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Executive Summary 

The rise of the new middle powers from the Global South reshapes the global 

chessboard. These actors are neither allies nor adversaries, but transactional and 

autonomous players - swing states in a multiplex world. They do not seek to uphold 

the liberal international order, nor to destroy it; rather, they navigate it to extract gains, 

preserve sovereignty, and hedge against Western and Chinese dominance alike. 

While many present themselves as neutral brokers, they often act as revisionist 

disruptors. 

 

Unlike their Cold War-era predecessors such as Canada or Australia, today’s middle 

powers - Türkiye, Brazil, Indonesia, South Africa, Qatar, the UAE - are not content with 

stabilizing the world order. They contest it, while shielding their economies from the 

costs of alignment. Their multi-alignment is less a strategy of peace than of profit and 

prestige. China and Russia benefit most from this posture, presenting themselves as 

partners against a self-serving West. This evolving diplomatic pragmatism weakens 

the very idea of international rules, let alone a shared value system. 

 

If the West fails to re-engage meaningfully, these new MPs could tilt the future world 

order toward fragmentation. Winning them back means moving beyond moral 

superiority and investing in real partnerships - on health, climate, infrastructure, and 

governance. 

 

Key Findings 

• The concept of ‘middle power’ has shifted from a stabilizing force in multilateralism 

to a tool for transactional autonomy. The term now describes an identity shaped by 

hedging, ambivalence, and soft contestation. 

 

• Emerging middle powers prioritize economic security over ideological alignment. 

Brazil’s food exports, Nigeria’s oil, and Indonesia’s commodities condition their 

global positioning far more than human rights or geopolitical loyalties. 

 

• Many new middle powers abstained on UN votes condemning Russia’s aggression 

in Ukraine and remain sympathetic to Chinese narratives of non-interference and 

alternative modernity. They often embrace narratives of Western hypocrisy and 

neocolonialism. 

 

• Institutions like BRICS+, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, and the Belt and 

Road Initiative act as magnets for these middle powers—less for shared ideology 

than for material opportunity and symbolic equality. 
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• The brokerage function of middle powers is weakening. Mediation attempts by 

Türkiye, South Africa, and Brazil lack neutrality and often reveal strategic biases or 

domestic political motivations. 

 

• New middle powers reflect a growing convergence around ‘multi-order pragmatism’: 

simultaneously buying U.S. arms, joining Chinese banks, and entertaining Russian 

propaganda. This opportunistic pluralism brings unpredictability and potential 

instability. 

 

• Liberal values are fading from their foreign policy playbooks. While older elites in 

some middle powers cherish historical ties with the West, younger generations and 

political leaderships are less loyal to the liberal order’s legacy. 

 

• Europe and the U.S. must develop tailored, interest-based partnerships to remain 

competitive. They should foreground shared agendas - green transition, pandemic 

resilience, infrastructure investment - while accepting diplomatic ambiguity. 

 

• Austria and similarly sized European states should pay close attention to middle 

powers’ influence in global fora, especially as coalitions like BRICS+ or OPEC+ 

increasingly challenge Western institutional dominance. 

 

• With its neutral status and its position as a multilateral ‘hub’, Vienna offers a forum 

where the middle powers can raise their voice. However, Austria’s new 

“performative neutrality” after Russia’s 2022 invasion might reduce the country’s 

ability to act as credible mediator or bridge-builder.  

 

Zusammenfassung 

Der Aufstieg der neuen Mittelmächte aus dem globalen Süden verändert das globale 

Schachbrett. Diese Akteure sind weder Verbündete noch Gegner, sondern 

transaktionale und autonome Akteure - Swing States in einer vielschichtigen Welt. Sie 

versuchen weder, die liberale internationale Ordnung aufrechtzuerhalten, noch sie zu 

zerstören; vielmehr steuern sie sie, um Gewinne zu erzielen, ihre Souveränität zu 

bewahren und sich gegen westliche und chinesische Dominanz abzusichern. Während 

viele von ihnen sich als neutrale Vermittler präsentieren, agieren sie oft als 

revisionistische Störer. 

 

Im Gegensatz zu ihren Vorgängern aus der Zeit des Kalten Krieges, wie Kanada oder 

Australien, geben sich die heutigen Mittelmächte - Türkiye, Brasilien, Indonesien, 

Südafrika, Katar, die VAE - nicht damit zufrieden, die Weltordnung zu stabilisieren. Sie 

stellen sie in Frage, während sie ihre Wirtschaftssysteme vor den Kosten der 
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Anpassung schützen. Ihr mehrfaches Verbündetsein ist weniger eine Strategie des 

Friedens als des Profits und des Prestiges. China und Russland profitieren am meisten 

von dieser Haltung, indem sie sich als Partner gegen einen eigennützigen Westen 

präsentieren. Dieser sich entwickelnde diplomatische Pragmatismus schwächt die 

Idee internationaler Regeln, ganz zu schweigen von einem gemeinsamen 

Wertesystem. 

 

Wenn es dem Westen nicht gelingt, sich wieder sinnvoll zu engagieren, könnten diese 

neuen Mittelmächte die künftige Weltordnung in Richtung Fragmentierung kippen. Um 

sie zurückzugewinnen, muss man über die moralische Überlegenheit hinausgehen 

und in echte Partnerschaften investieren: in den Bereichen Gesundheit, Klima, 

Infrastruktur und Regierungsführung. 

 

Schlüsselfeststellungen 

• Das Konzept der „Mittelmacht“ hat sich von einer stabilisierenden Kraft im 

Multilateralismus zu einem Instrument für transaktionale Autonomie gewandelt. Der 

Begriff beschreibt nun eine Identität, die durch Absicherung, Ambivalenz und sanfte 

Anfechtung geprägt ist. 

 

• Aufstrebende Mittelmächte geben wirtschaftlicher Sicherheit Vorrang vor 

ideologischer Ausrichtung. Brasiliens Lebensmittelexporte, Nigerias Öl und 

Indonesiens Rohstoffe bestimmen ihre globale Positionierung weit mehr als 

Menschenrechte oder geopolitische Loyalitäten. 

 

• Viele neue Mittelmächte haben sich bei der Abstimmung in der UNO über die 

Verurteilung der russischen Aggression in der Ukraine der Stimme enthalten und 

sympathisieren nach wie vor mit dem chinesischen Narrativ der Nichteinmischung 

und der alternativen Modernität. Nicht selten machen sie sich Narrative über 

westliche Heuchelei und Neokolonialismus zu eigen. 

 

• Institutionen wie BRICS+, die Shanghaier Organisation für Zusammenarbeit und die 

Gürtel- und Straßeninitiative wirken als Magneten für diese Mittelmächte - weniger 

wegen einer gemeinsamen Ideologie als wegen materieller Chancen und 

symbolischer Gleichheit. 

 

• Die Vermittlungsfunktion der Mittelmächte wird immer schwächer. Den 

Mediationsversuchen der Türkei, Südafrikas und Brasiliens mangelt es an 

Neutralität und sie offenbaren oft strategische Voreingenommenheit oder 

innenpolitische Beweggründe. 
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• Die neuen Mittelmächte spiegeln eine wachsende Konvergenz im Sinne eines 

„Multiordnungspragmatismus“ wider: Sie kaufen gleichzeitig US-Waffen, schließen 

sich chinesischen Banken an und unterhalten russische Propaganda. Dieser 

opportunistische Pluralismus bringt Unberechenbarkeit und potenzielle Instabilität 

mit sich. 

