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Beyond the Middle Powers in the Western Context: Fuzziness,
Characterization and Reorientation

SHEN Chen'
(1. Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100732, China)

Abstract ; “Middle power” has always been an important part of international relations, but as a concept, it
is obviously controversial and ambiguous. In order to make the concept of “middle power” more clear and
more operational, Western international relations theory from four paradigms of institutionalism, functional-
ism, idealism, constructivism explore the “middle power’ s characteristics,” which increases the breadth
and depth of the study of middle power. However, with the research on “middle power’ s characteristics”
getting more ideological and the continuous emergence of emerging countries, the disconnection between the
research approach defined by the backward conceptualization from behavioral characteristics and the reality
of international relations has become increasingly serious, causing a great negative impact on relevant re-
search and practice. Therefore, the author proposes that we should return to the basic meaning of the middle
power, and expand the ideological positioning in western discourse to the hierarchical relationship positio-
ning under the niche; first, select key indicators to determine the relative strength of the middle power;
then select the reference frame to determine the relationship between the main body of the relationship and
the middle power; finally, niche areas are selected to determine the power base of middle powers. The new
positioning path is conducive to removing the Western ideology prevalent in studies of middle powers, and
also provides useful reference for China to reformulate its foreign policy for “intermediate-zones” in the con-
text of intensified strategic competition among great powers.

Key words: middle power; intermediate region; Western context; China’s diplomacy; strategic competi-

tion



