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	Over the past twenty years, norms and middle powers have become intimately intertwined. Norms have become a powerful explanatory variable in international relations over the past generation. In an anarchic international environment that nevertheless exhibits a striking degree of compliance with behavioral expectations in the absence of an overarching authority that can compel sovereign states to engage in specific actions, many analysts and scholars have specifically cited norms as the causal explanation for this seemingly irrational outcome.
	Norms do not spread on their own, though; they require the intervention of norm entrepreneurs to spread the gospel and encourage states to make the norm’s precepts an integral part of their identity. Often times, this role of norm entrepreneur has fallen to middle powers—the so-called “good international citizens” who can mediate disputes and maintain cooperative relationships with a wide range of states. These middle powers avail themselves of their inoffensive standing within the international community to promote the embrace and adoption of new norms through vigorous diplomacy and multilateral channels.
	While norms and the role played by middle powers have acted as useful tools for understanding international cooperation and the spread of new standards like the promoting the concept of human security[footnoteRef:1], the rejection of apartheid[footnoteRef:2], and the prohibition against the use of nuclear weapons[footnoteRef:3], it is not clear whether our collective understanding of the relationship between middle powers and norms has kept up with the contemporary global arrangements in which we find ourselves. Most of the studies on the role of middle powers in promoting norms locate themselves within the context of the Cold War and its attendant bipolarity. The states lumped together as middle powers are almost exclusively Western European. These scenarios no longer reflect the world in which we live, which raises the question of whether our conceptions of middle powers are even relevant today. [1:  Prosper Bernard, Jr., “Canada and human security: from the Axworthy Doctrine to middle power internationalism,” American Review of Canadian Studies 36:2 (2006), 233-261.]  [2:  Audie Klotz, Norms in International Relations: The Struggle Against Apartheid (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999)]  [3:  Nina Tannenwald, The Nuclear Taboo: The United States and the Non-Use of Nuclear Weapons since 1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).] 

	In this paper, I want to simultaneously dismantle the relevance of middle powers to our understanding of the spread of norms and demonstrate how middle powers can still play a role in norm transmission and acceptance. While the original conception of this relationship may be anachronistic, it would be premature to summarily dismiss any relationship. Instead, we need to qualify the concept and more precisely identify the circumstances in which middle powers play this intermediary role.
	This paper proceeds in five sections. First, I briefly describe what norms are and how they operate within the international community. Second, I define middle powers as traditionally defined in international relations and describe the role they have played in the promulgation and transmissions of norms in international society. Third, I describe what has traditionally given middle powers a special role and how their ideological commitments lent themselves to norm promotion. Fourth, I highlight three key reasons why our conceptions of the relationship between middle powers and norms is no longer relevant to modern global interactions. Finally, I consider what the changing role of middle powers might mean for our larger understanding of the role of norms in international relations.

Norm(s)!
Finnemore defines norms as “shared expectations about appropriate behavior held by a community of actors.”[footnoteRef:4] A norm spells out how members of a group believe each other should act. It may or may not be explicitly codified, but members of a community understand the standards expected by the norm and hold each other accountable for conducting themselves in a manner consistent with it. It both constrains and enables action by defining the boundaries of acceptable behavior.[footnoteRef:5] For example, the norm of sovereignty posits that one state does not have the right to interfere or intervene in the affairs of another state. States shared an understanding that following the norm of sovereignty was appropriate behavior for members of the international community, and those who violated the norm faced possible sanctioning. This was not necessarily spelled out formally by international law or treaties (though it certainly has been since the norm first emerged), but was a shared social expectation. This social aspect is crucial, since norms can and will change as shared understandings change. To return to the sovereignty example, the behavioral expectations that go along with it today are radically different than those from previous eras,[footnoteRef:6] and continue to evolve today.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Martha Finnemore, National Interests in International Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996): 22.]  [5:  Audie Klotz, Norms in International Relations: the Struggle Against Apartheid (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995): 25-27.]  [6:  Rodney Bruce Hall, National Collective Identity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999).]  [7:  Martha Finnemore, The Purpose of Intervention (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003); Nicholas J. Wheeler, Saving Strangers: Humanitarian Intervention and International Society, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).] 

Norms go beyond simple behavioral modifications, though. States begin to re-envision their own identities as they embrace a norm. As states internalize new standards of behavior, they come to new understandings of themselves. They answer the question “who am I?” in a different manner. States are willing to forego the costs associated with upholding normative precepts because these norms are constitutive of how the state sees itself. When a state fails to live up to these behavioral expectations, they justify their actions by referencing the norm itself. In an important sense, the state has violated its own understanding of who it is. Instead of taking actions to abide by the rules, states take certain actions and engage in certain behaviors (and refrain from others) because “Good people do (or do not do) X in situations A, B, and C.”[footnoteRef:8] They connect their preferences to policy choices and instruments in different ways as their self-understandings change.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  James Fearon, “What is identity (as we now use the word)?” Unpublished manuscript, page 29. Online. Available HTTP: < https://www.stanford.edu/group/fearon-research/cgi-bin/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/What-is-Identity-as-we-now-use-the-word-.pdf> (accessed 7 March 2014).]  [9:  Paul Kowert and Jeffrey Legro, “Norms, identity, and their limits: a theoretical reprise,” in The Culture of National Security, Peter J. Katzenstein (ed.) (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996): 463.] 

Finnemore and Sikkink offer a three-stage “life cycle” for norms. In the first stage, a norm emerges and is championed by norm entrepreneurs. These entrepreneurs use their organizational platforms to promote the norm to members of the international community. They actively promote the norm as “appropriate or desirable behavior in their community.”[footnoteRef:10] They must persuade a critical mass of important actors to adopt and embrace the norm in order to reach the second stage—the norm cascade. During this second phase, an increasing number of states begin to adopt the norm, even in the absence of domestic pressures or economic self-interests to do so, because they increasingly see it as appropriate. If enough states do this, the norm becomes internalized in the third stage. It becomes “common sense,” and few would even question the behaviors expected by the norm. States abide by the norm and its behavioral expectations because that is just what members of the international community do. It becomes part of the state’s sense of itself and its obligations to others in both a rhetorical and behavioral sense. If a norm is going to stick, states need to share an understanding of what a given norm means from both a behavioral and a constitutive perspective.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International norm dynamics and political change,” International Organization 52 (1998): 896.]  [11:  Kees Van Kersbergen and Bertjan Verbeek, “The politics of international norms: subsidiarity and the imperfect competence regime of the European Union,” European Journal of International Relations 13 (2007): 217-238.] 

Norm entrepreneurs, according to most scholars, concentrate their attentions at the state level.[footnoteRef:12] They tailor their actions to encourage government policymakers to change their understanding of a particular issue, modify their behavior, and incorporate the norm’s idea into the state’s overall identity. They try to get a critical mass of states to adopt, and eventually internalize, a norm in hopes of creating a norm cascade that leads to the norm becoming “common sense.” It is as norm entrepreneurs that middle powers find particular purchase within the international community. As will be described below, middle powers have long positioned themselves (and been positioned within the literature on norms) as uniquely placed to advocate for international norms and help them to become firmly established within the international community. [12:  Christine Ingebritsen, “Scandinavia’s role in world politics,” Cooperation and Conflict 37(2002): 11-23.] 