 

• Die liberalen Werte verblassen aus ihren außenpolitischen Spielbüchern. Während 

ältere Eliten in einigen Mittelmächten die historischen Bindungen an den Westen 

hochhalten, sind jüngere Generationen und Führungsebenen weniger loyal 

gegenüber dem Erbe der liberalen Ordnung. 

 

• Um wettbewerbsfähig zu bleiben, müssen Europa und die USA maßgeschneiderte, 

interessenbasierte Partnerschaften entwickeln. Sie sollten gemeinsame Ziele in den 

Vordergrund stellen - grüner Wandel, Resilienz gegen Pandemien, Investitionen in 

die Infrastruktur - und dabei diplomatische Zweideutigkeiten in Kauf nehmen. 

 

• Österreich und ähnlich große europäische Staaten sollten den Einfluss der 

Mittelmächte in globalen Foren genau beobachten, insbesondere wenn Koalitionen 

wie BRICS+ oder OPEC+ die westliche institutionelle Dominanz zunehmend in 

Frage stellen. 

 

• Mit seinem neutralen Status und seiner Position als multilateraler „Knotenpunkt“ 

bietet Wien ein Forum, in dem die Mittelmächte ihre Stimme erheben können. 

Allerdings könnte die neue „performative Neutralität“ Österreichs nach dem 

russischen Einmarsch 2022 die Fähigkeit des Landes einschränken, als 

glaubwürdiger Vermittler oder Brückenbauer zu agieren.  
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Introduction 

While there is considerable uncertainty about our future international order, a key issue 

is the role that the countries often called ‘middle powers’ will play in shaping it. Although 

the concept of ‘middle power’ has never been so familiar, there are strong arguments 

for a fresh look at its relevance to the current context. It is no coincidence that middle 

powers’ growing influence was discussed in the 2024 Davos World Economic Forum, 

at a session dedicated to ‘Middle Powers in a Multipolar World’ (Elliott 2024). 

 

The notion of middle power is well established in academic literature. Although it was 

already theorized by medieval legists, including Thomas Aquinas in the 13th Century 

(Holbraad 1984, Chap. I & 42), Carsten Holbraad argues that the term has been forged 

in Germany during the 19th Century to designate states that, after the Napoleonic 

turmoil, would be “the guardians of the balance of power, who guaranteed the peace 

of Europe and the security of other powers” (Holbraad 1971, 79). Canadian Prime 

Minister Mackenzie King might have been the first to forge the concept of 

‘Middlepowerhood’ in 1944 (Holbraad 1984, 57), making it a trademark of his country’s 

foreign policy. John W. Holmes followed suit with his concept of “middlepowermanship” 

also applied to Canada’s foreign policy (Holmes 1970). Middle powers’ contribution in 

shaping the global order after the San Francisco Conference in 1945 and the 

formulation of the UN Charter has also been extensively studied (see Glazebrook 

1947). 

 

Research on middle powers took off with the end of the Cold War in 1989. Pioneering 

studies have mostly been conducted by Australian and Canadian scholars who were 

interested in their countries’ foreign policy strategies. Bernard Wood’s remarkable 

essay on The Middle Powers and The General Interest paved the way to our topic, in 

a time of global turmoil (Wood 1988). Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal’s research made 

significant contributions to delineating the concept of ‘middle power’ through a detailed 

analysis of the diplomatic behavioral patterns of Australia and Canada (Cooper, 

Higgott & Nossal 1993). In East Asia, the Republic of Korea firmly identifies as a middle 

power and has extensively contributed to the debates on middle powers (Kim 2021; 

Lee et al. 2015; Shin 2015; Woo 2021). 

 

In his book Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci visionarily assessed: “The crisis consists 

precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born. In this 

interregnum, a great variety of crisis-ridden morbid symptoms appear.” (Gramsci 1971, 

276). Are middle powers a mere symptom of what Pegram and Acuto refer to as ‘‘global 

governance in the interregnum” (Pegram & Acuto 2015), called to disappear when a 

new international order will be re-established? Or are they a more long-term trend? 

 

This paper explores the perceptions of middle powers toward the international order, 

the drivers and modalities of their contestation of the said order, and the broader 
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implications for Europe and the West. It explores middle powers’ expanded role in 

regional and global governance of our time. It focuses on ‘new’ middle powers of the 

so-called ‘Global South’, two notions which will be defined and explained at the 

beginning of this contribution.  

 

This study is organized as follows: 

The first section explores the definitional ambiguity surrounding the concept of “middle 

power” and outlines the methodological challenges in identifying them. The second 

section turns to a typology distinguishing between old/traditional and new/emerging 

middle powers, with particular focus on the ‘Global South’. The subsequent sections 

examine how these new actors engage with the international order: first, through 

practices of multi-alignment and pragmatic diplomacy; second, by contesting liberal 

norms while hedging against systemic risks; and third, by increasingly acting as 

revisionist ‘breakers’ rather than stabilizing mediators. The final section discusses the 

implications of this shift for Western policymakers, especially in Europe, and outlines 

recommendations for re-engagement that move beyond normative appeals to values 

and toward concrete, interest-based partnerships. It also briefly examines Austria’s 

position with regard to middle powers. 

 

1. What is a middle power? 

There is little consensus over what exactly a middle power is, and over which countries 

qualify as middle powers in contemporary world politics. Despite numerous attempts 

to agree on the essential dispositional characteristics of this category of actors (among 

the most recent, see Bhal 2023), middle powerhood defies easy definition. 

 

Negatively, a middle power is defined by not being a great power. “True middle powers 

do not want to be regarded as such” (Chapnick 1999, 79). However, tacitly, emerging 

middle powers are almost always looking for great-power status. They envisage similar 

legitimacy and authority granted to great powers (Carranza 2016). They aim to acquire 

the same influence in international fora and enhance bargaining positions. Contrary to 

‘traditional’ middle powers such as Australia and Canada, which expressed satisfaction 

with their status and valued it, I posit that new middle powers are rising powers. 

 

Middle powerhood is very much linked to the notion of status in international relations, 

which J. Renshon defines as “standing or rank in a status community” (Renshon 2016, 

33). To start classifying and ranking states and define which one is a middle power or 

not, ‘raw’ data and material indicators provide with first objective criteria.  

 

At first, geography plays a role. Türkiye’s middlepowerhood very much lies in its 

situation as a link between Europe and Asia, the West and the East, the North and the 
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South. It is the only country among the middle powers to be in close proximity to the 

war in Ukraine, which explains Ankara’s interest in helping Ukraine fight back against 

Russia’s onslaught, but its proximity to Russia also obliges it to keep diplomatic 

channels open with Moscow. These realities have encouraged Türkiye’s middle-of-the-

road stance on the war. Ankara has sought to play a leading role in negotiations 

between Russia and Ukraine. On 10 March 2022, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 

Lavrov and his Ukrainian counterpart Dmytro Kuleba met for talks in Antalya, with 

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavusoglu as mediator, in the first high-level contact 

between the two sides since the beginning of the invasion. Türkiye also played an 

instrumental role in the Black Sea Grain Initiative – or ‘Grain Deal’, signed in Istanbul 

on 22 July 2022 (Glinski 2023). The same would apply to Indonesia’s sprawling 

archipelagic geography in Southeast Asia and close proximity to China, which makes 

Jakarta especially wary about U.S.-China competition and the militarization of the Indo-

Pacific (Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner 2024, 34-35). Middle powers’ capabilities often 

include regional preponderance: middle powers are in general regional powers, and 

vice versa (Nolte, 2010). The size of their diplomatic network, as well as their 

membership in key international organizations, are two indicators of influence 

(Oosterveld & Torossian 2018).  

