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ABSTRACT

An impressive portfolio of case-study research has now demonstrated
how and through what means the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China,
South Africa) countries have sought higher social status. However, this
field of research lacks systematic means of evaluating this status-seeking. This article fills this lacuna by developing a mixed-methods framework enabling scholars to zoom in and compare individual states’
relative status performance. Using diplomatic representation as a proxy
for status recognition and comparing it to a country’s status resources
(wealth), the framework indicates how successfully countries have generated recognition from the international society. The findings show
that China’s economic ascent has been matched by increased recognition, and that South Africa enjoyed an almost immediate ‘status bounce’
following apartheid, turning it from a pariah to a significant overperformer. Russia should be understood as an ‘overperforming status-dissatisfied power’ while India’s status performance has been around ‘par’
for a country of its economic resources. Lastly, Brazil underperforms
more than any of the other BRICS, especially since its democratic transition. The findings highlight considerable variance in the type and
duration of gaps between status resource and recognition and suggests
that rather than treating these as ‘inconsistencies’ awaiting correction,
they can and should be accounted for by case study analyses.
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The BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) sought elevated status in international
society long before Goldman Sachs gave them their ubiquitous moniker.1 Indeed, beyond
the minimalistic yet fuzzy characteristics of being big and growing relatively quickly, the
strongest commonality among the BRICS is their governments’ explicit desire to acquire higher
social status. Indeed, international relations (IR) scholars have thoroughly documented the
various status strategies of Brazil,2 Russia,3 India,4 China,5 and South Africa.6 The overall conclusion of these studies is unidirectional: status concerns the BRICS a great deal, and informs
their foreign policy choices. However, while a status lens has proved fruitful for understanding
these countries’ foreign policies, none of these case studies has systematically attempted to
assess to what extent these status-seeking policies have fulfilled their purpose of generating
CONTACT Pål Røren
roeren@sam.sdu.dk
Department of Political Science and Public Management, University of
Southern Denmark, Campusvej 55, DK-5230 Odense M, Denmark
This paper was equally co-authored, but Pål Røren won a coin toss and thus stands as first author.
© 2018 Global South Ltd

2

PÅL RØREN AND PAUL BEAUMONT

status for their country.7 In this article, we address these empirical and methodological lacunae
by developing a means of illuminating the international status of these countries through
their level of received diplomatic representation. By comparing this measure to these countries’ material capabilities, here envisioned as their available status resources, we also are able
to address the BRICS’ relative status performance and thus assess which has been the most
successful in generating status from their status seeking, given their material means.
However, status is not just a concern for the BRICS. The field of IR has in recent years built
an impressive portfolio of research detailing the importance of status in world politics. In a
recent review of the literature, Dafoe and colleagues suggest ‘if there is one feature of reputation and status on which scholars agree, it is that leaders, policy elites, and national
populations are often concerned, even obsessed, with their status and reputation’.8 As Vincent
Pouliot explains, the absence of a symbolic hegemon to allocate status in international
society creates the conditions for fierce contestation over status and what constitutes status
markers.9 While competition for status may sound more benign than security competition,
several recent studies suggest otherwise. Ned Lebow has even argued that 58% of inter-state
wars should be understood as motivated by standing (a close synonym of status).10
Meanwhile, Jonathon Renshon has theorised and shown a significant relationship between
status-dissatisfied states and war initiation.11 Thus, it is with this sturdy warrant in hand that
we seek to shed light upon the nebulous but nonetheless significant workings of international society’s status hierarchies.
The quest for great power status is particularly fierce, yet what constitutes a great power
is notoriously hard to pin down. As methodologically tempting as it is to read status off
material capabilities, this approach runs into immediate trouble. From Byzantium to France
during WWII, the historical record is littered with actors enjoying status apparently disconnected from their material means.12 Indeed, status is a social-relational phenomenon; it
requires the recognition of other actors to become realised.13 In other words, a country might
very well be great in size and resources and have the desire for great power status, but these
do not automatically grant it recognition for great power status.14 It is these opaque but
significant practices of gaining and maintaining recognition from other states that we seek
to shed light on here. Rather than conceptualise great power status as a threshold defined
a priori,15 we conceptualise status seeking and gaining status recognition as an ongoing
competitive practice that can be performed well or badly and assessed accordingly. To undertake this task, we rework the methodology commonly used by status discrepancy research
to account for general variation in war initiation, and modify it to create a mixed-methods
framework enabling us to zoom in on and compare individual states’ relative status performance. In short (but elaborated below), using the relative level of received diplomatic representation as a proxy for status recognition and relating it to its relative level of status
resources (wealth), our procedure indicates a country’s s status performance: how well or
badly a state has managed to make the most of its material means and generate social
recognition from its peers. This data is then analysed qualitatively to piece together plausible
contextualised explanations for countries’ relative status performance. As such, our aim is
not to generalise across the BRICS, but rather to seek to understand their diverging status
performances.
The main empirical findings indicate diverging fortunes for the BRICS in terms of status
performance between 1970 and 2010. China’s economic ascent has been matched by
increased recognition from international society. Meanwhile, South Africa enjoyed an almost
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immediate ‘status bounce’ following apartheid that turned it from a pariah to a significant
overachiever. In contrast, Russia, since the end of the Cold War, should be understood as
something of a paradox: an ‘overperforming status-dissatisfied power’. India’s status performance has been around ‘par’ for a country of its economic resources, avoiding lag even when
it rose in relative economic resources. Meanwhile, Brazil underperforms more than any of
the other BRICS, especially since its democratic transition. Theoretically, these findings casts
doubt upon the common notion that ‘status lags’ or ‘halo effects’ can be generalised or
assumed to be uniform, or are just reflective of bureaucracies being slow to perceive and
adjust to relative power changes. Rather, our analysis illuminates how ‘inconsistencies’ vary
considerably and this variance can partly be plausibly accounted for by reference to specific
countries’ contexts and policies. Finally, our status performance framework illuminated two
new analytically distinguishable types of over- and underperformance, missed by the extant
literature: what we have tentatively called status exclusion and status surplus. South Africa’s
performance over the period illustrates both: its relative lack of recognition during apartheid
occurred independent of any large change in its relative resources and we suggest this
indicates (conscious) status exclusion by international society; meanwhile, its quick generation of a status surplus post-apartheid indicates conscious reward by international society
for a positive change in behaviour, one unrelated to changes in relative material power.
Ultimately, these findings indicate the analytical and ethical advantages of conceptualising
capabilities as status resources rather than status markers, and understanding status inconsistencies as status performance. Such a move would also help status scholars illuminate
the agency that is manifest in international status dynamics, and thus avoid the sort of
fatalism that suggests they are beyond the wit of man to manage or mitigate.
This article gets here in three moves. First, we develop a novel mixed-methods framework
for illuminating and analysing status performance. The second part elaborates and critically
discusses our operationalisation via the network centrality measure of the diplomatic
exchanges, gross national income (GNI) and the standardised rank difference between these
two. Third, we draw on the case study literature to interpret the status performance of all
the BRICS and discuss plausible explanations for the puzzles this procedure illuminates.