Defining Middle Powers
For any term in international relations to have validity, we need to be able to define it properly and carefully. Too ambiguous a definition, and the term becomes so overly broad so as to be meaningless. Too narrow a definition, and the term lacks utility because its specificity renders it overly obtuse. The same basic guidelines apply when we are thinking about middle powers. If there exists a distinct category of states known as middle powers and we want to claim that these states have a specific and unique role in the spread and embrace of norms, then we must be able to not only identify these states, but highlight what distinguishes them from non-middle powers.[footnoteRef:13] While Gareth Evans, the former Foreign Minister of Australia and one of the leading proponents of middle power diplomacy, decries efforts to draw up lists of which states qualify as middle powers[footnoteRef:14], he does ultimately offer a definition that can allow outside observers to delimit which states are engaging in middle power diplomacy. [13:  Presumably, non-middle power states are either great powers or minor powers, but the basic objections about the potentially anachronistic nature of the term “middle powers” could also apply to the terms “great powers” and “minor powers.” While such an investigation goes beyond the specific scope of this paper, the same general concerns apply.]  [14:  Gareth Evans, “Middle power diplomacy,” Inaugural Edgardo Boeninger Memorial Lecture, Chile Pacific Foundation, Santiago, Chile, 29 June 2011. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.gevans.org/speeches/speech441.html> (accessed 5 March 2014)] 

If there exists any consensus on which states count as middle powers, it is that Australia, Canada, Norway, and Sweden are paradigmatic examples of the concept.[footnoteRef:15] Beyond those four states, though, traditional lists of middle powers vary widely. Katzenstein, perhaps most responsible for popularizing the term within political science and international relations, included smaller European states like Austria and Switzerland on the list of middle powers.[footnoteRef:16] Wood adds two more American states—Brazil and Mexico—to the list.[footnoteRef:17] Solomon bolsters the list of traditional middle powers with the additions of India, Indonesia, Italy, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, and Turkey.[footnoteRef:18] Some lists of traditional middle powers also include former great powers that are conceptualized as having lost their international stature and are therefore forced to accept a new, lower status as middle powers. These include France, Germany, and the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:19] [15:  Jordaan, “The concept of the middle power,” 165.]  [16:  Peter J. Katzenstein, Small States in World Market: Industrial Policy in Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).]  [17:  Bernard Wood, “Toward North-South middle power coalitions,” in Middle Power Internationalism: The North-South Dimension, Cranford Pratt, ed. (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990).]  [18:  Hussein Solomon, “South African foreign policy, middle power leadership, and preventive diplomacy.” Center for International Political Studies, University of Pretoria. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.cips.up.ac.za/files/pdf/uafspublications/South%20African%20foreign%20policy,%20middle%20power%20leadership%20and%20preventive%20diplomacy.pdf> (accessed 4 March 2014).]  [19:  Remy Davison, “French security after 9/11: Franco-American discord,” in European Security after 9/11, Peter Shearman and Matthew Sussex, eds (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004); James Sperling, “Neither hegemony nor dominance: reconsidering German power in post-Cold War Europe,” British Journal of Political Science 31 (2001): 389-425.] 

The problems emerging from this initial list of ‘traditional’ middle powers quickly become apparent. Some of these states appear on the list because their traditional approaches to diplomacy and foreign policy follow the general contours of middle power behavior—using their seemingly inoffensive reputation to wield a degree of moral authority to generate positive normative shifts by utilizing multilateral forums. Others are relegated to the ‘lower’ status of middle power because they have lost their economic and imperial clout. For this latter group, middle power is less a descriptor of their behavior and more a consolation prize for states who no longer hold sway as they once did. It is a sign of decline, and fails to recognize the power that these supposedly former great powers still possess in the international community. For instance, two of the three states cited by Davison and Sperling are permanent members of the United Nations Security Council and thus retain the ability to veto resolutions debated by that body.[footnoteRef:20] Even if we restrict our analysis of middle powers to these traditionally-identified states, it becomes increasingly difficult to identify what unifies their actions within the international community. They share relative economic prosperity, but that would appear to be more about statistical artifacts than any unifying sense of commonality.  [20:  To extent the idea further, Iver Neumann suggests that Russia may qualify as a middle power, too, which would mean that three of the five Security Council members with veto power are theoretically states distinguished precisely by their relative lack of power. See Iver B. Neumann, “Russia as a great power, 1815-2007,” Journal of International Relations and Development 11 (2008): 128-151. ] 

More recently, the list of potential middle powers has expanded significantly and become even more diverse. The states still tend to be relatively economically secure, but this shared characteristic does not suggest common approaches to diplomacy and only serves to underscore the term’s lack of precision. Solomon’s listing of contemporary middle powers includes Argentina, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Iran, Pakistan, Poland, and Romania.[footnoteRef:21] Heine incorporates Chile and Colombia to the list.[footnoteRef:22] Ping aims to expand the list of middle powers to include more Asian states, such as Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam.[footnoteRef:23] Gilley has described Indonesia and post-Mubarak Egypt as “classic middle powers” in trying to navigate their own paths between the pressures of competing geopolitical demands from wealthier, stronger states.[footnoteRef:24] Van der Westhuizen calls attention to South Africa’s emergence as a middle power state in the post-apartheid era.[footnoteRef:25]  [21:  Solomon, “South African foreign policy.”]  [22:  Jorge Heinze, “On the manner of practicing the new diplomacy,” Centre for International Governance Innovation Working Paper #11 (2006). Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/Paper11_Jorge_Heine.pdf> (accessed 5 March 2014).]  [23:  Jonathan Ping, Middle Power Statecraft: Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Asia Pacific (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005).]  [24:  Bruce Gilley, “The rise of the middle powers,” New York Times (10 September 2012). Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/11/opinion/the-rise-of-the-middle-powers.html?_r=0> (accessed 5 March 2014).]  [25:  Janis van der Westhuizen, “South Africa’s emergence as a middle power,” Third World Quarterly 19 (1998): 435-455.] 

These additions to the list of middle powers underscore the term’s conceptual deficiencies. Even if we assume that middle powers share relatively economic prosperity or security, the economic fortunes of these states vary widely. Furthermore, if we assume that economic security or relative wealth is an integral part of the definition, it is not clear where we could draw an objective line to demarcate middle powers from other states.[footnoteRef:26] If we prioritize interactions with multilateral institutions as constitutive of middle powers, then it makes little sense to include states that lack sovereign recognition and are therefore excluded from many intergovernmental organizations like Taiwan. These states also have a diverse array of underlying ideologies. While some may be relatively social democratic in their orientation, others take a more classically liberal approach—and we could even describe some of the above states as hostile towards social democracy.  [26:  Evans, “Middle power diplomacy.”] 

Additional questions emerge when we consider how deep-seated any commitment to middle power behavior is. To take Gilley’s contention, it may be true that the immediate post-Mubarak government in Egypt adhered to diplomatic behaviors that hew to general notions of what middle powers do, but more recent events suggest that such behavior was more of an aberration than a sign of an ideological commitment to working through multilateral channels to promote norms that would bring some measure of stability to the anarchic international system. Iranian governments have varied wildly over the past 30 years in their interest in working with other states through multilateral channels and their respect for certain normative precepts. The South African government under Nelson Mandela sought to capitalize on its historical experience to act as a mediator to peacefully resolve international disputes,[footnoteRef:27] but the successive Mbeki and Zuma governments have not displayed the same proclivities toward international diplomacy. This suggests that the behavior being ascribed to a state’s underlying fundamental identity may be more reflective of the particular commitments of governments—or even specific government officials. If this is the case, then what is being observed is a particular diplomatic style or approach rather than an overarching commitment shared across a country’s political spectrum (or, in the case of South Africa, throughout a ruling political party). [27:  Jeremy Youde, “Selling the state: state branding as a political resources in South Africa,” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 5 (2009): 126-140.] 

