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THE ROLE OF MIDDLE POWERS
IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Bianca Kelly

Middle powers occupy a distinctive and increasingly vital position,
influencing global events without wielding the dominance of superpowers.
They are influential states with extensive diplomatic, economic, and military
influence. While the term “middle power” is argued by some to be
“imprecise and contested,” these states are widely understood to sit below
superpowers with greater political, economic, and military dominance.
According to the Lowy Institute, middle powers account for nearly 35% of
global GDP, and 40% of global trade flows, underscoring their weight in
shaping global order. Their foreign policy typically involves promoting
cohesion and stability through multilateral and cooperative initiatives. They
focus on conflict reduction, compromise, and multilateral solutions to
international problems, working to legitimise the existing world order rather
than challenge it. Their engagement typically extends beyond immediate
self-interest, earning recognition as "good international citizens” who
prioritise global stability.

The key to understanding middle powers is the distinction between
“traditional” and “emerging” powers.

“Traditional” middle powers, such as Australia, Canada, and Norway are
typically wealthy, stable, egalitarian, and social democratic states at the
core of the world economy, but not considered regionally dominant. They
emerged during the Cold War, gaining distinct identities opposing powerful
states in their regions, such as Canada contrasting itself with the United
States.

“Emerging” middle powers are semi-peripheral, materially inegalitarian,
and recently democratised states that demonstrate significant regional
influence. Countries like Brazil, Indonesia, Mexico, and Turkey fall into this
category. Similarly, they rose to prominence following the Cold War, yet,
often opt for reformist, rather than radical, global change, and exhibit a
strong regional orientation that sees them frequently assuming leadership
roles in regional integration efforts.
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https://rsdi.ae/en/publications/uaes-balanced-diplomacy-in-the-resurgent-brics
https://ink.library.smu.edu.sg/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1393&context=soss_research
https://openjournals.library.sydney.edu.au/ANZJES/article/view/15108/13292
https://openjournals.library.sydney.edu.au/ANZJES/article/view/15108/13292

HOW MIDDLE POWERS CAN SHAPE OUR FUTURE

Middle powers are increasingly seen as instrumental in forming a new multilateralism to help
solve global challenges. At Davos 2024’s ‘Middle Powers in a Multipolar World,” it was
discussed that these states could be key to realising a "reformed, inclusive and networked
multilateralism” to address "serious, even existential threats” like climate change and artificial
intelligence. These topics currently lack an effective global strategy due to geopolitical
divides. Historically middle powers have played an important role in international innovation
and mediation. Their collective strength, such as the latent power of the 27 members of the
European Union if acting uniformly, can even approximate superpower influence. The
alignments between middle powers can aid to drive this new multilateralism, and to avoid
fragmentation. Dino Patti Djalal, Founder and Chairman of the Foreign Policy Community of
Indonesia, highlighted the proliferation of middle powers in the 21st century, and the
significance of emerging alignments between those in the Global South and the West, such
as Australia and India. The former Ethiopian Minister of Foreign Affairs emphasised that by
establishing networks of different relationships, and becoming “less attached to great
powers”, middle powers can enrich the world order by advocating for “fair and reasonable”
international stability.

CHALLENGES FACING MIDDLE POWER INFLUENCE

The role of middle powers is not without challenges. While they have strengthened
international order by engaging in human rights issues and non-proliferation, democratic
backsliding can undermine their activism. Both Turkey and Mexico exemplified emerging
middle powers, contributing multilateral engagement, and normalising relations. Following
significant economic and democratic reforms, Turkey became an active regional and
international actor, emphasising peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance, and mediation; even
serving on the UN Security Council._.Between 2008 and 2009 Turkey contributed more than
a thousand troops to UNIFIL in Lebanon as part of peacekeeping operations, and in 2010 it
played a high-profile mediation role in the Iran nuclear negotiations alongside Brazil, helping
broker the Tehran Declaration.

Mexico, following economic liberalisation and democratic transition, also pursued an
energetic middle-power role, promoting human rights and active participation in
international forums like the UNSC and the G20. However, recent backsliding in reforms has
diminished their influence. In Turkey, a shift towards authoritarianism and economic malaise
led to a less tenable middle-power foreign policy, with leaders attacking multilateral
institutions and_resorting to "coercive diplomacy” in regional conflicts. Similarly, Mexico’s
middle-power moment began to fade by the mid-2010s due to criminal violence, economic
instability, and a retreat from regional activism. This was exacerbated by shifts in U.S. foreign
policy. It is clear that legitimate middle power credibility as actors on the international stage
and promoting normality are intrinsically linked to domestic stability.