Status performance: a framework for analysis
This article builds on the recent wave of status research in IR, which coalesces around the
definition of status as ‘collective belief about a given state’s ranking on valued attributes
(wealth, coercive capabilities, culture, demographic position, sociopolitical organization,
and diplomatic clout)’.16 This understanding of status has the analytical advantage that allows
analysts to keep the size of countries and their economic or military clout analytically separate from the social status they enjoy in world politics, but still seeing these factors as
potentially empirically related to it in a non-linear fashion. Building on this programmatic
definition, we also invoke a Weberian conception of status to capture and emphasise both
the agency of actors in seeking status and their peers’ agency in deciding whether or not to
recognise that status.
Weber defined status as ‘an effective claim to social esteem in terms of positive or negative
privileges’.17 This definition has three analytical implications, which help illuminate how status
is detached from capabilities yet still inextricably linked to it. First, an ‘effective claim to social
esteem’ implies that status both involves agency and recognition. Countries cannot gain
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higher status without seeking it or without being recognised by their relevant peers.
Recognition here refers to the process or achieved state of social acknowledgement of a
claim to social esteem. Recognition might entail a confirmation, identification or acknowledgement of any trait, quality or state of another actor, which is why scholars across disciplines often use the compound version ‘status recognition’ to capture the act of recognising
an actor’s status.18 Second, it involves being esteemed as having honour ‘that may be
connected with any symbol’.19 This implies that honour is related to the qualities, or symbolic
resources, of an actor, be it economic class, property, or style of life, but not dependent on
any one of them. Third, it assumes a stratification of social relations based on ‘positive and
negative privileges’. These privileges are contextual and temporally dependent. Normally,
however, they usually include access to or inclusion in various ‘status groups’. Material attributes often form the basis for the privileges that designate a status group, but they are
rarely sufficient for ‘an effective claim’ to social esteem, which also depends upon ‘stylisation
of life’ or other non-material qualities or symbols associated with negative or positive
privileges.20
While several researchers have described the BRICS’ efforts to seek status as a great power,
none of them have attempted to assess their success in gaining status recognition for it.21
Indeed, seeking status represents only one side of the story. As suggested by the Weberian
definition, status is a social-relational phenomenon; it requires the recognition of other actors
to become realised.22 Yet, with the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) frozen since 1945,
international society offers very few authority-backed institutional mechanisms for recognising rising powers.23 By actually offering a way of conceptualising and evaluating the
results of the BRICS’ alleged status seeking, we fill a lacuna in the BRICS literature, but also,
by extension, in status seeking research in general.

Theorising and operationalising status performance
How then can we measure and evaluate the level of recognition the BRICS have received for
their status-seeking efforts? Here we build upon quantitative large-N studies that have developed the ‘status discrepancy’ methodology. This approach has been typically used to construct a categorical independent variable with a focus on testing its relationship to various
war-related events. Yet with conceptual tweaking, this approach can also provide empirics
that introduce systemic level recognition to case studies, which in turn can provide a starting
point for a qualitative assessment of the countries’ status performance. In short, we conceptualise status performance as a function of a state’s relative status resources (material capabilities) translated through socially embedded practices into changing levels of relative status
recognition. The following section elaborates upon the theoretical and methodological
choices underwriting this procedure.
To operationalise the Weberian definition of status in world politics, and to capture status
recognition, we look to diplomatic recognition, and specifically the type and amount of
diplomatic representation a country hosts within its borders. The significant decision to
establish an embassy in another country, coupled with the mundane practice of maintaining
it there, is essentially a valuation of the receiving country’s esteem. This conferral of esteem
is derived from two concerns that countries attach to their diplomatic ties: perceived importance and honour. First, regardless of what a state may value as important in their relations
with another state, establishing diplomatic ties is likely to serve as a useful tool to facilitate