More problematically, though, the basic notion that this group of states could share a common perspective on promoting norms throughout the international community is almost nonsensical. Does it make sense to assume that states like Iran and Pakistan move through the international community in the same way as Belgium, Indonesia, or Australia? Not only do these states not share a common policy outlook (they clearly do not), but their basic notions of diplomacy, the role of multilateral institutions, or the value of shared norms diverge widely. The basic notion of middle powers promoting norms through multilateral institutions relies at least in part on some sort of shared conception of the international community or its basic values, but this combination of states fails to achieve even that most minimal definition. It is hard to call certain states middle powers when the governments of those states would decry the whole notion of norm promotion or multilateral institutions as tools of Western hegemony that have oriented the international community toward one particular conceptualization of human rights, economic prosperity, and the role of religion in the public square. Patrick argues that one of the biggest challenges facing the international community is how it can incorporate rising powers, as these states do not necessarily share the same outlook on the international community as the traditional powers have throughout the post-WWII era.[footnoteRef:28] Without that basic level of consensus, understanding what unites these states is incredibly difficult to identify.  [28:  Stewart Patrick, “Irresponsible stakeholders? The difficulty of integrating rising powers,” Foreign Affairs 89(6) (2010): 44-53.] 


Holding the Middle Powers Together
If there is a typical image of middle powers, it is of a group of “goodie two-shoes” that acts altruistically. Nel et al. pithily remarked, “Middle powers tended to be equated with the diplomatic equivalent of Boy Scout good deeds.”[footnoteRef:29] The realities, of course, are more complex. Middle powers act as peacekeepers within the international system. They are guardians of the international system, encouraging reforms to make it more stable and useful by encouraging cooperation and conciliation. These states generally lack the ability to effect change on their own, but they recognize that they can obtain power by working in collaboration with each other and through multilateral organizations. Keohane defines middle powers as "state[s] whose leaders consider that [they] cannot act alone effectively but may be able to have a systemic impact in a small group or through an international institution.”[footnoteRef:30]   [29:  Philip Nel, Ian Taylor, and Janis Van Der Westhuizen, “Multilateralism in South Africa's foreign policy: the search for a critical rationale,” Global Governance 6 (2000): 45.]  [30:  Robert O. Keohane, “Lilliputians' dilemmas: small states in international politics,” International Organization 23 (1969): 296.] 

Defining which countries qualify as middle powers is surprisingly difficult. There have been some attempts to categorize states along quantitative lines. For example, Holbraad relies on population and gross national product to classify each nation-state in the world as either great, middle, or small/minor.[footnoteRef:31] While this may seemingly bring a degree of precision to the debates over which states qualify as middle powers, the categories used and the dividing lines within those categories are themselves fairly arbitrary. For this reason, most scholars of middle powers have tended to avoid emphasizing quantifiable characteristics or creating their own lists of middle powers. Instead, they have focused on the foreign policies of the states themselves, in essence allowing middle powers to “self-identify” by categorizing states based on their observed foreign policy behavior. [31:  Carsten Holbraad, Middle Powers in International Politics, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1984).] 

What, then, are these behaviors that distinguish middle powers from greater and lesser powers? In general, we can distinguish middle powers from other types of states through a common attitude and approach toward foreign policy and international relations. They share similar mindsets about appropriate goals and methods. As such, their active involvement in international affairs tends to be relatively selective; they only involve themselves in those battles they truly believe are worth fighting, but they expend a significant amount of energy once they decide to commit to a given issue.[footnoteRef:32] Louis St. Laurent, the Canadian Prime Minister from 1948 to 1957, saw middle powers as distinct because they were not “satellites” of the major powers and would “continue to make our decisions objectively, in light of our obligations to our own people and their interest in the welfare of the international community.”[footnoteRef:33] These states tend to be relatively secure financially, but limited in their ability to effect change due to their small size, small economics, or negligible military strength. As such, Cooper declares, “Unlike major powers, middle powers do not possess the ability to operate in an influential fashion right across the policy spectrum.”[footnoteRef:34] This means that middle powers will find more sway within the international community if they identify policy niches where they can specialize and on issues which are not dominated by great powers. Historically, states like Australia, Canada, the Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden have fallen into this category. [32:  Eduard Jordaan, “Barking at the Big Dogs: South African Policy Toward the Middle East,” The Round Table: the Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs 97 (2008): 549.]  [33:  Cited in H.H. Herstein, L.J. Hughes, and R.C. Kirbyson, Challenge and Survival: A History of Canada (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 1970): 411.]  [34:  Andrew Cooper, “Niche diplomacy: a conceptual overview.” In , Andrew F. Cooper, (Ed.), Niche Diplomacy: Middle Powers After the Cold War (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997): 6.] 

Given the constraints on their influence, middle powers seek to leverage their influence in a very particular way. They are largely unable to alter the international system on the majority of major power issues, so they need to find alternative outlets for their diplomatic and foreign policy energies. As such, middle powers opt to focus their attention on issues to which major powers either cannot or will not allocate their resources and energies. Such issues may conflict with a major power’s national interests or identity, and they are thus low on a major power’s priorities—regardless of the moral rectitude of the issue. Middle powers fill this void. They can and do take on these “moral” and “responsible” issues because they are able to and because they can exert a degree of influence that outstretches their material power capabilities. Middle powers can pool their financial, intellectual, and moral resources, making it “expensive” for other states to violate the middle-power-supported norms.
Middle powers see a strong and vibrant role for international law and international organizations. They help middle powers leverage their power and facilitate the transmission of new norms. The interactions facilitated by international law and international organizations become more predictable, and that predictability reassures and comforts middle powers.[footnoteRef:35] Middle powers tend to pursue relatively conservative strategies, in the sense that they generally aim to reform the system rather than completely dismantling and replacing it.[footnoteRef:36]  Their ultimate aim is to make sure that the international system works for their benefit, and by extension, for the international community’s benefit. This understanding means that we should not look at middle power behavior as purely altruistic; reforming the international system is ultimately in their interests, but it just so happens that it may also benefit the international community’s collective interest.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Eduard Jordaan, “The concept of a middle power in international relations: distinguishing between emerging and traditional middle powers.” Politikon 30 (2003): 169.]  [36:  Jordaan, “The concept of a middle power,” 166-167.]  [37:  Cooper, “Niche diplomacy,” pgs. 6-7.] 