 

Other than geography, gross domestic product (GDP) and population size help 

comprehending the notion. Many scholars have been using the Composite Index of 

National Capability (CINC), a statistical measure of national power created by J. David 

Singer for the Correlates of War project in 1963. The CINC uses an average of 

percentages of world totals in six different components beyond share of world GDP, 

which represent demographic, economic, and military strength. It is still among the 

best-known and most accepted methods for measuring national capabilities. B. Woo, 

when attempting to provide objective criteria for middle powers, utilizes the CINC (Woo 

2021, 155). The population criterion implicitly acknowledges emerging middle powers 

with fast-growing populations such as Egypt and Nigeria (Oosterveld & Torossian 

2018). Military expenditures, as documented by the Stockholm International Peace 

Research Institute (Sipri), also are a hint (Sipri, 2024).  

 

However, middle powers’ potential cannot be analyzed only through these material 

capabilities. Nigeria (1 596.64 USD in 2023) and Egypt (3 457.46 USD in 2023) both 

have small per capita GDP but fall into the middle power’s category; the first, rich in 

natural resources and projected to become the world third-most populous country, is 

the ECOWAS1’s leading country; the second is a geographic ‘hub’ and longstanding 

center of influence in the Middle East and North Africa. Australia, which would be on 

everyone’s list, ranks only 50th in the world on population size. Brazil, a large country 

in terms of the size of its economy, territory, and population, is considered a middle 

 

 

1 Economic Community of West African States. 
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power, but so is South Korea, which has a relatively small territory and population. In 

the end, the conceptual deadlock concerning ‘middle power’ very much stems from the 

lack of consensus on what variables should be measured and how much each should 

weigh (Cooper 1997, 14; Dias 2022). Therefore, middling power capabilities based on 

objective material criteria need to be completed with subjective and ‘immaterial’ ones, 

such as power and influence. To assess whether a country is a middle power or not, 

we need to explore how this country behaves and acts. 

 

In A. Chapnick’s view, middlepowerhood corresponds to three levels of power: 

functional, behavioral and hierarchical. According to the functional approach, middle 

powers are those states which are capable of exerting influence in international affairs 

in specific instances – contrary to great powers which exercise international influence 

regardless of circumstance. The behavioral explanation holds the view that a country 

is a middle power if it plays certain roles considered as those of a middle power or if it 

identifies itself as such; Stephen refers to the “behavioral traits of 

‘middlepowermanship’” (Stephen 2013, 36).  Finally, the hierarchical point of view 

identifies middle powers in comparison with other categories (great and small powers) 

(Chapnick 1999, 74-79). The notion of “positional power”, meaning where in the 

international community network a country is positioned, is also interesting: middle 

power’s diplomacy has the capacity to elevate the country’s stature in the international 

society by adopting the ‘me first’ approach and leading by example (Lee et al. 2015, 3-

4, 5).  

 

The best way of defining middle powers is by reference to their behaviour: what really 

matters is not what countries are, in terms of various quantitative measures, but what 

they do. Holbraad, for instance, refers to four characteristics of middle powers: 

balancers of the state system, mediators between two opposing states, bridges 

between rich and poor states, and promoters of international understanding among 

culturally different states (Holbraad 1971, 80). Wood also focuses on five dimensions 

of the role played by middle powers: regional leaders, functional leaders, conflict 

stabilizers, status seekers, and multilateral moral powers (Wood 1988, 19-20). 

 

Assuming that there is one singular, static definition of middle powers is actually futile 

(Sanghoon Park 2022, 135). This is why Jordaan (2017) and Riis Andersen (2019) 

raise skepticism about the term ‘middle power’, given its shifting definitions. Jordaan 

calls for a significant narrowing in middle power criteria to enable meaningful analysis 

of international relations. The absence of clarity regarding what middle power means 

– in particular how ‘power’ can be measured - and how it takes place has also raised 

questions about what theoretical framework is better suited to assess middle powers 

in the international system. In my opinion, the constructivist approach convincingly 

raised by Ana Raquel Dias, seems to be better placed by providing a broader but more 

precise approach. This framework considers middle powerhood as a comparable 

status in relation to other powers in the international system, and the middlepowerhood 
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as an identity shaped through a continuous dynamic between agency and structure 

(Dias 2022). 

 
Source: Dias, 2022. 

 

I will nonetheless attempt a very imperfect definition of middlepowerhood: middle 

powers are countries with considerable regional influence and a well-established 

presence in international diplomacy, but lacking the comprehensive force projection 

capabilities of great/superpowers, and therefore unable to challenge these dominant 

powers for international control. These middle powers possess highly developed 

economies, intricate diplomatic networks, and sometimes – but not always, as Qatar 

illustrates - military strength. They have resources and strategic position adequate to 

affect the dynamics of regional security.  

 

2. Who are today’s middle powers? 

“Is anyone a middle power?”, Jeffrey Robertson and Andrew Carr ask (Robertson & 

Carr 2023). Compounding the problem of an elusive definition, it is also unclear exactly 

which countries qualify as middle powers in contemporary world politics. 

 

Candidates for middle power status clearly include, inter alia: Australia; Brazil; Canada; 

Egypt;  Indonesia - a large, populous, and richly endowed pillar of Southeast Asia -; 

Mexico; Nigeria; Poland – a strong military and economic actor within the EU, at the 

front stage of the war in Ukraine -; Qatar; Saudi Arabia - one of the world's leading oil 

producers and a longtime U.S. security partner in the Middle East -; South Africa - a 

top economy and democratic pillar of its continent -; South Korea; Türkiye – with a vital 

geopolitical position at the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and the Middle East –; and the 

United Arab Emirates - geographically small but ambitious country whose wealth and 

strategic position have propelled it to influence in regional and international security, 

technology, and more. We saw that the ‘middlepowermanship’ of Australia, Canada 
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and South Korea is nearly uncontested and relies on a rich literature. Algeria, Angola 

(see below map), Ethiopia and Norway are sometimes mentioned. 

 

 
 
Source: Oosterveld & Torossian, 2018, Fig. 1. 

 

 

I believe that all the P5 – and not only China, the U.S. and the Russian Federation – 

should be ranked into the ‘great powers’ category. The status of permanent members 

of the UN Security Council, as well as the possession of the nuclear weapon seem to 

me incompatible with the middle power status. Coining France and U.K. as middle 

powers would therefore be inappropriate. Despite its historical claim as a ‘developing 

country’ and affinity with the ‘Global South’, China is an undeclared superpower. 

Oosterveld and Torossian consider Germany, India and Japan also as ‘great powers’ 

because of their share of the world’s population or economy and/or military power – 

what they call the ‘5% doctrine’2 -, which, in my opinion, is subject to debate when it 

comes to Germany and Japan. Many scholars presently agree that India’s role in the 

contemporary world order can be understood with the middle power concept; Woo, for 

instance, makes India one of his two case studies of his empirical categorization of 

middle powers (Woo 2021). My opinion, on the contrary, is that India can no longer be 

considered a middle power. A nuclear-armed state,3 India has now acquired a global 

 

 

2 Five countries, namely the US, China, Russia, Japan, and Germany, singularly possess at least 5 percent, and 

collectively possess 54.2 percent, of the world’s power according to the HCSS/Pardee Center’s Global Power 

Index (Oosterveld & Torossian, 2018). 

3 Nuclear weapons raise delicate questions with regard to our topic. In my view, not every possessor state is 

automatically a great power - especially when it does not officially acknowledge this fact, like Israel. This 
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diplomatic and strategic dimension, making it an indispensable and necessary player. 