Third World Quarterly

5

it.24 While diplomatic missions offer undoubted utility, states on average only send around
one in three of the embassies they could send.25 Therefore, embassies perform a ‘symbolic
role as a concrete representation of the importance attached to a bilateral relationship’.26
Second, diplomatic missions carry with them notions of respect, approval and sometimes
even admiration. To recognise a state means including it in a status club of nation states who
all have access to certain exclusive privileges pertaining only to members of that status club,
such as engaging in diplomacy, legal protection and promises of non-interference.27 The
decision to establish an embassy is an extension of that initial recognition in that the hosting
party is deemed to pass a certain threshold of perceived honour. Conversely, if a country
acts dishonourably, other countries may choose to withdraw their diplomatic representation,
regardless of the fact that this particular country is viewed as important.28 As such, these
decentralised ‘votes’ amount to an indication of that country’s legitimate access to higher
tiered privileges that social honour carries with it.
Crucially, diplomatic representation reflects whom the agents themselves consider sufficiently important and legitimate to maintain diplomatic missions in a given country; it is
precisely because states select according to their own subjective criteria that diplomatic
missions are said to fulfil the inter-subjective and relational aspects required to fit with status
theory. Similar to how the invisible hand of the market works through the allocation of
money to determine value in a market, the allocation of scarce diplomatic resources provides
a window into how status is allocated in the international system. It is for this reason that
Marina Duque suggests diplomacy is ‘par excellence the locus of status in international
politics’ and the practice of establishing diplomatic representation ‘the best indicator of
(status) recognition’ available to researchers.29
One way of operationalising diplomatic representation is to count how many diplomats
or embassies each country has within its territories. However, as Renshon suggests, ‘all diplomats are not created equal’ because ‘who sends diplomats to an actor matters as much as
(perhaps more than) the raw number of diplomats the state receives’.30 In other words, having
an embassy from the US indicates higher status than having a Finnish embassy located in
the country, for example. In order to take this into account, we utilise Renshon’s ingenious
approach of using Google’s PageRank algorithm to sort the diplomatic rank of the world’s
countries. In addition to the overall number of embassies a country ‘receives’ (size), the algorithm specifies that countries will benefit more from being connected to those countries
with higher recognition than countries with lower recognition (quality), as well as from those
countries with few embassies established abroad (exclusivity). The result of the numerous
iterations is converted into an ordinal rank to conform with the positional definition of status.
The diplomatic representation is gathered using the Diplomatic Contacts Database for
exchanges of embassies, which is more robust than the Correlates of War version.31
While this procedure is currently the best systemic-level means of assessing patterns of
status recognition available, it has limitations that should be laid bare.32 First, how diplomatic
missions are used in practice by great powers blunts somewhat their utility. The states that
rank at the top of the diplomatic representation rankings all tend to recognise each other
with embassies and do so consistently, suggesting that measures of diplomatic exchange
alone cannot capture the dynamics of status recognition between great powers, which will
instead require contextual case study analyses. While this is certainly a limitation, relative
levels of diplomatic representation can still provide a theoretically strong window into how
the full plurality of states in international society constitutes states’ status. Indeed, this fits
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with the English School’s understanding of status, which depends upon recognition not
only by great powers but by smaller states too.33
A related objection to relying on embassies is that they tend to change slowly and should
be buttressed with more fluid measures of recognition. For instance, Volgy and colleagues
use state visits as part of a more complex schema for ascertaining whether a state is a ‘status
consistent’ great power.34 However, the state visit data do not necessarily count real events,
but only observation of events as reported in the open press.35 In terms of construct validity,
the long-term, much more demanding practice of sending and maintaining an embassy
provides a more robust proxy for recognition. Indeed, adding state visits would introduce
complexity to the framework but risk producing more noise than light. Finally, it should also
be noted that the diplomatic representation measure contains anomalies caused by peculiar
state-specific factors that scholars using the data set should consider. For instance, by virtue
of being the home of the EU, Belgium falls disproportionately high in the ranking by receiving
a disproportionate number of embassies. To be sure, hosting international organisations or
being perceived as a security threat is not necessarily an indicator of high status, yet still
influences diplomatic representation. Yet the advantage of our mixed-methods model is
that combining status performance with qualitative inquiry means the status performance
framework allows scholars to catch these distortions in the analysis. In sum, while relative
level of diplomatic representation offers a workable proxy for status recognition it is not a
panacea, and as such should always be used with its limitations in mind and in tandem with
other evidence.
Status resources are understood as a state’s cumulative potential for social action that
could generate status recognition for a state. Crucially, status resources are understood not
as timeless ‘status attributes’ equated directly with status,36 but as a resource that indicates
potential for actions with status effects. In short, we assume the more economic power a
state has the more actions a state and its people can undertake that could affect the state’s
status recognition. We do not presume the more economic resources the better the status
recognition, only the more potential. This subtle but important distinction allows us to overcome Marina Duque’s compelling critique of the extant large-N status research, which she
suggests ‘reify the social structure by determining a priori the dimensions of status …
neglecting the role of states’ practices in the constitution of the status order’.37 Certainly, we
are guilty of reifying the idea that wealth enables action, but not the idea that wealth equals
status. Thus, by conceiving of material attributes as status resources that can only generate