This distinctive international role emerges, in part, from the domestic-level political structures in the traditional middle power states. Many of the traditional middle powers have a social democratic heritage. Such a domestic arrangement lends itself well to an interest in consensus-building, acting as a moral compass, and articulating a sense of collective responsibility in the international community. Scholars have long linked middle power status and left-leaning governments.[footnoteRef:38]  Indeed, Pratt argues that governments in middle power states are generally committed to social equity, “generat[ing] a predisposition to international initiatives to the same end”[footnoteRef:39]. However, few have explicitly investigated what it is about social democracy that lends itself to middle power status. It is obviously more than simply a reflection of the partisan make-up of the current government in a middle power state; if that were the extent of it, it would hardly provide the basis for a lasting legacy of international actions. Slagter and Youde examine the linkages between social democracy and middle power behavior. They argue that the connection between the two is deeply rooted in the identities—“the images of individuality and distinctiveness (‘selfhood’) held and projected by an actor and formed (and modified over time) through relations with significant others”[footnoteRef:40]—of social democratic states themselves. These identities provide a collectively held linkage between the state and the international environment in which it finds itself. The social democratic identity transcends the particular government of the day; even right-leaning parties in middle powers have a generalized commitment to the basic outlines of social democracy, though their policy preferences will differ from their left-leaning counterparts. This shared identity within and among middle power states sets them apart from other states in the international system and drives the states themselves toward a particular type of international behavior.[footnoteRef:41] [38:  See Jordaan, “The concept of a middle power” and Cranford Pratt, “Middle power internationalism and global poverty.” In Cranford Pratt, (ed.), Middle Power Internationalism: The North-South Divide (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1990).]  [39:  Pratt, “Middle power internationalism,” p. 16.]  [40:  Ronald Jepperson, Alexander Wendt, and Peter Katzenstein, “Norms, Identity and Culture in National Security.” In Peter Katzenstein (ed.), The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), p. 59.]  [41:  Tracy Hoffman Slagter and Jeremy R. Youde, “Creating ‘good international citizens’: middle powers and domestic political institutions,” Seton Hall Journal of Diplomacy and International Relations 14(2) (2004): xxx-xxx.] 

Before going much further, it is worthwhile to explicate exactly what is meant by social democracy and the tenets of a social democratic identity. Meyer and Hinchman describe it as a political reaction to economic uncertainty and inequality. Social democracy provides, in their conception, “the social order must meet higher standards of democracy by allowing well-regulated participation, a legal claim to social security, a distribution of wealth and income that takes justice into account, and a democratic state, the regulative and distributive politics of which accords with all of these values.”[footnoteRef:42]  Ultimately, they argue, this is a system based on social inclusivity by putting the state in the position to protect an individual’s autonomy against social and economic risks. They use a series of quantitative measures to score welfare states on their commitment to social democracy. Scandinavian countries, northern European states, and many Commonwealth countries receive high scores on their measure of social democracy[footnoteRef:43]—many of the same states that have traditionally been described as middle powers.  [42:  Thomas Meyer and Lewis Hinchman, The Theory of Social Democracy, (Cambridge: Polity, 1997): 3.]  [43:  Meyer and Hinchman, Theory of Social Democracy, 213-220.] 

The so-called “Nordic model” provides an additional conception of social democracy and social democratic identity. The Nordic model is not necessarily in opposition to the idea presented above; rather, it expands upon the notions of protecting against market failures to include an explicit embrace of universalism and “active and solidaristic internationalism.”[footnoteRef:44]  To this end, the Nordic model emphasizes shared values, cooperation, and including the “other” into definitions of the “self.” It provides an explicit outward orientation to the strong emphasis on a social safety net presented earlier. This conceptuation resonates with early Swedish Protestantism and ideas of “mutual assistance” practiced by rural Swedes prior to the 20th Century.[footnoteRef:45] These values became firmly ensconced within Swedish domestic life, according to Berman, that they “produced an egalitarian political culture that tends towards altruism rather than self-interest narrowly defined” that eventually transcended the domestic to guide Sweden’s interactions with the rest of the world.[footnoteRef:46]  She argues that such transference should not be surprising, as “states that do not practice universal welfare at the domestic level are less likely to do so at the international level.”[footnoteRef:47]  [44:  Mikko Kuisma, “Social democratic internationalism and the welfare state after the ‘golden age’,” Cooperation and Conflict 42 (2007): 10.]  [45:  See Annika Bergman, “Co-constitution of domestic and international welfare obligations: the case of Sweden’s social democratically inspired internationalism,” Cooperation and Conflict 42 (2007) and Annika Bergman, “Adjacent internationalism: the concept of solidarity and post-Cold War Nordic-Baltic relations,” Cooperation and Conflict 41 (2006).]  [46:  Bergman, “Co-constitution,” 84.]  [47:  Bergman, “Adjacent Internationalism,” 76.] 

Social democratic politics imbue the political culture with positive attitudes toward equality, universalism, protection, and redistribution. This becomes part of the state’s identity—the way it sees itself and the way it presents itself to others. It is not much of a leap, then, to assume that the drivers of political culture at the domestic level would influence a state’s identity at the international level. A state coming from the social democratic tradition has already demonstrated a commitment to take the Other into account in its interactions . If ideas at the domestic level foment a state’s identity, then social democratic states would be primed to evoke change and reform within the international community in the same manner as they operate for their own citizenry. They want to bring some measure of predictability and tame the anarchy of the international system in the same way they want to reduce uncertainty and ambiguity at the domestic level.  
	The social democratic ethos that helps form a middle power’s identity offers a tool that those states can use to influence international relations. Indeed, the power middle powers derive from their identity can outstrip the traditional military or economic inducements that major powers may use to get their way. Remember, middle power behavior is not necessarily driven by mere altruism; rather, these states are pursuing social democratic policy objectives at the international level in order to act in concert with their existing identities. Their actions are a sign of their ontological security—a level of comfort with their own senses of self-identity[footnoteRef:48] – by pursuing policies that promote protection, equity, and redistribution at both the domestic and international levels. This ontological security makes middle powers well position to engage in strategic reflexive discourse[footnoteRef:49], or speech that accidentally or intentionally forces a change in another state’s behavior because it challenges the target state’s sense of self.[footnoteRef:50] Middle powers can deploy such reflexive discourse convincingly in order to compel major powers to act responsibly within the international arena. Their social democratic identity provides them with the tools to coerce others to act as the middle powers themselves would act. Interestingly, this means that the middle powers retain a remarkable ability to set the moral agenda without necessarily having to do the heavy policy lifting themselves.  [48:  See Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); Jennifer Mitzen, “Ontological security in world politics: state identity and the security dilemma” European Journal of International Relations 12 (2006): 341-370; Brent J. Steele, ““Ontological security and the power of self-identity: British neutrality and the American Civil War.” Review of International Studies 31 (2005): 519-540 and Brent J. Steele, “Making words matter: the Asian tsunami, Darfur, and ‘reflexive discourse’ in international politics,” International Studies Quarterly 51 (2007): 901-925.]  [49:  As noted in Steele, “Making words matter,” 912, 920.]  [50:  Steele (“Making words matter”) uses this approach to elegantly explain why the United States dramatically increased its level of aid to victims of the Asian Tsunami in 2004 only after a UN official termed the initial American offering “stingy.” ] 

	This means that the same logic that drives social democratic behavior at the domestic level essentially drives the same sort of behavior at the international level. Katzenstein emphasizes, “Their [middle powers] choices are conditioned by two sets of forces: historically shaped domestic structures and the pressures of the world economy. These two sets of forces interact. And it is in the process of interaction--the unending and limited conflicts over economic and social issues--that the requirements of domestic and international politics converge in a flexible strategy of adjustment.”[footnoteRef:51] Because their foreign activities resonate with existing domestic political culture and identities, the public in middle powers will generally be supportive of the actions their governments undertake on the global stage. This reinforces a sense of legitimacy for the middle powers’ international activities and shows a consistency of political values in different arenas.[footnoteRef:52] [51:  Peter Katzenstein, Small States in World Markets: Industrial Policy in Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985): 207.]  [52:  Pratt, “Middle power internationalism,” 15.] 

