
 This paper argues that Aus-
tralia has the opportunity to devel-
op a more autonomous policy by 
encouraging collaborations among 
middle powers and by acting as peer 
leader. By following this path, Can-
berra would ensure the continuity 
of its influence towards the US and 
China, ultimately reinforcing its role 
in the region. 

Australia is currently undergoing a 
political debate regarding its place in 
the Asian century and the policies it 
should adopt towards China and the 
United States. Indeed, while Canber-
ra has sided with Washington for de-
cades, some as White (2010, 2012) 
or Carr (2017) for example, are now 
questioning this relationship. This in-
terrogation stems, on the one hand, 
from America’s relative decline, and 
on the other hand, from the asser-
tion of China as a regional power in 
the Indo-Pacific region. In addition, 
Australia depends on both the Unit-
ed States and China, respectively 
regarding security matters and eco-
nomic issues. Moreover, geostrate-
gic uncertainty shadows the region 
– partially due to a potential Amer-
ican disengagement stemming from 
President Trump’s unpredictability 
and the ‘America First’ policy. As For-
eign Minister Bishop mentioned in 
March 2017, many regional nations 
‘are in a strategic holding pattern and 

waiting to see whether the United 
States and its security allies and part-
ners can continue to play the robust 
and constructive role that they have 
for many decades in preserving the 
peace’ (Murphy 2017). Additionally, 
Australia has to manage its constant 
oscillation between its common his-
tory with the United States and Eu-
rope and the reality of its Asian envi-
ronment (Howard, 1995). 

For Canberra, the issue is not wheth-
er to choose between Washington 
and Beijing, but rather how to gain 
influence over both great powers 
without endangering Australian’s 
economic and security interests. 
Naturally, Australia’s leeway will de-
pend ‘to a large extent on the form 
and state of the international system 
to which it belong’ (Holbraad 1984, 
212-213). States operate in dynamic 
processes and relationships, conse-
quently, ‘each type of situation creat-
ed by the dynamics of this interaction 
– determined by the number of great 
powers and the level of their rela-
tions – presents to a range of theoret-
ically possible roles to middle powers 
in the system’ (Holbraad 1984, 8). If 
during the Cold War, the role of mid-
dle powers appeared as limited and 
restrained (bipolar world and closed 
alliances), transitional dynamics (vol-
atile and loose alliances) coupled to 
a favourable conjuncture in the cur-

rent and transitioning world opens a 
window of opportunities. Now that 
the system is in transition, the role of 
middle powers has the potential to 
expend. For Australia’s former Prime 
Minister K. Rudd, middle powers 
have to be creative: ‘creative middle 
powers are uniquely placed to bring 
together major, regional and small-
er powers alike to inform and shape 
solutions, since their strength comes 
from the good offices they bring to 
bear on regional and global problems 
and the persuasiveness of their argu-
ments and the coalitions they are ca-
pable of building, not the assertion of 
direct power’ (in Scott 2013, 6). 

Australia has the opportunity to de-
velop a more autonomous policy by 
encouraging collaborations among 
middle powers (Australia, South Ko-
rea, Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam) 
and also with secondary powers (Ja-
pan and India) through peer leader-
ship. Thus, before being able to influ-
ence the two great powers, the first 
step is to enhance lateral peer co-
operation as confirmed by the Turn-
bull government in its Foreign Policy 
White Paper of 2017: to reinforce its 
interactions with ‘likeminded’ middle 
powers, in particular Indonesia, Ja-
pan, India and South Korea (Foreign 
Policy White Paper, 2017: 4). Yet Can-
berra’s strategy must remain subtle 
as its two main security and prosperi-
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ty partners – United States and China 
– both represent the most important 
protagonists of the contemporary in-
ternational system and the greatest 
rival geopolitical powers. Here, suc-
cess is linked to flexibility and adap-
tation. 

 AustrAliA As initiA-
tor of CooperAtion

 The current distribution of 
power grants middle powers as Aus-
tralia the occasion to advance their 
political, economic and security 
goals – so long as they work collec-
tively, in a network-centric oriented 
way. By networks, we understand 
structures linking nodes (States) that 
share a common interest on specific 
issues (Hafner-Burton & Montgom-
ery 2006; Hafner-Burton, Kahler & 
Montgomery 2009; Kahler 2009; 
Maoz 2010). Networks are meant to 
facilitate agenda setting, implemen-
tation, policy formulation, collective 
action and cooperation, and exercise 
influence. A well-managed network 
provides broader opportunities to 
a middle power, if it acts in a proac-
tive and adaptive fashion, diversifies 
networks and strategically positions 
itself. Middle powers have the op-
portunity to re-position themselves, 
relying on strong influence skills, 
networks, and resources. However, 
since they have fewer capacities and 
means than great powers, middle 
powers must put greater emphasis 
on relations and processes. This is 
especially so because, as Hafner-Bur-
ton, Kahler and Montgomery empha-
size, great powers such as the Unit-
ed States and increasingly China are 
powerful not only because of their 
capacities but also because of the 
weakness of network ties among the 
nodes on the periphery (Hafner-Bur-
ton, Kahler, Montgomery 2009, 572).