recognition through social action, we seek to capture the relationship between material
capabilities and status, without being locked into it.
It is common in status discrepancy research to utilise some measure of military capacities
as a marker of ‘objective status’. However, because our Weberian conception of status seeks
to illuminate the agency of actors in making the most of their potential (resources) to claim
status, total wealth is a superior theoretical fit because it is more fungible than military power.
Military power is a function of wealth and not the other way around. In short, states can
choose to spend wealth on their military, on embassies abroad, on aid, on social welfare, or
on something else, and each could contribute to status. Spending economic resources on
military power may well offer the best status-seeking strategy, but given that it involves
agency, choice and thus skill, it should be investigated in the qualitative analysis.38 Ultimately,
this is why GNI is chosen as our sole measure of status resource rather than military capacity,
or indeed any other potential status resource.39
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Status performance is the combined measure of diplomatic representation on the one
hand and status resources and status-generating actions on the other. Status performance
seeks to capture how well a state utilises its potential status resources and how well its status
seeking has resonated with its international audiences. While this measure resembles Volgy
and colleagues’ ‘status discrepancy’40 and Renshon’s ‘status deficit’ measures,41 it differs on
a substantial note. These authors suggest that the proxy they use for capturing status is
consistent with actual status; they then label any comparative divergences with material
capabilities as possessing ‘inconsistent status’, ‘dissatisfactory status’, or experiencing a ‘status
deficit’. Indeed, while diplomatic representation is often above or below the baseline provided by status resources, we do not treat this as a ‘natural’ inconsistency caused by slow-moving bureaucracies.42 Rather, we suggest, and later attempt to demonstrate, that the degree
of under- or overperformance and the duration of ‘lags’ also varies according to contextual,
incidental factors and/or foreign policy skill. While we agree there is a general tendency for
status to lag, assuming lags a priori would occlude inquiry into the times status recognition
changed rapidly or unusually slowly. Whether it is Russia trying to cling onto great-power
status, or international society deciding to reward South Africa with higher status post-apartheid, we suggest a great deal of the variance in performance stems from self-conscious
choices on behalf of international society and thus constitute puzzles to investigate rather
than to assume, lag, and conjure away in the model.
The calculation that derives status performance is conceptually different but methodologically similar to the approach of Renshon’s status deficit measure.43 First, the countries
are ranked according to their PageRank score in each year. The countries are then ranked on
the basis of GNI. Subsequently, the countries’ rank on the PageRank measure is subtracted
from their respective rank on GNI. This results in a rank discrepancy measure – the difference
between countries’ rank on their status resources and their status recognition. This discrepancy is then standardised using the standard deviation between the ranks and subsequently
plotted in a simple diagram for each of the discrepancy models from 1970 to 2010.44 A
performance closer to zero would suggest that they receive as much recognition as their
status resources would suggest was normal: par for the course. Any positive or negative
discrepancies would indicate that the particular country is either overperforming (+) or
underperforming (−) relative to their status resources.
We suggest divergent status performances constitute puzzles that cannot be solved with
quantitative analysis alone, but require qualitative interpretation. Status resources provide
a baseline from which to assess a country’s relative performance in generating status recognition: whether they are performing well or badly given their status resources. However,
to explain status performance in terms of an ‘effective claim to social esteem’,45 the analysis
requires interpreting not only the actors’ skill in pursing policies in a manner that leads to
status recognition, but also how this recognition has been limited or enabled by contextual
factors within international society. As such, we analyse each country in the following segments with specific reference to the structural conditions surrounding them and their agency/
skill in navigating this structural terrain.
While generating status is to some extent a skilful practice, the game is not fair: status-seeking states must make the best of the hand they are dealt. This handicap we capture
with the term structural conditions: the regional dynamics, specific historical relationships
to the institutions of international society, and broader geopolitical trends beyond a state’s
control that may inhibit or enable its generation of status recognition. We are here
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particularly attentive to the major institutions long associated with high status – being
recognized in the Non-Nuclear Proliferation Treaty (NPT) as a nuclear power, or being a
permanent member of the UNSC – as well as incidental country-specific factors, which do
not operate at the system level but can be picked up from qualitative analysis. In contrast,
by agency/skill we mean the strategy and dexterity, or lack thereof, of key foreign policy
agents in making the most of their hand: how well they have exploited or overcome the
structural conditions they faced in their quest for higher status. We are here mainly concerned
with leaders’ ability to pursue specific status-generating foreign policies and how well they
are able to narrate the outcome of economic growth or military expansion, as well as domestic events, in a manner that either impedes or generates international status recognition.
However, we also recognise that these aspects of world politics are interrelated. For
instance, the NPT and the growing norm against the acquisition of nuclear weapons would
count as a structural condition that could inhibit or enable status performance depending
on a state’s specific temporal and political relationship to the treaty. Yet, given these structural
conditions, countries and their leaders also have the wiggle room to play the NPT card dealt
to their advantage or disadvantage through discursive practices or actions that could see
their status performance deviate from what their initial structural conditions would suggest.
Ultimately, the mixed-methods aspect of our status performance framework aims to draw
attention to variable and non-linear status effects of a state’s agency and how they interact
with structural conditions.