When states must negotiate between the demands of both domestic and international constituencies, domestic actors could potentially scuttle an agreement that does not resonate with its identities and beliefs.[footnoteRef:53] To avert such an outcome, it makes sense that states would want to incorporate their domestic identities into their foreign policy actions. Such a strategy increases the likelihood that relevant domestic groups will support the action. Indeed, public opinion polls in middle powers demonstrate that citizens of those states do want their governments to instill their domestic political values in their foreign policies and diplomatic actions. Contrary to older assumptions about public opinion and foreign policy[footnoteRef:54], evidence suggests that citizens actually do pay attention to foreign policy, have relatively stable beliefs about it, and expect their governments to act in accordance with those preferences.[footnoteRef:55] Public opinion survey data from middle powers affirm this connection. Noel and Therien find that strong beliefs in and achievement of social justice at home drive beliefs in its importance at the international level[footnoteRef:56]. In European Union states, citizen views of national sovereignty and self-determination play a consequential role in explaining support for greater EU policy integration[footnoteRef:57]. Indeed, much of the opposition to EU integration in Nordic states is rooted in fears that policy harmonization could lead to less social democratic policies[footnoteRef:58]. Australian citizens expressed alarm that their government’s foreign policy was increasingly aligned with the United States during the run-up to the Iraq War, thus threatening the country's social democratic character[footnoteRef:59]. Canadians have consistently demonstrated a strong belief in the value of international engagement and multilateral diplomacy. Munton and Keating remark that internationalism is “not quite the official ‘religion’ [of Canadian foreign policy, but] it is certainly revered by those who manage and debate that policy”[footnoteRef:60]. In a 1985 poll, 68 percent agreed that their government's foreign policy should act to stop human rights violations, and 82 percent wanted poverty reduction to play an important role in Canadian foreign policy. Sixteen years later, those numbers remained fairly consistent, with 68 percent advocating for the prevention of human rights violations and 71 percent emphasizing poverty reduction[footnoteRef:61]. This broad support for promoting international equality and multilateralism embodies what former Canadian foreign minister Lloyd Axworthy called his country’s “liberal, confident internationalism”[footnoteRef:62]. These realities give middle power states yet another reason to ensure that their domestic and international actions are relatively consistent with each other. [53:  See Robert Putnam, “Diplomacy and domestic politics: the logic of two-level games.” International Organization 42 1988): 427-460.]  [54:  See, for example, Gabriel Almond, The American People and Foreign Policy, (New York: Praeger, [1950] 1960) and Phillip Converse, “The nature of belief systems in mass publics.” In David Apter, (ed.), Ideology and Discontent, (New York: Free Press, 1964).]  [55:  See, for example, Benjamin Page and Robert Y. Shapiro, The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Trends in Americans' Policy Preferences, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) and Bruce Jentleson, “The pretty prudent public: post post-Vietnam American opinion on the use of military force.” International Studies Quarterly 36 (1992): 49-74; Matthew A. Baum and Philip B.K. Potter, “The relationships between mass media, public opinion, and foreign policy: toward a theoretical synthesis.” Annual Review of Political Science 11 (2008): 39-65.]  [56:  Alain Noel and Jean-Philippe Therien, “Public opinion and global justice.” Comparative Political Studies 35 (2002): 631-656.]  [57:  Harald Schoen, “Identity, instrumental self-interest, and institutional evaluations: explaining public opinion on common European policies in foreign affairs and defense,” European Union Politics 9 (2008): 10.]  [58:  Katie Verlin Laatikainen, “Equality and Swedish social democracy: the impact of globalization and Europeanization.” In Robert Geyer, Christine Ingebritsen, and Jon Moses, (eds.), Globalization, Europeanization, and the End of Scandinavian Social Democracy? (New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000): 139-141.]  [59:  Brendan O’Connor, “Perspectives on Australian foreign policy, 2003,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 58 (2004): 207-220. ]  [60:  Don Munton and Tom Keating, “Internationalism and the Canadian public,” Canadian Journal of Political Science 34 (2001): 517.]  [61:  Don Munton, "Whither internationalism?” International Journal 58 (2002/2003): 165.]  [62:  Cited in Munton, “Whither internationalism?” 176.] 

The above describes our standard view of middle powers—‘good international citizens’ who managed to avoid antagonizing major powers and were able to use international organizations and international law as a way of achieving a degree of stability and predictability in a chaotic, anarchic world potentially torn asunder by major power fighting. They used their perceived (relative) neutrality and their social democratic identities to encourage the embrace of norms that would allow the international community to prosper. 
I have no interest in denying this framework of how middle powers have operated historically within the international community, but I want instead to challenge the applicability of this model to the contemporary era. Instead of being a timeless model for the spread and embrace of international norms, the middle power-oriented model of norms needs to be understood as historically and contextually delimited. A simple imposition of this model to the current day undermines our ability to appreciate how norms currently spread and blinds us to considerations of how the basic idea of norms has changed over the past generation. What made sense for understanding the spread of norms against apartheid and the use of nuclear weapons does not necessarily apply in the same way today. 
In particular, I want to emphasize four shortcomings in the middle power-oriented model of normative emergence and embrace: the lack of a consensus definition of the term; the role of bipolarity; the assumption of a shared ideological orientation; and the uncertainty over what binds middle powers as a coherent grouping. By overlooking the crucial role that these elements played in appreciating how norms spread via middle powers, we end up with an impoverished understanding of both middle power and of norms.

Defining Middle Powers
For any term in international relations to have validity, we need to be able to define it properly and carefully. Too ambiguous a definition, and the term becomes so overly broad so as to be meaningless. Too narrow a definition, and the term lacks utility because its specificity renders it overly obtuse. The same basic guidelines apply when we are thinking about middle powers. If there exists a distinct category of states known as middle powers and we want to claim that these states have a specific and unique role in the spread and embrace of norms, then we must be able to not only identify these states, but highlight what distinguishes them from non-middle powers.[footnoteRef:63] While Gareth Evans, the former Foreign Minister of Australia and one of the leading proponents of middle power diplomacy, decries efforts to draw up lists of which states qualify as middle powers[footnoteRef:64], he does ultimately offer a definition that can allow outside observers to delimit which states are engaging in middle power diplomacy. [63:  Presumably, non-middle power states are either great powers or minor powers, but the basic objections about the potentially anachronistic nature of the term “middle powers” could also apply to the terms “great powers” and “minor powers.” While such an investigation goes beyond the specific scope of this paper, the same general concerns apply.]  [64:  Gareth Evans, “Middle power diplomacy,” Inaugural Edgardo Boeninger Memorial Lecture, Chile Pacific Foundation, Santiago, Chile, 29 June 2011. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.gevans.org/speeches/speech441.html> (accessed 5 March 2014)] 