Therefore, if middle powers wish to 
be influential they need to cooper-
ate by reinforcing ties between the 
nodes and develop lateral strategies 
(Landsberger 1961, 300). Lateral or-
ganization describes side-by-side re-
lations and horizontal processes (co-
ordination and consultation) among 
actors of a same level within a hier-

archy (power, status) sharing similar 
or common interests, goals and ob-
jectives. These elements can foster 
the development of a set of mutually 
reinforcing and interrelated policies 
and practices to achieve a common 
goal rather than operating as sepa-
rate and distinct entities. For lateral 
cooperation to succeed, it is import-
ant to plan how to manage the inter-
actions: ‘The key to collaboration is 
initiating processes leading to shared 
understanding’ (Khül, Schnelle, and 
Tillmann 2005, 180). Hence, lateral 
cooperation is characterized by the 
division of labour, and it is only pos-
sible if there is some degree of trust. 
The latter can be initially obtained by 
‘utilizing secondary theatres of en-
gagement’ (186) if necessary or by 
logrolling – trading of favours, or quid 
pro quo. A state that is socially pow-
erful and central in a network ‘may 
not only allow a node to access ben-
efits from other network members, it 
may also let that node shape the flow 
of information among nodes and al-
ter common understandings of rela-
tive capabilities, common interests 
or norms’ (Hafner-Burton, Kahler, 
Montgomery 2009, 570).

The unique position in which Austra-
lia finds itself in its relations with the 
two great powers creates both an 
opportunity and an incentive for Can-
berra to assert itself as peer leader. 
Indeed, Australia has the opportunity 
to adopt a profile of ‘initiator’, ‘role 
model’ or ‘mentor’ of a peer-to-peer 
network with equal authority, power 
and responsibility (Baker 2014), to 
guide and facilitate a rapprochement 
among equals within a diverse group 
without behaving as a leader – a 
status that would not be granted in 
any case by the other middle or sec-
ondary powers. Thus, as peer leader, 
Canberra would be relationship-ori-
ented, driven to serve rather than 
to lead first, by sharing information, 
building a common vision, learning 
from mistakes, listening to the other 
members and encouraging creative 
input from the members (Greenleaf 
1977).  In order to succeed, Australia 
needs to create a we-feeling, a we-
ness among middle powers, defend-
ing a collective interest joined to-
gether in shared endeavour (Haslam, 
Reicher, and Platow 2011, 46 & 68). 

To achieve this objective, Australia 
needs to behave as a peer prototypi-
cal leader, ‘influential because of [its] 
position and the depersonalization 
process that assimilates members’ 
behaviour to the prototype. [Austra-
lia] and [its] suggestions [would thus 
be] intrinsically persuasive because 
[it would be] embody the norms 
of the group; [it would] have refer-
ent power, or position power, and 
therefore [would] not need to exer-
cise personal power’ (Hogg 2001, 
194). To achieve this role, Haslam, 
Reicher, and Platow recommend the 
three ‘R’s of identity leadership: Re-
flecting, Representing, and Realizing 
(2011, 205). Reflecting refers to un-
derstand the other middle and sec-
ondary powers (their history, culture, 
priorities…). Representing involves 
ensuring that actions and initiatives 
reflect the position of the other mid-
dle and secondary powers. Finally, 
realizing includes delivering, acting 
and achieving results. The best way 
for Australia to achieve this would be 
through interconnecting these pow-
ers in a ‘stable network of patterned 
interactions’ (Astley and Sachdeva 
1984, 104). 

 the WAy forWArd

 The recent cooperations 
(FTA’s, military exercices, …) between 
Australia and other middle and sec-
ondary powers (Japan, India, South 
Korea, Malaysia, Vietnam and Indo-
nesia) demonstrates the potential 
motivation of these states to share 
the burden and to take greater re-
sponsibilities in their region. Yet, this 
fact also shows their desire for more 
autonomy, or even independence, 
from the United States and China. 
They do not want to be passive by-
standers. On the contrary, they wish 
to be active stakeholders, that is, se-
curity-makers instead of mere securi-
ty takers. 