BRICS status performance
This section zooms in on the status performance of the BRICS. Status performance captures
in broad strokes how well a state has translated its status resources into status recognition
over time. In this way status performance illuminates when states struggle to turn their
status resources into recognition, or when they manage to enjoy high status recognition
despite having fewer status resources: overperformance or underperformance, respectively.
Although the BRICS do not share a common time frame or trajectory for their economic
growth, they have all at some point grown faster than the major Western powers. Status
performance provides a means of assessing how well the BRICS translated these relative
gains in material position into gains in recognition. Or, vice versa: how they hold onto their
recognition when in periods of relative economic decline. Table 2(a) shows the level of status
recognition, transformed into an ordinal world rank scale for each year, while Table 2(b)
displays the status performance of the BRICS countries: the standardised discrepancy
between the countries’ rank on their own status resources (Table 1(b)) and their received
status recognition (Table 2(a)). Status performance is also illustrated visually (Figure 1).
Overall, except for Brazil, the status performance of the BRICS has been strong since the
1990s. On average, the most consistent underperformer throughout the period has been
Brazil (1970–2010: −0.251). While Brazil underperformed throughout the 40-year time frame,
China only underperformed before its economic reforms (1970–1990: −0.381), South Africa
only underperformed under the apartheid regime (1970–1990: −2.995) and the Soviet Union
underperformed until the end of the Cold War (1970–1990: −0.122). The BRICS’ two overperformers in the period were post-cold war Russia (1995–2010: 0.383) and South Africa (1995–
2010: 0.446) post-apartheid. Like China since the mid-1990s, India has generally performed
at around par throughout the 40 years (1970–2010: 0.099).
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Table 1. Status resources (gross national income (GNI)) BRICS countries.
(a) (GNI) absolute values (in billions of constant 2012 US dollars)
Year
1970
1975
1980
1985
1990
1995
2000
2005
2010