Middle powers serve as crucial stabilisers for legitimising international order, promoting
multilateralism and cooperative solutions to bring resolve to global challenges. Through
collective action and diplomatic flexibility, middle power coalitions can constrain great
powers that undermine multilateral frameworks. As the world becomes increasingly
fragmented and multipolar, their cohesive engagement remains more essential than ever for
sustaining sensible governance, and navigating complex geopolitical issues towards real
resolutions for all of us.
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https://watermark02.silverchair.com/iiab090.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAA0kwggNFBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggM2MIIDMgIBADCCAysGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQM32BGoTkPl71maFJfAgEQgIIC_ED2KuX7lvSO9Lmt9wmT71PWD4gj83WFtoUNZOCYaOAbuDW32L-X_pmnoE0zpgLQ7YoNsNVRnDMplvI44PAf17ioyXhsrj_AVQXywNlYYv4lpLiXWSvTAY4GePJybRlsZaapMG84nCtGKlTi0L1KnDg6almVw35oBVOR7HfnXqUaFYqrv8P4nX29gtQ2CtVk1QBs7SdQhGwQptp3D-5IuzVdt06kNjhHINDVrD3UGKVDd3D0fwIW6QmQqsJqGI8Mxv-unTzTysYju5LIZHTblQ2-ZbOXMopP6gl4__oeKd8AdNBXJ1PqTZBXNOoXm7xqWr-qHZa1cdnGisV-DTfYdu2tRdJbw2A4n-bzCBxyxcbUgzCDMFVBQsZm5Q8Tke0aeBH-CTvi6aIBsPMOJeiXPKVDWTIkJodEaPZki8bmgnbUhLjejX3Ep3QGKJrCtGXfHT-_EpThWgHLBur1bI14-wPzrSqs2sLVQ0n8h-lFfDFCb7qX0sbT_5Mrrq2YjVCE_Jc3gF5PuB1tzI5bUbJnX95ELDa2aqFoQz5R-JTMclWBwlBrxPR0ugknJv6vyeaSBnUMft5zpFZvKB5k9bGTcji-s1ysX8wz-3-HudsZ3t4PL8-EvkfIO96J-dKtOqLT81aU2XNUx_c0MgW3mqQNUHIEVmVFt9tTgBnsv-HlgrnlGbQMyhxH1KsozMizRMUEthm-A9vm5eiKG_SX8CkDCKU_tbiltxFlGooFkoO8x5zEk3H4kKNQ9fhwsMciShzCxO0QYVUKCnxtapN6YSBZMuUgvshjM6JThpEu9JAF3B3UcGnU0Um2_7QtWZB3oQMnmjiHn8jaMaPnatYbnTHTwH9UiXM43X_Cn3kvCA1ORgflYQQmO0xNITwWQu8gkBaODnnSP34p3PErornbwINhWnfnhEkJEuV3PzaPZsKY2Rd7Qkl4P9YmnEVXyBFkaTlByXQK3sRpmXrR1sW3OxyAUxeHYRyRwRWMhNfyzsTL6oqdRWKjOfIZ6789Ou1b

1. Which of these sites are reputable websites for general Model UN
research?

a) Official UN articles

b) Fox News

c) Government sites

d) TikTok videos

2. Which of these are actual United Nations specialised agencies or
official bodies? Pick two.

a) WHO

b) ECOSOC

c) ABCO

d) RAGM

3. Where is The Hague located?
a) Netherlands

b) Belgium

c) Germany

d) France

4. Which of the following documents begins with the words “We the
peoples of the United Nations”?

a) The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

b) The United Nations Charter

c) The Geneva Conventions

d) The Paris Agreement

5. What’s the most diplomatic way to say “l completely disagree” in a
Model UN debate?

a) “With all due respect, my delegation holds a differing perspective.”

b) “Your opinion is horrible and you should not be in this debate”

c) “I'd like to declare war based on your view.”

d) “I move to eject this delegate from the room.”