As a result, this new situation could 
turn the geographical location of 
Australia into an advantage rather 
than a weakness, thus reversing fun-
damental Australian strategic think-
ing. More than down under, Australia 
stands in the middle of the regional 
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geostrategic scene, a crucial con-
dition to conduct its middle power 
diplomacy. Australia has to start to 
grasp the importance of strengthen-
ing its regional relations because ‘a 
state that has many links with region-
al neighbours that are not well-con-
nected themselves may be less likely 
to possess social power than a state 
that is part of a network with many 
other high-centrality members’ (Haf-
ner-Burton, Kahler, Montgomery 
2009, 571). Finally, in the long term, 
Australia will probably face hardships 
to sustain its middle power status – 
especially when comparing its limit-
ed population and military budget to 
the region’s overall growth in military 
spending and, to a lesser extent, to 
the rise of new middle powers on 
the regional and international scene 
(e.g. Indonesia). Thus, Australia’s 
‘immersion in multiple interdepen-
dencies (would make it) functionally 
indispensable’ (Cooper 1997, 106): 
the more Canberra will form a node 
within a network, the more it will 
gain power. 

For the network to be efficient, Aus-
tralia will have to take the initiative 
and lead, accelerate interactions 
between actors of the network, and 
adapt the institutional characteristics 
(or structure) of the network (Klijn, 
Steijn, and Edelenbos 2010). Such 
’intraorganizational power’, namely 
network centrality derives from the 
position of the state in a network 
rather than from its control of re-
sources. Australia’s power and abil-
ity to influence world affairs would 
thus be attached to its structural 
position within a network of middle 
powers and not only on ‘resource de-
pendencies within specific exchange 
relations’ (Astley, Schachdeva 1984, 
106). It’s all about connectedness. 

Thus, peer leadership is more about 
influence than control; it is also a 
more indirect than direct form of 
leadership, requiring leaders to cre-
ate a work environment based on 
autonomy, empowerment, trust, 
sharing and collaboration’ (‘Rise of 
the Network Leader’ 2014, 11). Con-
sequently, if Canberra wishes to keep 
its influence in future international 
affairs, it must become the node and 
peer leader of the network. 

Once the network becomes strong 
enough it could operate as ‘geese’ do. 
As a first step, Australia has to take 
the lead, as geese form a V-shape 
flying pattern with one goose in the 
lead and the others trailing behind. 
But as with geese, when the lead 
goose in the front gets tired, it rotates 
back into the formation and another 
goose takes the leadership position; 
after a while leadership rotates, em-
powering others to lead as well. Fur-
thermore, by flying together they re-
duce air resistance and consequently 
go further than if they flew alone. By 
flying together, they are more visible 
and fly towards a common direction 
with the same goals. Naturally, this 
path would require a very active dip-
lomatic policy of mediation and fa-
cilitation on behalf of Canberra. As 
Goldsmith and Eggers (2004, 157) 
observe ‘…network managers must 
possess at least some degree of ap-
titude in negotiation, mediation, risk 
analysis, trust building, collaboration, 
and project management...needing 
to be more like symphony conductors 
than drill sergeants’. 

Australia will have to navigate through 
adversity: it will be confronted to the 
adoption of competing roles stem-
ming from conflict of interests and 
pressure. In view of these conflicting 
and changing demands and roles, it 
will be difficult for Australia to reach 
consistent patterns of behaviour: to 
satisfy the requirements of one set of 
relationships, it may have to reduce 
its effectiveness in the management 
of another. Certainly, Canberra’s 
success will come from balancing all 
these roles. Sometimes it will require 
trade-offs (Uyterhoeven 1989). In 
addition, role balancing will be influ-
enced by the demands, expectations, 
and abilities of the United States and 
China. But concerning these two 
great powers, Australia has a cen-
tral or privileged position compared 
to for example India, Japan or South 
Korea: it is positively connected with 
Washington and Beijing and can gain 
influence as credible broker; ‘social 
capital can be turned into social pow-
er by a node that bridges structural 
holes in the network. A node that 
acts as a bridge or broker can gain 
influence through its centrality (de-
fined as betweenness), because it 

may provide the only link to the larg-
er network’ (Hafner-Burton, Kahler, 
Montgomery 2009, 571-572). 

In fine, if Australia traditionally used 
to bandwagon – first with Great Brit-
ain, then with the United States –, the 
new economic, political and military 
realities of the Indo- Pacific are forc-
ing Canberra into a period of adjust-
ment. Australia has an opportunity 
to initiate a common vision and value 
system among middle and secondary 
powers and put into place a network 
reinforcing this vision through peer 
leadership
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