Brazil
206
455
533
377
716
1144
898
1011
2209

USSR/Russia
2565
2929
2622
1947
997
593
332
875
1550

India
362
428
517
480
567
551
632
981
1771

China
544
692
846
655
688
1081
1571
2644
6199

South Africa
102
151
215
116
189
223
183
285
373

16
13
12
13
10
7
9
10
7

2
2
3
3
8
13
21
14
11

10
14
13
11
12
15
13
13
9

8
9
8
9
11
8
7
5
2

22
27
24
33
28
26
28
27
29

(b) GNI world rank
1970
1975
1980
1985
1990
1995
2000
2005
2010

Table 2. Status recognition and status performance. BRICS countries.
(a) Status recognition (World rank on PageRank)
Year
1970
1975
1980
1985
1990
1995
2000
2005
2010

Brazil
20
15
15
16
14
18
17
20
13

USSR/Russia
6
8
6
6
6
2
6
8
8

India
9
10
8
9
12
12
12
12
6

China
37
26
11
7
7
7
7
5
3

South Africa
83
97
98
98
106
33
14
13
14

(b) Status performance (Standardised score of GNI-PageRank discrepancy)
1970
1975
1980
1985
1990
1995
2000
2005
2010

−0.168
−0.089
−0.133
−0.132
−0.178
−0.425
−0.358
−0.464
−0.312

−0.168
−0.268
−0.133
−0.132
0.089
0.425
0.671
0.279
0.156

0.042
0.179
0.222
0.088
0.000
0.116
0.044
0.046
0.156

−1.218
−0.760
−0.133
0.088
0.178
0.039
0.000
0.000
−0.052

−2.521
−3.085
−3.244
−2.777
−3.346
−0.271
0.626
0.650
0.781

In the following sections, we emphasise and problematise some more of the puzzling
findings. Seeking to understand the status performance of the respective BRICS is an exercise
of interpretation: the quantitative data alone cannot tell us definitively what caused status
recognition. Yet by mapping the results of different states’ performance and by drawing on
case studies to interpret these countries’ structural conditions and skill we can piece together
plausible explanations for status performance. Our aim is thus not to generalise across the
BRICS, but rather to seek to infer contextualised explanations for countries’ diverging status
performances across the time period.
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Making the most of one’s hand: China’s status-seeking skill and structural
advantages
China moved from a serious status underperformance in 1970 to managing to reach par in
1990 (see Figure 1). Moreover, despite growing rapidly (around 10% per year) and moving
up the GNI rankings during the following two decades, its status recognition kept pace,
equating to a status performance in line with or above its status resources (Figure 1 and
Table 2b). How can this be explained? Structurally, China has, from a relative point of view,
always been ‘big’ on most metrics of physical presence in world politics. As Deng46 puts it
with regards to contemporary China, ‘[g]iven its population, physical scale, UN [ie United
Nations] role, and now fast-growing power, the PRC would always measure up as a great
power in some areas’. Throughout the period, China boasted one of the 10 largest economies;
it was the third largest country in terms of size, held the largest population and possessed
nuclear weapons (somewhat) legitimated by the NPT. The striking rise in China’s status recognition and thus also its status performance can be partially explained by the fact that it
only received formal recognition as a state from the US in 1971, gaining its seat in the UNSC
shortly after. Previously, the lack of formal recognition from the US could be seen as double
whammy hitting its status performance: it was stigmatised by a superpower and did not
enjoy the status benefits of the UNSC, despite its latent great-power resources.47 This is
reflected in China’s very poor status performance in 1970: China’s status recognition was far
lower than that of less economically and militarily powerful countries. As such, lack of capabilities did not cause China’s underperformance, but its social surroundings led to a wellunder-par level of recognition that bordered upon status exclusion.
However, while China had some structural advantages helping it generate recognition
congruent with its rise, this should not be seen as automatic, but also as a function of foreign
policy skill negotiating and narrating its rise. Indeed, given that status research and power
transition theories expect status to lag, the fact that China’s status performance kept up with
its meteoric growth is surprising and warrants explanation. After all, despite being non-
democratic and having a hybrid-communist economic system, since the 1980s, China has
managed to avoid status underperformance in the manner of the Soviet Union (Figure 1).
To begin, although China’s rapprochement with the US has long been understood through
a US prism that strikes it up as a grand success for Henry Kissinger’s realpolitik,48 in terms of
status gains, China took full advantage. Even as China has risen to second in the world in
terms of GNI, it has taken care to narrate its rise as ‘peaceful’.49 Especially through the fostering
of various regional initiatives, this seems to have defused at least some of the tension associated with power transitions involving a state with China’s potential. Further, China’s exportled growth strategy has surely helped: its balance-of-payment surplus, trillion-dollar
sovereign wealth fund,50 and vast global Foreign Direct Investment portfolio51 have arguably
made China too economically important to let misgivings about its political system affect
the willingness of states to recognise China. Indeed, this would be consistent with Neumayer,
who suggest that above a certain power threshold, ideological affinity ceases to influence
patterns of status recognition.52 Moreover, China’s status performance may reflect how developing countries consider China an appealing diplomatic partner compared to Western countries due the lack of conditionalities it attaches to its foreign investments.53
This skilful narration of China’s peaceful rise has also been employed in areas where its
policies seem to be in direct contradiction with a peaceful posturing. The incidents involved
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in the Taiwan straits and the broader South China Sea territorial disputes exemplify this. The
Chinese decision to occupy Mischief Reef in 1995 was interpreted by the regional disputants
and the global audience as a sign of a more threatening China emerging. Likewise, its efforts
to pressure Taiwan away from its one-China policy through a series of missile tests in 1996
were unpopular among large parts of the international society. In response to these incidents,
and indeed many of the other clashes in the region, China responded by sending considerable diplomatic and military envoys abroad with the exclusive purpose to iron out emerging
perceptions of China as a threat.54 Avoiding a threatening reputation was particularly key
in Chinese foreign policy from 1995 and onwards as the leadership sought to avoid risking
its hard-won legitimacy that it had achieved during the course of the last couple of decades.55
Ultimately, China’s status recognition has kept pace with its rapid increase in status resources
unusually well. Indeed, China’s status has not lagged, and we would suggest that this is a
combination of structural advantages that have been maximised by China’s foreign policy skill.

South Africa’s status surplus and normative status bounces
If China’s rise in status performance was steady, South Africa’s rise was meteoric. And while
China’s rise to the top echelons of the status hierarchy cannot simply be accredited to one
factor, it is evident that South Africa’s soaring status performance in the early 1990s is chiefly
due to its democratic transition. Digging a little deeper, however, dictatorship need not imply
status underperformance. For instance, China has not suffered status underperformance
since the 1990s. Indeed, democratisation may be a red herring. While it might be normatively
desirable if status dynamics worked like this, in international politics they are far less automatic and more complex. As Rebecca Adler-Nissen suggests, rather than treating norms as
determinative of stigmatisation and the exclusion of a pariah, a less generalisable but more
social understanding would recognise that stigma is not automatic, but requires both active
stigmatisation by an actor and for the audience to recognise the stigma and exclude the
state.56 What enabled South Africa’s democratic transition to become so significant was that
it had been already stigmatised and excluded from international society as a pariah.
The South African transition from pariah status to symbol of progress provides an idealised
example of why contextual structural conditions matter. Apartheid South Africa had suffered
stigmatisation via widespread sanctions and the cutting of diplomatic ties. Yet, despite this
stigmatisation, South Africa for most of the measured period had the status resources to be
considered the region’s dominant power. Moreover, with the largest military expenditures
of the sub-Saharan continent, modern infrastructure, and a relatively large population,
Apartheid South Africa had several attributes associated with high status. This combination
of latent potential, high level of status exclusion (Figure 1), and the drastic change in government thus made it possible for renewing normal relations to become a huge symbolic
event: 130 heads of state gathered to celebrate the inauguration, while 69 diplomatic missions were opened that year.57 Looking at South Africa’s persistently strong status performance since 1995, it is clear that states that otherwise would not have set up embassies
there did so to symbolise their approval of the new post-apartheid government and the
progressive norms it embodied. In the process, South Africa not only acquired status recognition consonant with its resources but was granted a status performance considerably
beyond what is par (Figure 1): a status surplus.
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Figure 1. Status performance-based GNI, BRICS.

In the aftermath of the 1990 transition to inclusive democracy, South Africa capitalised
on its new-found status surplus by engaging in multiple foreign policy areas that would
strengthen and reinforce the image of a progressive country that its new status was built
upon. It carved out a role out for itself as a successful broker, mediator and negotiator in
areas pertaining to disarmament of nuclear weapons, landmines and small arms.58 This is
particularly visible in how it initiated and participated in global summitry, which affirmed
South Africa as a legitimate representative of the African continent.59 This dominant representation, consciously narrated by South African foreign policy elites, was key in forming
and letting South Africa join status clubs such as the India-Brazil-South Africa Dialogue Forum
(IBSA) and later on the BRICS. Indeed, the success of South Africa’s status seeking is well
illustrated by how it lacks comparable resources to the other BRICS, but was still invited to
join amidst arguably more suitable candidates. In short, the post-apartheid status bounce
seems to have translated into very tangible self-reinforcing benefits, capitalised upon by
foreign policy skill and prowess.
The story of South Africa’s status is also of theoretical significance. South Africa’s status
bounce aptly illustrates the inadequacy of the language of status inconsistencies, lags or
halo effects: South Africa’s post-apartheid increase in recognition was almost immediate,
was obviously a conscious calculation, and took place absent a significant change in material
capabilities. Moreover, its status-seeking behaviour since appears designed to maintain its
status surplus. It is thus misleading to characterise this as ‘inconsistency’ waiting for correction; rather, it appears to be the result of international society deciding that South Africa’s
transition from apartheid – and the anti-racism and anti-imperialism it embodied – was
deemed worthy of status recognition.

