzucDOTT7ym8jNt74&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=did%20Asian%20states%20recover%20after%20the%202008%20Global%20Financial%20Crisis&f=false
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137397416_11
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137397416_11
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/11/opinion/the-rise-of-the-middle-powers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/11/opinion/the-rise-of-the-middle-powers.html
https://dr.ntu.edu.sg/bitstream/10356/104420/1/Sarah%20Teo_Middle%20power%20identities%20of%20Australia%20and%20South%20Korea%20(1).pdf
https://setkab.go.id/bantah-tarik-dari-dari-internasional-menlu-indonesia-terus-mainkan-peran-midle-power/
https://www.smh.com.au/national/rudds-grand-vision-for-asiapacific-20080604-2lw1.html
http://mikta.org/
https://www.cfr.org/expert-brief/how-brics-got-here
https://www.gov.br/mre/en/subjects/international-mechanisms/inter-regional-mechanisms/ibsa-india-brazil-south-africa-dialogue-forum
https://sdsc.bellschool.anu.edu.au/news-events/stories/7565/illusion-middle-power-moment
https://ruj.uj.edu.pl/xmlui/handle/item/11607
https://gjia.georgetown.edu/2022/12/28/mikta-the-middle-powers-last-hurrah/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/10357718.2017.1293608
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-16-0370-9
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-981-16-0370-9
https://www.foreignminister.gov.au/minister/penny-wong/speech/national-press-club-address-australian-interests-regional-balance-power
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6HicAVYbuZ0
https://login.microsoftonline.com/3ff6cfa4-e715-48db-b8e1-0867b9f9fba3/saml2

PacNet 43

PACIFIC FORUM -

HONOLULU, HI June 9, 2023

Crucially, on reflection, the middle power initiatives
and diplomatic strategies of the early 2010s appear
insufficiently focused on the role of power, with a
nebulous agenda that often lacked clear and specific
aims. However, as the regional environment continues
its slide towards great power competition, this is now
changing.

Shifting roles and preferences

In the new era, middle power strategies have
refocused on the role of power in three distinct ways.

First, middle powers are acutely sensitive to current
and anticipated changes to the balance of power. Like
great powers, they employ internal and external
efforts to contribute to their “side” of the balance—
and are joining the regional “arms race” by seeking to
augment their military capabilities. In doing so,
middle power US allies and partners are better
equipped to compensate for any shortfalls in
American military power, while US-aligned and non-
aligned middle powers alike are increasing their
capacity for national self-sufficiency to hedge against
a scenario in which future US decline or withdrawal
from the region were to leave them further exposed to
Chinese coercion.

Second, middle powers are retaining their roles as
“norm entrepreneurs,” but in a way that is more
focused on power and the protection of their national
interests. Most notably, Indo-Pacific middle powers
from India to Indonesia have supported the
construction and affirmation of a rules-based order,
which offers some protection from the “might makes
right” alternative of undiluted power politics.

In a new case of “norm entrepreneurship,” Japan led
in developing and promulgating the Free and Open
Indo-Pacific concept, prior to it being adopted as
official US policy. Indonesia subsequently played a
key role leading the promulgation of the ASEAN
Outlook on the Free and Open Indo-Pacific. Such
attempts to instil a regional rules based order benefit
from the support of US power, (even as some middle
powers occasionally accuse Washington of itself
undermining the rules based order). But middle
powers also recognize that they may have to take the

lead in maintaining this order without the United

States—as was seen in Japan and Australia’s
leadership of the CPTPP.

Third, while middle powers have retained their
interest in coalition-building, this increasingly—
though not exclusively—takes place around a great
power core member and focuses on a clearly defined
strategic agenda. Middle powers still view
multilateralism as serving a function (and recognize
ASEAN centrality in the regional institutional
architecture), but they are increasingly splitting off
from these larger pan-regional forums to invest in
great power-led minilateral configurations that
demonstrate more deliberate and concrete strategic
intent.

One illustrative example is Australia, which has
invested considerably more political capital in the
success of the US-led minilaterals of AUKUS,
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (“Quad”), and
Trilateral Strategic Dialogue than it has on the
“middle power only” MIKTA. These great power-
middle power minilaterals have an agenda focused on
order-building, deterrence, and technological
cooperation—as well as “non-traditional” security
issues. Middle powers are particularly attracted to
these forms of minilateralism to harness the power of
their great power partner to address joint security
challenges outside the fetters of non-binding
consensus-building multilateral institutions.

Into an age of great power competition

For Andrew Carr, “to be a middle power requires a
modest disbelief in power.” But in the age of great
power competition, Indo-Pacific middle powers have
begun to adapt their roles and preferences to better
reflect an awareness of the importance of power. It
may thus be time for a fundamental rethink about what
it means “to be a middle power” in the contemporary
era.

The revival of power politics between the United
States and China does not mean that middle powers
are irrelevant—far from it—only that their roles and
preferences have changed. As a starting point, we
should acknowledge that our existing assumptions
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about the behaviour of middle powers were
predominantly formed in the early post-Cold War era,
and these understandings are no longer fully valid. In
short, Indo-Pacific middle powers now understand
that great power competition is likely here to stay—
and they are adjusting their strategies accordingly.

PacNet commentaries and responses represent the
views of the respective authors. Alternative viewpoints
are always welcomed and encouraged.
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