If there exists any consensus on which states count as middle powers, it is that Australia, Canada, Norway, and Sweden are paradigmatic examples of the concept.[footnoteRef:65] Beyond those four states, though, traditional lists of middle powers vary widely. Katzenstein, perhaps most responsible for popularizing the term within political science and international relations, included smaller European states like Austria and Switzerland on the list of middle powers.[footnoteRef:66] Wood adds two more American states—Brazil and Mexico—to the list.[footnoteRef:67] Solomon bolsters the list of traditional middle powers with the additions of India, Indonesia, Italy, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, and Turkey.[footnoteRef:68] Some lists of traditional middle powers also include former great powers that are conceptualized as having lost their international stature and are therefore forced to accept a new, lower status as middle powers. These include France, Germany, and the United Kingdom.[footnoteRef:69] [65:  Jordaan, “The concept of the middle power,” 165.]  [66:  Peter J. Katzenstein, Small States in World Market: Industrial Policy in Europe (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985).]  [67:  Bernard Wood, “Toward North-South middle power coalitions,” in Middle Power Internationalism: The North-South Dimension, Cranford Pratt, ed. (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990).]  [68:  Hussein Solomon, “South African foreign policy, middle power leadership, and preventive diplomacy.” Center for International Political Studies, University of Pretoria. Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.cips.up.ac.za/files/pdf/uafspublications/South%20African%20foreign%20policy,%20middle%20power%20leadership%20and%20preventive%20diplomacy.pdf> (accessed 4 March 2014).]  [69:  Remy Davison, “French security after 9/11: Franco-American discord,” in European Security after 9/11, Peter Shearman and Matthew Sussex, eds (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004); James Sperling, “Neither hegemony nor dominance: reconsidering German power in post-Cold War Europe,” British Journal of Political Science 31 (2001): 389-425.] 

The problems emerging from this initial list of ‘traditional’ middle powers quickly become apparent. Some of these states appear on the list because their traditional approaches to diplomacy and foreign policy follow the general contours of middle power behavior—using their seemingly inoffensive reputation to wield a degree of moral authority to generate positive normative shifts by utilizing multilateral forums. Others are relegated to the ‘lower’ status of middle power because they have lost their economic and imperial clout. For this latter group, middle power is less a descriptor of their behavior and more a consolation prize for states who no longer hold sway as they once did. It is a sign of decline, and fails to recognize the power that these supposedly former great powers still possess in the international community. For instance, two of the three states cited by Davison and Sperling are permanent members of the United Nations Security Council and thus retain the ability to veto resolutions debated by that body.[footnoteRef:70] Even if we restrict our analysis of middle powers to these traditionally-identified states, it becomes increasingly difficult to identify what unifies their actions within the international community. They share relative economic prosperity, but that would appear to be more about statistical artifacts than any unifying sense of commonality.  [70:  To extent the idea further, Iver Neumann suggests that Russia may qualify as a middle power, too, which would mean that three of the five Security Council members with veto power are theoretically states distinguished precisely by their relative lack of power. See Iver B. Neumann, “Russia as a great power, 1815-2007,” Journal of International Relations and Development 11 (2008): 128-151. ] 

More recently, the list of potential middle powers has expanded significantly and become even more diverse. The states still tend to be relatively economically secure, but this shared characteristic does not suggest common approaches to diplomacy and only serves to underscore the term’s lack of precision. Solomon’s listing of contemporary middle powers includes Argentina, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Iran, Pakistan, Poland, and Romania.[footnoteRef:71] Heine incorporates Chile and Colombia to the list.[footnoteRef:72] Ping aims to expand the list of middle powers to include more Asian states, such as Malaysia, the Philippines, Taiwan, Thailand, and Vietnam.[footnoteRef:73] Gilley has described Indonesia and post-Mubarak Egypt as “classic middle powers” in trying to navigate their own paths between the pressures of competing geopolitical demands from wealthier, stronger states.[footnoteRef:74] Van der Westhuizen calls attention to South Africa’s emergence as a middle power state in the post-apartheid era.[footnoteRef:75]  [71:  Solomon, “South African foreign policy.”]  [72:  Jorge Heinze, “On the manner of practicing the new diplomacy,” Centre for International Governance Innovation Working Paper #11 (2006). Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.cigionline.org/sites/default/files/Paper11_Jorge_Heine.pdf> (accessed 5 March 2014).]  [73:  Jonathan Ping, Middle Power Statecraft: Indonesia, Malaysia, and the Asia Pacific (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005).]  [74:  Bruce Gilley, “The rise of the middle powers,” New York Times (10 September 2012). Online. Available HTTP: <http://www.nytimes.com/2012/09/11/opinion/the-rise-of-the-middle-powers.html?_r=0> (accessed 5 March 2014).]  [75:  Janis van der Westhuizen, “South Africa’s emergence as a middle power,” Third World Quarterly 19 (1998): 435-455.] 

These additions to the list of middle powers underscore the term’s conceptual deficiencies. Even if we assume that middle powers share relatively economic prosperity or security, the economic fortunes of these states vary widely. Furthermore, if we assume that economic security or relative wealth is an integral part of the definition, it is not clear where we could draw an objective line to demarcate middle powers from other states.[footnoteRef:76] If we prioritize interactions with multilateral institutions as constitutive of middle powers, then it makes little sense to include states that lack sovereign recognition and are therefore excluded from many intergovernmental organizations like Taiwan. These states also have a diverse array of underlying ideologies. While some may be relatively social democratic in their orientation, others take a more classically liberal approach—and we could even describe some of the above states as hostile towards social democracy.  [76:  Evans, “Middle power diplomacy.”] 

Additional questions emerge when we consider how deep-seated any commitment to middle power behavior is. To take Gilley’s contention, it may be true that the immediate post-Mubarak government in Egypt adhered to diplomatic behaviors that hew to general notions of what middle powers do, but more recent events suggest that such behavior was more of an aberration than a sign of an ideological commitment to working through multilateral channels to promote norms that would bring some measure of stability to the anarchic international system. Iranain governments have varied wildly over the past 30 years in their interest in working with other states through multilateral channels and their respect for certain normative precepts. The South African government under Nelson Mandela sought to capitalize on its historical experience to act as a mediator to peacefully resolve international disputes,[footnoteRef:77] but the successive Mbeki and Zuma governments have not displayed the same proclivities toward international diplomacy. This suggests that the behavior being ascribed to a state’s underlying fundamental identity may be more reflective of the particular commitments of governments—or even specific government officials. If this is the case, then what is being observed is a particular diplomatic style or approach rather than an overarching commitment shared across a country’s political spectrum (or, in the case of South Africa, throughout a ruling political party). [77:  Jeremy Youde, “Selling the state: state branding as a political resources in South Africa,” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 5 (2009): 126-140.] 

More problematically, though, the basic notion that this group of states could share a common perspective on promoting norms throughout the international community is almost nonsensical. Does it make sense to assume that states like Iran and Pakistan move through the international community in the same way as Belgium, Indonesia, or Australia? Not only do these states not share a common policy outlook (they clearly do not), but their basic notions of diplomacy, the role of multilateral institutions, or the value of shared norms diverge widely. The basic notion of middle powers promoting norms through multilateral institutions relies at least in part on some sort of shared conception of the international community or its basic values, but this combination of states fails to achieve even that most minimal definition. It is hard to call certain states middle powers when the governments of those states would decry the whole notion of norm promotion or multilateral institutions as tools of Western hegemony that have oriented the international community toward one particular conceptualization of human rights, economic prosperity, and the role of religion in the public square. Patrick argues that one of the biggest challenges facing the international community is how it can incorporate rising powers, as these states do not necessarily share the same outlook on the international community as the traditional powers have throughout the post-WWII era.[footnoteRef:78] Without that basic level of consensus, understanding what unites these states is incredibly difficult to identify.  [78:  Stewart Patrick, “Irresponsible stakeholders? The difficulty of integrating rising powers,” Foreign Affairs 89(6) (2010): 44-53.] 