The Russian paradox: the overperforming status dissatisfied BRICS
While the Soviet Union underperformed slightly during the Cold War, perhaps reflecting efforts
made by the West to stigmatise it, the melting of the Cold War saw it turn overnight into a
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status overperformer. However, this apparent ‘success’ requires some unpacking. A significant
part of this status performance can be accounted for by its relative fall in status resources and
international society deciding not to reduce recognition in terms of diplomatic representation.
Again, this could be struck up as a ‘halo effect’ awaiting correction. However, given that two
decades on Russia still overperforms, we think alternative explanations are needed.
In terms of structural conditions, Russia suffered an economic shock, but it remained a
state with vast economic potential and natural resources. It is reasonable to suggest that
states may have interpreted Russia’s economic fall as temporary and recognised its latent
potential. Moreover, Russia maintained some important institutional privileges that also
function as status symbols. Like China, it inherited membership (from the Soviet Union) of
the UNSC and maintained nuclear weapons (somewhat) legitimated by the NPT. It is also
reasonable to presume that states would have taken these into account when assessing
Russia’s post-Cold War status. With regards to agency and skill, Russia managed to attract
embassies from 37 new states upon its transition to democracy. While many of these were
its new neighbours, a significant portion were from formerly ideologically opposed states
that wished to symbolically recognise Russia’s transition to capitalist democracy (eg Israel,
Chile, South Korea). Russia seems to have enjoyed a similar (but smaller) status bounce to
South Africa’s through the active framing of the new Russian leadership of democratic transition. Indeed, while in the early period after transition Russia benefited from considerable
goodwill from major powers, the fact that the Group of Seven (G7) extended membership
to Russia despite it lacking the economic power of the other members needs also to be seen
as a result of active lobbying and portrayal of itself as an honourable actor.
Therefore, we suggest that Russia’s ‘halo effect’ did not endure because the international
society was slow to recognise its relative material decline. Instead, we would suggest that
cumulatively the evidence suggests Russia’s ‘halo effect’ endured because the international
society in aggregate recognised that it possessed (1) latent power and held key inherited
institutional privileges, and (2) because Russian leaders worked to uphold that image
throughout its transition to a capitalist democracy. The transition from a Yeltsin-inspired
hyper-capitalist democracy to the semi-autocratic rule of Vladimir Putin did not happen
without turbulence. However, Russia’s status performance remained rather consistent
throughout the 2000s. While our data do not stretch far enough to assess how the 2014
annexation of Crimea affected Russia’s status performance, there is evidence to suggest that
the new turn in Russian anti-western foreign policy also gathered substantial support in
world politics, mitigating and sometimes avoiding the stigmatisation and subsequent status
loss that such a foreign policy can create.60
Scholars of Russian foreign policy might object here, to point out that Russia’s status
performance (Figure 1) seems to run against the weight of case studies which highlight
Russia’s status anxiety. We agree in part. Russia’s status performance illuminates a general
problem with equating gaps between diplomatic recognition and material resources as
‘deficits’ that indicate feelings of satisfaction and dissatisfaction.61 Under this schema, if a
country’s economy crashes but it retains most embassies, this would lead to it being coded
as status satisfied. This seems intuitively wrong: a country whose economy crashed would
likely feel anxious about its status, even if it retained embassies. For instance, if we were to
apply Renshon’s status-dissatisfaction approach, Russia would be coded ‘satisfied’ with its
status after the Cold War. While Renshon’s theory, which predicts status dissatisfied countries
will behave aggressively, fits very well Russia’s contemporary foreign policy, by relying on
diplomatic representation as a proxy for status satisfaction, his methodology misses this.
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Nonetheless, we suggest our mixed-methods status performance framework can gain the
best of both worlds. By shifting the focus from status (dis)satisfaction to over- and underperformance our framework eliminates preconceived assumptions about how a country feels
based on measuring material capabilities and diplomatic ties. Moreover, this allows us to
illuminate an intriguing paradox: Russia can be understood as a dissatisfied overperformer:
it receives more recognition than it might expect, yet still remains dissatisfied.