India's clout is further strengthened by the fact that it became the world's most 

populous country - ahead of China - with over 1.4 billion people, and the world's fifth-

largest economy, supplanting the former British colonizer. India's influence has been 

fully reflected in its G20 presidency in 2022. 

 

Is the European Union (EU) a middle power? Or should its member states be 

considered independently? Is there a “Brussels effect”, an “inherent bridging power” 

that would give Europe the potential to leverage the best out of diverging parties – 

China, the U.S.? (Tubiana & Lee 2022). Although certain aspects of the EU’s approach 

are in line with middlepowerhood – such as the quest for strategic autonomy, which is 

a typical “Middle Power strategy” (Kim 2021, 54-56) -, I would rather argue that the EU 

is a middle power ‘in the making’. Compared to other important dimensions of the 

European integration (internal single market, economic and monetary union), the overall 

development of the EU’s foreign policy so far remained underwhelming. However, if 

Europe does not want to be marginalized by tensions between the ‘big players’ and an 

increasingly multipolar world, it must become a true middle power with the capacity to 

bridge with a more functioning global decision-making system.  

 

3. Who are the ‘new’ Middle Powers? 

There have been few attempts to provide a typology of middle powers thus far. B. Woo 

distinguishes between “latent middle powers” with limited realized capabilities but with 

larger unrealized potential capabilities, and “mature middle powers” with higher 

realized capabilities but with limited potential capabilities (Woo 2021, 150). Holbraad 

sees “upper-middle class powers”, for example Britain and Japan, and “lower-middle 

class powers”, such as Canada and Australia (Holbraad 1971, 83), but this approach 

seems out of date.  

 

The debate on middle powers is conventionally shaped by a distinction between ‘old’, 

traditional, established Western middle powers - widely conceptualized as stabilizers 

and legitimizers of the existing U.S.-led order - and ‘new’, emerging middle powers 

more prone to revisionist and counter-hegemonic behaviour (Cooper, Higgott & Nossal 

1993; Jordaan 2003; Oosterveld & Torossian 2018; Riis Andersen 2019, 47 & 49). The 

first category seems to be on the decline. ‘Old’ middle powers’ role at the heart of 

multilateralism, their ability to curtail the capacity of the two superpowers – the United 

 

 

privilege” reinforces other factors of power, such as permanent membership of the Security Council (France, 

UK) or vast territory, population, and economy (India). But Pakistan, a contrario, remains a middle power. The 

case of North Korea remains open: is its status as a nuclear power enough to make it a middle power, despite 

its autarkic system? 
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States and the Soviet Union or later the Russian Federation – for unilateral action, as 

well as their goal to advance the rule of law and respect for individual human rights, 

were at their highest during the decade between 1990 and 2000 – i.e., between the 

end of the Cold War and the beginning of the War on Terror. But the time when Canada 

was “the middle power par excellence” (Holbraad 1971, 81) is now in the distant past. 

Traditional middle powers are becoming increasingly vulnerable to forces shaping the 

world; to the point that George Haynal, Senior Fellow, Munk School of Global Affairs 

and Public Policy, University of Toronto, refers to the “extinction of the Middle Powers” 

(Haynal 2024). 

 

On the opposite, ‘new’, emerging powers have a greater weight on the global stage. 

Most of them are part of the so-called ‘Global South’4 spanning Africa, Asia, Latin 

America, and the Middle East.  

 
New MP’ Reserves of Critical Minerals 

 
Consulted on Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner, 2024, 8, Fig. 6 

Qatar is a case-in-point. A relatively young state – it got independent in 1971 -, 

deprived from any of the attributes of power, Qatar holds 858 trillion cubic feet of 

proven gas reserves as of 2017, ranking third in the world and accounting for about 

12% of the world's total natural gas reserves. The Emirate is the first world exporter of 

 

 

4 The term ‘Global South’ appears to have been first used in 1969 by the American political activist Carl 

Oglesby. It has been used increasingly in the social sciences and has become a ‘common ground’ concept for 

inequality studies, international Cooperation, economics and international law (see Lira 2022 and Heine 2023).  
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liquefied natural gas (LNG).5 Qatar’s practice of “hedging” – a national security or 

alignment strategy undertaken by one state toward another, featuring a mix of 

cooperative and confrontational elements and preserving good relations with the main 

actors (Ciorciari & Haacke 2019) – and of “niche diplomacy” – the ability to become 

internationally influential on a sectoral or niche basis (Cooper 1997) – has become an 

art. Qatar managed to preserve good relations with Iran, its dangerous neighbor, while 

becoming one of Washington’s privileged allies in the region. The Doha regime 

established unofficial trade relations with the State of Israel in 1996, the first amongst 

all nations of the Arabian Peninsula after Oman reportedly did, but continued 

supporting the Lebanese Hezbollah which fights against Israel. It hosts the huge U.S. 

Central Command’s (USCENTCOM or CENTCOM) forward headquarters at Al Udeid 

Air Base on its territory, but maintained a close relationship with the Afghan Taliban 

and the Muslim Brotherhood. With invaluable jewels on its crown, such as the global 

investment organization Qatar Investment Authority (QIA) and the Al Jazeera media 

network, host of the FIFA World Cup in 2022, Qatar has tried to forge the image of a 

“good global citizen”, without avoiding accusations of corruption and support of 

terrorism. Although Qatar’s experience remains unique, it confirms that the limited size 

of a country is not an obstacle to its status as middle power. 

 

The BRICS+ symbolize new middle powers’ efforts to define themselves within a 

greater collective, advance shared interests and address common concerns. A club 

born in 2009 out of dissatisfaction with Western-dominated global governance 

mechanisms, the BRICS+ has become a rule-setting group. Since its expansion at the 

Johannesburg Summit in August 2023, the group's appeal has been unprecedented, 

and the momentum is growing. Early 2024, the BRICS expanded to include Iran, Saudi 

Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt, and Ethiopia. Thirty countries have since 

applied for membership, including Azerbaijan, Cuba, Thailand, Türkiye and Malaysia, 

paving the way for a future opening towards South-East Asia; Indonesia already joined 

in January 2025. “The doors are open, we're not excluding anyone”, declared Vladimir 

Putin at an economic forum in Moscow on 18 October 2024. 

 

4. Multi-alignment as a ‘credo’ 

After Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, non-alignment has become an attractive option for 

middle powers in the Global South. The new non-aligned camp – very different from 

the original Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) of the Cold War, marked by European 

decolonization and newly independent states of the 1960s - argues that the best course 

of action is to rigorously abstain from choosing sides between China and the United 

States as well as between Russia and Ukraine. With regards to the war in Ukraine, 

 

 

5 https://www.worldometers.info/gas/qatar-natural-gas/.  

https://www.worldometers.info/gas/qatar-natural-gas/
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“free riding” or “fence sitting” middle powers – a negative trait that Bernard Wood had 

already seen (Wood 1988, 21) - are, in effect, choosing not to choose. They reject 

zero-sum geopolitical binaries. They take a position and vote in international fora 

according to their interests and not according to strict ideological alignments. At the 

March 2022 U.N. General Assembly special session on Ukraine, 52 governments from 

the Global South did not support Western sanctions against Russia, despite Moscow’s 

blatant violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty (United Nations 2022a). A month thereafter, 

82 Southern states refused to back Western efforts to suspend Russia from the U.N. 

Human Rights Council (United Nations 2022b). These included key middle powers 

such as Indonesia, South Africa, Ethiopia, Brazil and Mexico, a few among what The 

Economist calls the ‘transactional 25’, the twenty-five biggest economies that have sat 

on the fence on the Ukraine war, or wish to remain non-aligned in the Sino-American 

confrontation, or both (The Economist 2023). The members of this group vary 

significantly in terms of wealth and political systems. Yet they have some common 

ground. Together with India, they represent 45 percent of the world’s population and 

their share of global GDP has risen from 11 percent in 1992 to 18 percent in 2023, 

more than the EU’s.  