The End of the Cold War
The modern conceptualization of the middle power emerged directly from the geopolitical tensions that arose as a result of the Cold War. Middle powers found their diplomatic niche in refusing to axiomatically side with either the Soviet Union or the United States in international debates. They exercised their relative autonomy to find ways to accommodate the divergent policy recommendations of the superpower antagonists. Further, middle powers could promote international norms like taboos against the use of nuclear or chemical weapons or the rejection of apartheid precisely because they were not seen as being captured by either side. They were effective norm entrepreneurs because they had a reputation for pragmatism and an ability to work with both sides. While they were not immune to the pressures imposed by the Cold War, and it would be a mistake to describe these states as neutral, their status as the Other—neither wholly capitalist nor wholly community—gave them a certain currency that they could trade with all parties in exchange for the embrace of certain international norms that would tame the more egregious excesses and dangers of the ideological competition during the Cold War.
When you define yourself in opposition to the major geopolitical divide, though, you lose your identity when that divide disappears. This does not mean that the post-Cold War world was one of sunshine, lollipops, and puppies when the Cold War ended after the Soviet Union’s demise, but it does mean that the dividing lines within the international community became far more complicated and fluid. Waltz points out, “In the great-power politics of bipolar worlds, who is a danger to whom is never in doubt.”[footnoteRef:79] Middle powers during the Cold War could take advantage of this situation. They understood the dividing lines, they knew where the splits within the international community existed, and they could operate in their unique niche to advance their particular interests on behalf of the collective good. [79:  Kenneth J. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979): 170.] 

Without the stark geopolitical definitional lines of the Cold War, it is harder for states to find a consistent niche that they can play. Middle powers presented themselves as uniquely able to promote norms that would benefit the international community as a whole precisely because they were not beholden to the capitalist or communist spheres. They could draw on their social democratic heritage to blaze a unique path that avoided the ideological pitfalls associated with the major powers in a bipolar world. In the contemporary political constellation, though, the dividing lines are no longer so clear. States considered to be middle powers show even less unity, weakening their ability to promote specific norms. While some middle powers like Australia and Canada were incredibly active in promoting Responsibility to Protect, others expressed significant reservations about the idea’s usefulness. South Africa, for example, raised questions about whether the invocation of R2P in response to crises in Cote d’Ivoire and Libya was merely a smokescreen to justify Western imperialism on the African continent.[footnoteRef:80] It is not necessarily the case that middle powers always marched in lockstep with each other during the Cold War in order to promote their normative objectives, but the divisions that emerge among the potential middle powers in the absence of the Cold War undermine the notion that this bloc of states presents something unique within international relations. [80:  Festus Aboagye, “South Africa and R2P: more state sovereignty and regime security than human security,” in The Responsibility to Protect: From Evasive to Reluctant Action? Malte Brosig (ed.) (Pretoria: Institute for Security Studies, 2012).] 

What is left instead is less a coherent international grouping that can offer a unique approach to diplomacy and leverage its status to achieve certain normative aims and more a shifting series of diplomatic decisions that reflect national interests and short-term calculations. The latter is not necessarily a bad thing, but we should not describe a series of idiosyncratic foreign policy decisions among a group of unrelated states with some unifying moniker. We should not assume that these states are somehow going to be specially placed to promote norms within the international community. Given the importance that our conceptualization of norms tends to ascribe to middle powers, it calls into question whether norms themselves require a wholesale theoretical re-evaluation in order to demonstrate their usefulness in contemporary politics.

Ideological Peas in a Pod?
Traditionally, middle powers shared a common ideological perspective. Slagter and Youde focus on their commitment to social democratic policies within the domestic sphere, emphasizing that those same domestic policy drivers translate into international actions.[footnoteRef:81] Melakopides equates the unique position of states like Denmark and the Netherlands with an accession to values promoted by the European Union. Many middle powers are members of the European Union, and EU membership necessitates an embrace of ideas like liberty, democracy, human rights, rule of law, and solidarity. These values, therefore, have special and distinctive value within the international community.[footnoteRef:82] Evans emphasizes middle powers’ ideological commitment to multilateralism and compromise as key to resolving international disputes.[footnoteRef:83] Katzenstein highlights shared economic ideologies, pointing to middle powers as embracing a liberal international economic order.[footnoteRef:84] The essential idea is that middle powers have particular ideological perspectives that transcend partisan politics, and that their interest in encouraging the international embrace of particular norms is to extend their interests to the broader international realm and decrease uncertainty within the anarchic global realm.  [81:  Slagter and Youde, “Creating ‘good international citizens.’”]  [82:  Costas Melakopides, “Cyprus, small-powerhood, and the EU’s principles and values,” in Small States in Europe: Challenges and Opportunities, Robert Steinmetz and Anders Wivel (eds.) (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2013): 169.]  [83:  Evans, “Middle power diplomacy.”]  [84:  Peter J. Katzenstein, “The small European states in the international economy: economic dependence and corporatist policies,” in The Antimonies of Interdependence: National Welfare and the International Division of Labor, John Gerard Ruggie (ed.) (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982): 102-106.] 

When we restrict our definition of middle powers to European states, Australia, and Canada, it is plausible to make a case for a shared ideological consensus among the member states. As we move further out and expand the realm of middle powers to include an increasingly diverse array of states, it becomes harder and harder to maintain this idea of a common political perspective. Let’s take Cooper’s rather expansive list of potential contemporary middle powers. He includes Argentina, Brazil, Germany, India, Indonesia, Iran, Malaysia, Mexico, Poland, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, Syria, and Turkey.[footnoteRef:85] The folly of identifying any sort of common political or economic interests among this group of states quickly makes itself obvious. This list includes international pariahs, states that actively reject Western notions of civil rights and civil liberties, states that take an incredibly active role within their economies, and states that respect social democratic and liberal economic orders. Aside from their shared membership in the United Nations and its specialized agencies, it is difficult to identify any characteristic that unites this group of states. As such, how can we expect that these states would have some sort of shared ideological commitment to promoting international norms that tame the wilds of the global polity? [85:  David A. Cooper, “Challenging contemporary notions of middle power influence: implications of the Proliferation Security Initiative for ‘middle power theory,’” Foreign Policy Analysis 7 (2011): 319.] 

This ideological discordance points to a larger concern about the changing nature of the international system identified by Patrick. A number of the states included on contemporary lists of middle powers, such as Brazil, India, Indonesia, and Turkey, are aiming to play a bigger role on the international stage. These states may lack the economic or military might to unilaterally alter the international system, but they possess the interest to spread new international norms to bring a sense of order. However, and this is the crucial point identified by Stewart, these new middle powers do not necessarily buy into the political and economic order derived from the existing Western liberal order. Rather than work within multilateral arrangements, they want to fundamentally alter those systems. They want to be active within the international system with accepting responsibilities that derive from that system.[footnoteRef:86] This puts them in direct contrast with the traditional notion of middle powers. Middle powers explicitly seek to work within the existing system and use their influence and talents to make the international system work better. They like the general contours of the system, but they want to introduce reforms to improve that system. By contrast, Stewart writes, “The emerging nations are intent on altering existing rules, not adopting them hook, line, and sinker.”[footnoteRef:87] They want to maintain a strategic ambiguity toward the international system, engaging with it sporadically. They want greater voice in the international system, but not more global governance itself.[footnoteRef:88] Instead of relying on previous notions of shared beliefs among middle powers in the value of Western liberal capitalist democracy, Stewart argues that we cannot understand the perspectives of these new middle powers without paying significant attention to the effects of nationalist concerns on the political leaders in these countries.[footnoteRef:89] In other words, the defining ideological consensus that allowed policymakers and scholars to identify middle powers in earlier era no longer exists—or at least does not exist among this larger universe of middle powers. As such, the ability of these states to find a niche and promote new norms to the international community is significantly undermined. States that do not subscribe to the underlying ideological notions that give rise to the international community in the first place are hardly in a place to act as norm entrepreneurs and encourage others to embrace new norms. [86:  Stewart, “Irresponsible stakeholders,” 44.]  [87:  Stewart, “Irresponsible stakeholders,” 47.]  [88:  Stewart, “Irresponsible stakeholders,” 48.]  [89:  Stewart, “Irresponsible stakeholders,” 50-51.] 

Again, the lack of such an ideological consensus is not necessarily a bad thing. This article is not necessarily making a case for social democracy, the existing international order, or the value of Western liberal capitalist democracy. That is neither here nor there. What is of concern for the sake of this argument, though, is an appreciation of the lack of consensus. Without a shared sense of ideology, we are merely looking at a series of foreign policy and diplomatic decisions made by a variety of states—not an overarching linking element. This does not suggest a conducive environment for concerted efforts to promote specific international norms designed to make the international community better or reform practices to bring a greater sense of regularity amidst anarchy.

Are Any of These Things Like the Others?
The Cold War is over. Shared ideological commitments among middle powers no longer appear to exist. Social democracy does not unite middle powers. The list of potential middle powers has become so broad as to be practically meaningless. The lack of shared characteristics calls into question whether middle powers can still play their vital role as norm entrepreneurs in the international community, raising serious theoretical questions about who can perform this function in the contemporary era. The realities described above give rise to two important questions:
1. What does this mean for the utility of the concept of middle powers in the contemporary era?
2. What does this mean for our understanding of norms and their transmission within the international community?
While this article is unlikely to entirely resolve or answer both of these questions, I want to suggest two possible ways to address the conundrums raised by the above questions. 

Two Will Enter, Only One Will Leave: Competition within the International System
There is an implicit assumption within the literatures on both middle powers and norms that only one group will be operating at any given period. There is one unified group of middle powers with shared interests, shared ideological commitments, and shared perspectives on the functioning of the international community. By the same token, much of the literature on norms assumes that one norm will emerge on a given issue whether it be human rights, environmental regulation, or the rules of war. Both of these may have been the traditional practice and experience, but there is no a priori reason why this must be the case. Could there not be multiple middle power groupings—states that share common perspectives and wish to promote particular norms within the international community, but in opposition to others? In other words, the traditional middle powers could be one group of middle powers, but the emergent middle powers could be their own unique group. Both groups aim to achieve specific outcomes and act in accordance with our expectations of how middle powers will act. What distinguishes them is that they do not necessarily agree with each other. With these competing groups of middle powers, they may aim to promote their own distinct norms on any given issue. Just as it is plausible to argue for the existence of competing epistemic communities,[footnoteRef:90] it should be plausible to see groups of states use similar techniques in order to compete for normative influence within the international system. This would help accommodate Stewart’s argument about emerging middle powers not necessarily accepting the existing international order as a given or necessarily wanting to work within it.  [90:  Jeremy Youde, “The development of a counter-epistemic community: AIDS, South Africa, and international regimes,” International Relations 19 (2005): 421-439.] 

 To make this theoretically rigorous, additional research will need to examine the conditions under which such divisions emerge, what unifies members of each group, and how stable these groupings are. If there is little stability among these groupings, that would suggest that we witness temporary coalitions emerging on particular issues as opposed to anything longer term or that speaks to a genuine shared and stable identification among states. We would also need to have better theoretical specification on what exactly constitutes a norm and how we distinguish normative differences from policy disagreements.

New Kids on the Block: Non-State Actors and Norms
Perhaps the problem is less about specific states and more about states as actors. Traditional understandings of the spread of norms have given a role for non-state actors to play, but it may be the case that non-state actors have effectively supplanted the role that middle powers had previously played. As middle powers lost their unique geopolitical niche, non-state actors like non-governmental organizations, private businesses, and philanthropic organizations have moved in to fill that niche. They are the actors that currently possess the relative freedom and autonomy to maneuver within the international system without being beholden to particular state interests and to work with a diverse array of actors to promote specific norms. Non-state actors may have the tactical flexibility and personnel resources that allow them to adjust to the changing contours within the international system. They may be able to promote norms among diverse states that would otherwise have little to do with each other or name-and-shame those states that fail to adhere to the behavioral precepts associated with a given norm. Non-state actors, rather than middle powers, then become the dominant norm entrepreneurs in a post-Cold War world.
This idea requires additional research in a number of important areas, too. First, we have seen numerous instances where non-state actors have been removed from countries or disparaged by governments because of allegations that a non-governmental organization is really working on behalf of a specific government’s interests. It raises questions about how well non-state actors can distinguish themselves from states and how well states perceive non-state actors as being autonomous political actors. Second, non-state actors can exert influence on governments, but they are not members of the multilateral institutions that often ratify and signal the widespread acceptance of a norm. Greenpeace and the Sea Shepard Society may able to lobby governments on whaling regulations in the Pacific Ocean, but any ultimate policy is up to the International Whaling Commission—whose members are all states. Third, and related to the previous, we need to be careful to distinguish policies from norms. Non-governmental organization may activate their members to push for particular policies on an issue, but it is less clear that they can affect the broader informal and unwritten behavioral expectations that are an essential part of norms unless we can distinguish between the two. Fourth, there seems to be significantly less research or theorizing about non-state actors originating from or based in the Global South—or outside OECD states in general.  If non-state actors are a Western phenomenon, then it would raise larger questions about whether they truly are distinct from the interests of dominant liberal Western capitalist democracies.

Conclusion
Most of the theorizing about norms assumes that middle powers and norms work in tandem with each other. In this article, I sought to raise questions about the relevance and operation of the category of middle powers. I argue that our traditional concepts of middle powers and how they operate as norm entrepreneurs fail to resonate with the contemporary international system. While it goes beyond the scope of this article to completely resolve the contradictions, I suggest that we may be able to resuscitate both concepts by diversifying our understandings of who middle powers are, how they operate, and which political actors play a major role in promoting norms.
Middle powers were significant and useful actors during the Cold War, and norms helped to explain international behavioral shifts. As the international system has changed, though, both of these concepts need to adjust if they are to retain any sense of continued theoretical utility. 
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