 

New middle powers are also at ease in what Trine Flockhart sees as “the coming multi-

order world” (Flockhart 2016), what Amitav Acharya comprehends as the ‘Multiplex’. 

For the Indian-born Canadian scholar and distinguished professor of International 

Relations at the American University in Washington, D.C., a multiplex world is not 

defined by the hegemony of any single nation or idea but constituted of a “complex of 

multiple, crosscutting international orders” (Acharya 2017, 272) accommodating new 

actors and approaches that do not succumb to the West’s commands and preferences. 

It is a “world of multiple modernities”, where Western liberal modernity is only a part of 

what is offered (Acharya 2017, 277). For Indian Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam 

Jaishankar, multipolarity and multi-alignment have become “the natural state of the 

world” (Jaishankar 2020, 12), effectively used by new middle powers as a shield 

against being caught up in superpower or regional conflicts. New middle powers seek 

to exploit great-power rivalry to advance their own interests. Former CIA Director 

William Burns referred to this category as the “hedging middle,” because the members 

are “intent on diversifying their relationships in order to expand their strategic autonomy 

and maximize their options,” and they “see little benefit and lots of risk in monogamous 

geopolitical relationships” (Burns 2023). ‘Forum-shopping’ is the new rule, through 

issue-centric arrangements of smaller and more concise groups which have a narrow 

focus (Abbas 2022).  
 

The multi-aligned midle power par excellence, Türkiye can, at the same time, belong 

to the military Atlantic Alliance, while acquiring Russian S-400 missile defense 

systems, getting close to open hostility with another NATO ally (Greece, supported by 

France) and holding Sweden’s bid for NATO membership hostage during nearly two 

years. It can remain the U.S.’s close partner, while applying to the BRICS+ group 
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(Gökay 2024) and appearing on the family photo of the China-driven Shanghai Co-

operation Organization’s (SCO) summit in Samarkand, in September 2022. The 

question is how long this ‘between two worlds’ schizophrenic approach will be 

sustainable. Brazil and South Africa, two middle powers of the post–Cold War period, 

have also entered a prolonged phase of ambivalence and face critical choices in their 

foreign policy. 

 

5. Troublemakers, as long as it does not endanger their 

economic prosperity 

It is the essence of the new middle powers to contest and re-design the world order. 

For these countries, the existing order does not address their security needs, their 

existential concerns about food and finances, or transnational threats such as climate 

change. They want to see greater equality on the UN Security Council, through the 

addition of more permanent members and an end to veto power, which they see as 

ineffective and undemocratic (Stewart et al. 2023). Although countries such as South 

Africa or Brazil have traditionally been seen as contributors to the so-called liberal 

order, it is increasingly argued that they are now acting as contesters with a 

destabilizing effect. They promote alternative international institutions and groupings, 

such as, among others, the Asia Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the New 

Development Bank (NDB, which coins itself the Multilateral Development Bank for the 

Global South) and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), a ‘laboratory’ for 

new narratives, concepts, rules and standards. Many middle powers distrust 

multilateral institutions like the Bretton Woods institutions or the G7 because they see 

them as monopolized by or too beholden to the great powers.  

 

The new middle powers endorse their reputation of “troublemakers”, but as long as 

their economic interests, which play an important role in shaping their foreign policy, 

are not jeopardized. The middle powers’ statecraft is shaped in large part by their drive 

for economic security. Although Efstathopoulos admits that “reformism” is a defining 

characteristic of southern middle powers, the Professor at Aberystwyth University calls 

for “rethinking Southern reformism” (Efstathopoulos 2023, 219). For the new middle 

powers, reformism comes second to economic pragmatism. Here as well, Türkiye’s 

lonely abstention at the United Nations vote on December 14, 2022, is emblematic of 

the foreign policy of a country that strides the divide between Europe and Asia, East 

and West, North and South. When the UN General Assembly approved a resolution in 

favor of a New International Economic Order, 123 member states, largely the countries 

of Africa, Asia and Latin America, voted in favor, only 50 cast a ballot against, and 

Ankara was the only one to hide behind a prudent ‘no choice’ position (Norton 2022). 

Similarly, Saudi Arabia views the liberal international order through a pragmatic lens. 

It values the stability and economic opportunities provided by this order but diverges 

significantly over political governance and regional strategies (Vakil 2025, 62). 
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Source: Norton, 2022 

 

 

As Senem Aydin-Düzgit highlights, in most cases, these middle powers’ contestation 

of the international order is closely related to their domestic politics. For instance, in 

the case of Türkiye, contestation is often underpinned by the dynamics of regime 

security, hence the government’s survival prospects (Aydin-Düzgit 2024). 

 

6. Can new MP still act as ‘honest brokers’? 

Traditionally, a middle power was considered “as potentially wiser, more virtuous, and 

more trustworthy in its recourse to diplomatic influence rather than to force, and less 

selfish when taking responsibility for the creation and maintenance of the global order” 

(Kim 2021, 51). The vision of traditional middle powers was characterized by such traits 

as discretion, mediation, coalition- and consensus-building, multilateralism, 

compromise brokerage, maintaining international order (Stephen 2013, 38), the 

“promot(ion of) cohesion and stability in the world system” (Jordaan 2003, 165). 

 

Today the situation is more ambiguous. What applies to Australia and Canada in the 

vision of Cooper, Higgott and Nossal – a tendency to embrace compromise positions 

in international disputes, “good international citizenship” to guide their diplomacy, 

acting as “catalysts, facilitators, and managers”, promotion of environmental protection 

and human rights (Cooper, Higgott & Nossal 1993, 19, 25-26) – might not apply to 

South Africa suing Israel to the International Court of Justice for accusations of 
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genocide, nor to Brazilian President Lula da Silva refusing to see his Ukrainian 

counterpart in the midst of a raging war. Is “the term ‘Bridge’ (…) a keyword in middle 

power diplomacy” (Lee et al. 2015, 4)? Not any longer. Middle powers’ “soft balancing” 

(Flemes 2009, 406) of the world order is less and less “soft”. New middle powers do 

not loyally support the norms and rules of the international system like the old ones did 

(Stephen 2013, 48). Many middle powers of the Global South have clearly become 

‘counter-hegemonic’ forces or ‘spoilers’ (Oosterveld & Torossian 2018). Sometimes, 

they directly or indirectly fuel religious and ethnic animosities, like Saudi Arabia in the 

bloody conflict in Yemen. They often share a common authoritarian political culture. 

They converge around the cult of strongmen and nationalist passions, creating a 

solidarity between Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, Narendra Modi, Jair Bolsonaro and his 

successor Lula da Silva, Recep Tayyip Erdogan or Crown Prince Mohammed bin 

Salman, the de facto leader of Saudi Arabia. 

 

There is more. New middle powers’ multi-alignment fits well with Russia and China’s 

vision.  

 

As Christopher Chivvis and Beatrix Geaghan-Breiner explain, emerging middle powers 

are less able to absorb the economic costs of international conflict. For many, their 

economies have been more vulnerable to the inflationary shock to food prices that 

Russia’s war on important grain exporter Ukraine and blockade of the Black Sea 

caused. In addition, they see important future gains from economic cooperation with 

China and Russia, especially where that promises investment or technology. They also 

derive a large share of their GDP from exports, which can make them highly vulnerable 

to external economic disruptions. For example, Brazil’s agricultural and food sector 

generates about one-third of its GDP, and Nigeria and Saudi Arabia are heavily 

dependent on oil exports. Their capacity to absorb shocks, such as the one that Europe 

underwent to end its reliance on Russian energy, is more limited than that of the 

developed economies of Asia and the West (Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner 2024, 27-30). 

All of this makes them disinclined to sacrifice economic ties with Russia or China and 

hesitant to isolate and exclude Russia from international fora as well as to openly 

disavow China’s critiques of the existing world order and its U.S.-led institutions. 

 

Beyond this interest-based approach, many middle powers have found Moscow’s and 

Beijing’s calls for an end to “Western hegemony” and proposals for alternative versions 

of world order attractive. The Global South has been used by China as leverage to 

form an anti-Western front with the emerging middle powers. In the Middle East and 

sub-Saharan Africa, China challenges the rules of the liberal international system and 

builds spheres of influence, for instance through the South–South Human Rights 

Forum organized by the China Society for Human Rights Studies and hosted in Beijing 
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in December 2017.6 It is constructing an alternative international order in the functional 

areas of politics, economics, and foreign aid to interact with these regions (Murphy 

2022). The Belt-and-Road initiative (BRI) can be understood as an overarching 

initiative that encompasses aspects of China’s emerging order: cooperation fora, free 

trade agreements, agricultural technology demonstration centers, foreign aid norms, 

and strategic partnerships. China’s Global Security Initiative (GSI), based on 

‘indivisible security’ and ‘true multilateralism’ – in opposition to the selective 

multilateralism that characterizes, in Beijing’s eyes, U.S. foreign policy - is also part of 

this alternative international order (Arase 2023; Van Oudenaren 2022). China 

consistently calls for respect for sovereignty, non-intervention, and non-interference in 

its political interactions with these regions, without bothering them on questions of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms. In 2023, China managed to broker a 

spectacular rapprochement between two middle powers which are not well-known for 

their unconditional respect for human rights, Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

 
The new MP’ openness to China’s alternative initiatives 

 Asian 
Insfrastructure 

Investment Bank 

Belt & Road 
Initiative 

BRICS Shanghai 
Cooperation 

Organization (SCO) 

Saudi Arabia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ (observer) 

South Africa ✓ ✓ ✓ ✕ 

Türkiye ✓ ✓ ✕ ✓ (observer) 

Indonesia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✕ 

Brazil ✓ ✕ ✓ ✕ 

Nigeria ✓ ✓ ✕ ✕ 

Mexico ✕ ✕ ✕ ✕ 

 
Source: Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner, 2024, 22, Table 3. 

 

The Soviet Union quickly realized that cooperation with and co-option of the non-

aligned countries were more productive than working against them (Menon 2022a). 

Russia has been instrumentalizing the Soviet past to serve its present political 

purposes. In its dealings with Indonesia, Mexico, and South Africa, Russia draws on 

historical Soviet support for anticolonial movements. Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 

has positioned Russia on the side of countries that stand against the West’s alleged 

attempts to falsify history, to erase the memory of the crimes of the colonizers, 

including genocide. Such rhetoric has been particularly effective in South Africa, where 

Moscow’s support for the ruling African National Congress (ANC) contrasts with 

Washington’s inaction during the apartheid era. Many of the party’s leaders were 

 

 

6 See the Beijing Declaration adopted by the Forum, 8 Dec. 2017, 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201712/08/WS5a2aaa68a310eefe3e99ef85.html). 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201712/08/WS5a2aaa68a310eefe3e99ef85.html
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educated in the Soviet Union or in Russia. Their strong identification to Moscow with 

opposition to Western colonialism has led to a sense that they owe a “liberation debt” 

to today’s Russia - a sentiment the Russian authorities have cultivated. The result is 

an “almost naive adoration of Russia” based on the ruling elite’s perception of the 

“glorious Soviet Union” (Hamilton & Stent 2023). South Africa’s entry into the BRICS+ 

raised further skepticism about the country’s ‘non alignment’, the maxim of its foreign 

policy, a concept brandished whenever Pretoria is accused of failing to uphold its own 

fundamental values and those enshrined in the UN Charter by not condemning 

Russia’s aggression (Fabricius 2023). At the United Nations, South African leaders 

abstained from resolutions condemning Russian aggression. They warmly welcomed 

Lavrov on his visit to Pretoria on January 23, 2023. The ANC Youth League sent 

observers to Russia’s sham referenda to justify annexation of Ukrainian provinces. In 

February 2023, Pretoria held ten days of joint naval drills ‘Mosi II’ in the Indian Ocean with the 

Russian and Chinese forces, coinciding with the first anniversary of the invasion of 

Ukraine. In May 2023, Reuben Brigety, the U.S. Ambassador, said that South-African 

weapons had been delivered to Russia, an information confirmed by the New-York-

based independent media Semafor (Mkokeli 2023). However, the current Cyril 

Ramaphosa administration has sought to restore South Africa’s image as a supporter 

of liberal values, with a renewed commitment to justice, democracy and human rights 

that reconnects with Nelson Mandela’s humanitarian internationalism (Efstathopoulos 

2021, 396). 

 

The United Arab Emirates stands out as one of a few countries keen to maintain a 

neutral, if not supportive, stance towards Moscow. Beyond solidarity between oil-

producing states and close relationship between Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 

UAE’s President, and Vladimir Putin, personal linkages have been forged between key 

nodes in both countries’ governance networks (Krieg 2023).  The UAE abstained at 

the UN Security Council vote on Ukraine on February 27, 2022. In April 2023, U.S. 

spies caught Russian intelligence officers boasting that they had convinced the oil-rich 

Emirates to work together against U.S. and UK intelligence agencies (Merchant, 

Knickmeyer & Gambrell 2023). At the end of 2021, Abu Dhabi cancelled the purchase 

of 50 American F-35 worth $23 billion, in response to Washington's conditions on 

technology transfers; in February 2022, the Emirate acquired a dozen Chinese Hongdu 

L-15 fighter trainers, based on its desire to diversify its military purchases. By all 

accounts, Abu Dhabi has become one of the most important strategic partners of the 

Putin regime. 

 

Like the UAE, Saudi Arabia has not taken kindly to the lack of U.S. support in the war 

against Houthi separatism in Yemen. The American withdrawal from Afghanistan has 

convinced Arab leaders of the unreliability of their American ally. The Saudi Kingdom, 

a nation Joe Biden once pledged to make a "pariah" over its human rights record and 

the 2018 murder of Jamal Khashoggi, a U.S.-based journalist who wrote for the 

Washington Post, has demonstrated increasing support for Russia’s interests while 
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distancing itself from U.S. influence. After having humiliated President Biden in 

refusing to consent to U.S. presidential requests to increase oil production or follow the 

U.S. lead in isolating Russia over its invasion of Ukraine (“Simply, I do not care,” Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman said in an interview to The Atlantic (Wood 2022)), in 

October 2022 Riyadh colluded with Russia within the OPEC+ group to agree steep oil 

production cuts, curbing supply in an already tight market. Saudi Arabia seems 

determined to take full advantage of the multipolar world that is succeeding the era of 

American omnipotence: “We are allies, not lackeys", Faisal Abbas, chief redactor of 

the Saudian media Arab News, said (quoted in Barthe 2023). By giving Xi Jinping a 

‘red carpet’ treatment worthy of an American president, on September 9, 2022, and 

chairing the 2022 China-Arab States Summit, Mohammed Bin Salman made it clear 

that he has a plan B in case the United States tries to isolate him again. What Danielle 

Pletka, distinguished senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, calls 

‘Qatarization’ now affects all the Gulf States, i.e. the tendency to hedge against U.S. 

power (Pletka 2022).  

 

President Lula da Silva’s efforts to end the Russia-Ukraine war seemed to favor 

President Putin, at Ukraine’s expense. Already during the presidential campaign 

before starting his second mandate, Lula mocked Zelensky as a “nice comedian” and 

deemed him “as responsible as Putin for the war” (The Guardian 2022). Visiting Brazil 

in April 2023, Sergei Lavrov paid tribute to his Brazilian friends for their “clear understanding 

of the genesis of the situation" in Ukraine (Wright 2023). During a trip to Beijing that same 

year, Lula reiterated his “firm support to the One China Principle, the government of 

the People’s Republic of China being the sole legitimate government of the whole of 

China, and Taiwan being an inseparable part of the Chinese territory” (Ministério das 

Relaçōes Exteriores 2023). 

 

In Algiers, where he was received on May 10, 2022 with all the honours, S. Lavrov 

“particularly noted our Algerian friends' understanding of the whole complex of 

problems that have to do with the current situation on Ukrainian territory” (Lavrov 

2022). Algerian President Abdelmadjid Tebboune drew irony and disbelief when he 

called Vladimir Putin a “friend of humanity” during his visit to Moscow in June 2023. 

Algeria features among the 37 countries which abstained on the UNSC resolutions 

condemning Russia’s intervention. In exchange, Moscow supported Algeria’s 

candidature for a non-permanent seat at the UNSC – which Algiers obtained in June 

2023 – as well as its application to BRICS membership. 

 

Countries like Indonesia, Brazil, South Africa, Mexico, Saudi Arabia and the United 

Arab Emirates have refused to sacrifice their national interests to punish Russia. They 

became part of the “World Community”, a concept recently forged by Russia which 

refers to the non-Western countries that have no binding relationships with the United 

States and the organizations it patronizes (Silaev 2024). Middle powers’ traditional 

‘brokerage diplomacy’ (Lee et al. 2015, 4) and role as mediator appear, therefore, 
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significantly weakened. This does not mean that the new middle powers are not trying 

to contribute to the stabilization of our changing world order. Saudi Arabia hosted a 

conference of the Syrian opposition (Kalin & Al-Khalidi 2017). Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman has emerged as a middleman on Ukraine. In October 2022, 

Mohammed Ben Zayed, the President of the UAE, travelled to Saint-Petersburg in 

order to meet with Vladimir Putin. Qatar, the UAE’s rival, is the host for contacts and 

negotiation between the Taliban and the international community, and has recently 

hosted a meeting between President Tshisekedi of Democratic Republic of Congo and 

its rival Paul Kagame of Rwanda. Nevertheless, I believe that L. Andersen’s vision of 

MP as “stabilizing” powers (Riis Andersen 2019, 49) is less and less verified. Even 

when trying to mediate, new middle powers are of no real help. They are now, at best, 

largely reduced to mitigating the resulting suffering – rather than defusing conflict 

(Haynal 2024). 

 

The time when the IBSA states7 could be considered by the United States as “swing 

states” in the West’s confrontation with China and Russia (Stephen 2013, 50) is over. 

In reality, the ‘multipolarity’ concept and the ‘active’ non-alignment of the South are 

placed under the sign of misalignment with the West. The war in Ukraine has revealed 

the rift between the West and the emerging powers of the Global South. “While the 

West is in the stage of processing the why and how of contestation by these countries, 

anti-Western global powers rush to appeal to the grievances and demands of these 

players.” (Aydin-Düzgit 2024). On the opening day of the 2023 Munich security 

Conference, French President Emmanuel Macron said he had been “shocked by how 

much credibility we are losing,” referring to the West’s diminished status in the eyes of 

the rest of the world (Macron 2023). At the same event, Josep Borrell, the EU’s foreign 

affairs chief, acknowledged “how powerful the Russian narrative is.” 

 

7. The liberal-democratic norms as the new line of 

demarcation 

In 2019, Roland Paris, professor of international affairs at the Graduate School of 

Public and International Affairs, University of Ottawa, advocated that middle powers 

could save the liberal world order. I am highly skeptical, unless we restrict the list of 

middle powers to Japan, Germany, the UK, France, Canada, South Korea and 

Australia, as this expert does (Paris 2019, 3). Jordaan’s suggestion to ‘‘restrict the 

middle power term to mid-range states that provide active support to the liberal 

international order’’ (Jordaan 2017, 395 & 405) appears tragically out of date.  

 

 

 

7 The IBSA Dialogue Forum (India, Brazil, South Africa), an international tripartite grouping for promoting 

international cooperation among these countries, has been superseded by the BRICS. 
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On the contrary, new middle powers’ multiplex world is likely to be more economic and 

less political and ideological, especially compared to the West’s promotion of 

democracy and human rights. This absence of strong values is precisely what makes 

an ensemble like the BRICS so attractive. New middle powers’ fascination towards 

illiberal / authoritarian models that promote alternative approaches to the liberal 

international order (LIO) seems on the rise. Recent backsliding in liberal reforms in 

emerging middle powers tends to protect and legitimize leaders with authoritarian 

tendencies. C. Efstathopoulos remarks that, while Southern middle powers appear as 

leading candidates for a supportive role to the liberal order due to their historical 

commitment to internationalism, coalition building with like-minded democracies and 

activism within multilateral institutions, they often appear ambivalent in their foreign 

policies, restricted in their collaboration with other democracies and selective in their 

multilateral initiatives: “as certain Western democracies face the challenge of populism, 

and as certain Southern powers project their authoritarian credentials, the middle 

powers of the Global South face the critical question of whether, and to what extent, 

they can engage with the liberal international order” (Efstathopoulos 2021, 384-385; 

also see Aydin 2021). Türkiye constitutes an ideal case of an emerging middle power 

which turned towards authoritarianism and has intensified its contestation of the LIO in 

the past decade (Aydin-Dürzgit, 2023). Concerns about the strength of democracy in 

other countries are a lower priority for middle powers, no matter how democratic they 

are. “Interests supersede values when it comes to how the emerging powers approach 

the world.” (Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner 2024, 39). Even where these emerging powers 

voice concerns about human rights, this does not preclude them from maintaining 

friendly relations with Russia and China. “The era of liberal hegemony is past”, Acharya 

tells us, and we should be open to “new concepts and theories, and hence to new 

possibilities of world order that have no precedent in history” (Acharya 2017, 283). 

Before signing up to the West’s requirements, new middle powers with aspirations for 

regional dominance intend to extract maximum concessions (Sahay 2022a). The West 

could be fast to adapt to this new reality and tempted to lower its standards. “As the 

international political landscape comes to be defined by the U.S.-China rivalry, the 

scope for democracy promotion and humanitarian intervention will shrink”, Brian 

Carlson warns (Carlson 2023). 

 

As former Indian national security adviser Shivshankar Menon writes: “A kind of 

anarchy is creeping into international relations – not anarchy in the strict sense of the 

term, but rather the absence of a central organizing principle or hegemon. No single 

power can dictate the terms of the current order, and the major powers do not 

subscribe to a clear set of principles and norms; it’s hard to establish the rules of the 

road when so many countries are on their own paths” (Menon 2022b). New middle 

powers’ hedging and purely transactional multiplex world – what Acharya calls 

“pragmatic globalism” (Acharya 2017, 282) - promises to be brutal and extremely 

hectic; rather a world disorder than a world order. The good old realpolitik serves as a 

compass - precisely what the UN pact in 1946 and the post-World War II order rejected. 
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No permanent friends, no permanent enemies, only permanent interests. This 

opportunistic pluralism does not imply much risk during ‘good weather’, but it starts to 

be perilous in time of crisis and war. We can fear extreme instability, heightened 

unpredictability and, ultimately, an exacerbation of tensions. On human rights and 

many other issues, the West should not underestimate the elites of the Global South 

in their renewed efforts to chart an independent course (Sahay 2022b). 

 

8. Why it is crucial to win back the new Middle Powers 

“Mind the Middle Powers!” (Sweijs & Mazarr 2023). In an increasingly tense stand-off 

between the ‘West’, on one hand, and China and Russia, on the other hand, how other 

nations seek to navigate to promote their own national interest is a key challenge. The 

West has limited ability to influence the trajectory of emerging middle powers. But it 

cannot ignore them. It needs a strategy toward them that avoids overreaching in a 

fruitless effort to win them to its side. The challenge is to counter Russia and China’s 

narrative and show these countries that the most fruitful opportunities on the long term 

lie with Western partners. 

 

The following recommendations can be offered, that would allow European countries 

to navigate the ‘Multiplex’ and act with long-term strategic purpose as they engage with 

the new middle powers. 

 

• More assertively market the tangible benefits offered by the liberal-democratic 

model, in terms of, inter alia, accountability, political representation and the curbing 

of the abuse of power. We need to swiftly reinvigorate our own vision of a desirable 

international order based on universal rights, including towards citizens and public 

opinion.  

 

• Increase and disseminate awareness on and step up our efforts to check the 

influence of the Russian and Chinese authoritarian models among local leaders 

and societies. China and Russia’s posture with regards to new middle powers 

suffers from certain inherent weaknesses, which will sooner or later come to light. 

Countering Russian narratives can go through initiatives that build on Western 

strengths and address the needs and interests of the middle powers. In Brazil, 

Indonesia, Mexico and South Africa, there is a generational gap in attitudes toward 

Moscow. Older elites tend to associate today’s Russia with the Soviet Union’s 

political positions, and they may still talk about ‘Western neocolonialism’ while 

ignoring the colonial nature of Russia’s war in Ukraine and Putin’s lament of the 

breakup of the Soviet empire. But younger people with no memories of Soviet times 

and no personal connections to Russia are less sympathetic (Hamilton & Stent 
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2023). EUvsDisinfo, the EU’s flagship project in response to foreign information 

manipulation and interference (FIMI) threats, could be further mobilized.8 

 

• Re-engage with the Global South, the new battleground for hearts and minds 

(Speck 2023). Emerging countries have expressed their collective frustration at 

decades of perceived Western heavy-handedness in global governance. Many of 

the states that symbolize the best of the ‘Multiplex’ have steadily lost faith in the 

legitimacy and fairness of the international system, which risks paving the way for 

Russia’s storytelling in favour of a multipolar world. “We feel very strongly that the 

developing world’s voice has not been heard enough (…). We want to be part of the 

global conversation”, Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, Minister of Foreign Affairs 

of Saudi Arabia, said at the 2022 World Policy Conference.9 Therefore, we must 

urgently create a ‘new contract’ between the North and the South in order to 

“reconcile legitimate interests and the common good” (Macron 2022). We must bring 

the concerns of the South – reform of the UN security Council, of voting shares at 

the IMF and the World Bank, of the World Trade Organization - to the forefront of 

the international agenda. We need to embrace demands from emerging countries 

for a greater say in the international arena. Having been confined to the role of rule-

takers, India, Brazil, and South Africa indeed want a greater role for developing 

nations when it comes to shaping international rules.  Solutions in areas like human 

rights, peace and security will only be acceptable if they are being made with the 

participation of countries in the Global South. 

 

• Focus on negotiating interest-based deals with new middle powers while 

cordoning off areas of disagreement. These might include, inter alia, tailored 

market access and investment agreements, agreements on technology 

manufacturing, energy transition initiatives, efforts to combat deforestation, efforts 

to build public health infrastructure, and infrastructure investments. EU’s Global 

Gateway could pave the way.10 In some cases, providing security assistance can 

serve the West’s interests (Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner 2024, 2). 

 

• Advance ad hoc coalitions with the new middle powers. Although forming real 

alliances is out of reach, “now is no longer the time for bloc geopolitics, but rather to 

build concrete coalitions for action in order to reconcile legitimate interests and the 

common good”, French President Emmanuel Macron said at the UN General 

Assembly in 2022 (Macron 2022). Despite frustration with the most inequitable 

international institutions, such as the UN Security Council or the International 

 

 

8 https://euvsdisinfo.eu.  
9 Prince Faisal bin Farhan Al Saud, closing conversation at the 15th edition of the World Policy Conference, 9-11 
Dec. 2022, Abu Dhabi, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ed9Zzmkkxlg.  
10 https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-
gateway_en.  

https://euvsdisinfo.eu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ed9Zzmkkxlg
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-gateway_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/stronger-europe-world/global-gateway_en
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Monetary Fund, emerging middle powers are not in a doomsday mood when it 

comes to multilateralism, international cooperation and global governance. 

 

• Promote models in the Global South and collaborative efforts encompassing the 

major rising democratic powers, to hold the line on core precepts of the liberal-

democratic order. Brazil, Mexico and South Africa, among others, seem willing to 

improve domestic human rights conditions. Liberal middle powers will prove to be 

crucial actors in mediating and bridging the diverging interests of “traditional” powers 

and emerging states in the Global South.  

 

• Accept that some of these middle powers will maintain close diplomatic, 

economic, and sometimes security relationships with China and probably 

Russia (Chivvis & Geaghan-Breiner 2024, 2). At the same time, the West should 

respond positively to their interest in acting as mediators between Russia and 

Ukraine when the time is right, given their experience in their own regions. 

 

• Restore multilateralism and pass the torch to the United Nations. This can work 

through the creation of a new type of global governance. “We need to rebuild the 

UN, to include more countries and more people. If we do that, we can start to 

improve the world” (Lula da Silva 2022). With the slogan “Multilateral solutions for a 

better tomorrow”, The UN Summit of the Future in 2024 provided with an opportunity 

to put these issues back at the center.  

 

Austria can play a role with regard to the middle powers. Vienna’s situation as a 

multilateral ‘hub’ (UN agencies, IAEA, OPEC) offers a forum where middle powers can 

express their voice. Austria’s historical neutrality, which – contrary to Finland and 

Sweden - resisted the 2022 tectonic shift, makes it a logical place for international 

summits and negotiation processes, such as the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action (JCPoA) on Iranian nuclear deal. However, what Christoph Schwarz calls a 

perception of “performative neutrality” that maintains constitutional form while 

exhibiting practical alignment with Western liberal-democratic and foreign and security 

policy frameworks (Schwarz 2025, 47), might reduce Austria’s ability to act as credible 

mediator or bridge-builder in today’s international environment. After Vienna became 

part of the ESSI, the air defense system planned by European NATO countries, 

Russian Ambassador Dmitry Lyubinsky notably described Austria’s military neutrality 

as “a political sham”, citing its alignment with the “aggressive NATO bloc” (Tass 2024, 

interpreted by Schwarz 2025, 37). Due to the convergence between Russian positions 

and certain middle powers, as described above, these middle powers may turn away 

from Vienna as well. 
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