No recognition for old potential: India’s steady status performance
Ever since its independence, India’s aspiration for elevated status has been claimed to be
based on its geographic size and population.62 However, these latent status resources and
the status claims of numerous Indian foreign policy elites ever since its independence were
not until recently substantiated by economic growth. Instead of recognising India’s claim to
be a great power in the making, India achieved status recognition on par with its status
resources. From a structural point of view, due to India’s 1971 victory over Pakistan and the
creation of Bangladesh, India emerged as the dominant power within the subcontinent.63
But any latent ambitions it might have had for pursuing status globally were hindered by a
series of economic crises, political turmoil and insurgencies, along with the structural conditions enforced by the regional and global containment policies of China and the US. Indeed,
during this period its GNI stagnated in absolute terms, along with its level of status recognition.64 The end of the Cold War saw India undertake economic reforms and a foreign policy
realignment towards a US-led liberal world order.65 This realignment, was not, however,
awarded with significant additional status recognition until its economy began to realise its
potential in the 2000s, more than doubling in size from 2005 to 2010. In terms of relative
position, it climbed four spots on the world ranking of GNI, becoming one of the 10 largest
economies of the world. As suggested earlier, the fungibility of wealth makes it both a status
resource and a symbol, opening up for expanded status-seeking agency for generating
status recognition. Indeed, in keeping with its increased status resources, India climbed six
spots on the status recognition ranking from 2005 to 2010. Although some measures and
analyses would suggest India merely remained a ‘status-consistent’ country, this misses how
its recognition has kept pace with its rise:66 From 2005 to 2010 India received 41 new embassies. We think this is a testament to the foreign policy skill of India in pursuing status.
Indeed, the story of India’s success translating status resources into status recognition
provides a hard test for the possibility of a state overcoming structural constraints through
foreign policy skill. India does not enjoy the institutional advantages of permanent UNSC
membership or privileged status under the NPT. Indeed, with its decision to (finally) test
nuclear weapons in 1998, India knowingly risked the wrath of the other great powers.
Although a risky maneuver, this continued persistence in combination with extended bilateral negotiation between the US and India has in hindsight paid dividends in the sense that
India was increasingly recognised as a de facto nuclear weapons state.67 The improving relations between the US and India and the tendency to hyphenate India and China as opposed
to India and Pakistan was clearly a foreign policy success for India in terms of receiving more
status recognition.68 In 2002, with reference to India, its nuclear tests and China and the
USA’s regional containment response, Nayar and Paul asked whether the capacity of a diplomatically and economically sanctioned state to survive is a true test for graduation to the
rank of major power.69 Recent developments in status recognition and India’s non-lagging
status performance may suggest that so far it has succeeded in doing so.
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Brazil’s status struggles: why did the good guy finish last?
A final puzzle that emerges from the status performance of the BRICS is how Brazil has consistently underperformed since it became a democracy (Figure 1). These status struggles would
appear somewhat curious – at least to more optimistic liberals – given that Brazil has made a
concerted effort to follow and promote the liberal-democratic norms of international society,70
undertaken costly peacekeeping missions71 and risen through the ranks of GNI (Table 1).
Moreover, Brazil disclosed and gave up its nuclear weapons programme in 1990, fully joined
the Treaty of Tlatelolco in 1994, and finally ratified the NPT in 1998, having been a long-term
critic. One might suggest that lack of UNSC inclusion hindered a positive status performance,
but neither India nor South Africa required that to either maintain an on-par performance or
receive a significant status bump. Moreover, while before 1990 one might have pointed to
Brazil’s small military as the root of its status struggles, after 1990 Brazil increased its military
spending, yet its status recognition remained mostly unchanged. In addition, Brazil’s underperformance persisted and even worsened after the move from dictatorship to democracy.
If status is partly a function of adherence to international society’s norms, Brazil should have
begun to improve its performance vis-à-vis the other BRICS. After all, Brazil was either the
highest- or second highest-scoring of the BRICS on all the respective liberal measures after
the end of the military dictatorship in 1985. It might be tempting to strike this up to just ‘status
lag’: the tendency for states to be slow to change their practices of recognition. However, Brazil
is the only one of the BRICS to experience a significant status lag when its relative resources rose.
How can the consistent status underperformance be explained? Structurally, two aspects
are particularly striking with regards to Brazil. First, geography matters. To compare, Asia has
long been a region populated by powerful states as well as several medium-sized highgrowth economies, which grants the region a general economic and strategic importance.
The idea of ‘the Asian century’ has captivated the global audience, not least the United States,
which manifested this long-term trend with President Obama’s much vaunted ‘pivot to Asia’.
Put simply, Latin America has not received the same kind of recognition because its constituent countries have not risen as fast. Indeed, the status performance of the large Latin
American countries provides perhaps the most disheartening evidence from a Brazilian
perspective (Figure 2). Except for Venezuela, all the large Latin American states suffer longterm status underperformance. Understood from a regional perspective, Brazil’s status performance is comparatively good: it beats most of its regional rivals in terms of making the
most of its status resources. However, translating this into Brazil’s quest for great power
status, it seems that Brazil suffers the structural handicap of being from a continent that
struggles to make the most of its status resources.
Second, its transition to democracy did not involve drastic sudden shifts as compared to
other countries both inside and outside the BRICS. Or, to put it more accurately, the world
did not perceive the Brazilian transition to democracy as ground-breaking and swift as was
the case in Russia and South Africa. Here, starting points matter. International society had
scarcely sought to stigmatise Brazil; the pressure to democratise had come largely from
below.72 While its status performance was poor, it was several orders better than South
Africa’s. In short, it could not be rewarded with a post-pariah status bounce because it had
not been treated as a pariah. Given that Brazil’s status performance did not improve following
democratisation, this suggests that other lurking factors lay at the root of its underperformance. Ironically, one tentative conclusion might be that to generate status for doing honourable deeds, a state must capture the world’s attention for its bad deeds first.
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Figure 2. Status performance-based GNI, South America.

Due to the disadvantageous structural conditions, we believe that Brazilian foreign policy
practitioners were ultimately dealt a bad hand. It would therefore be unfair to characterise
Brazilian status-seeking skill as particularly poor. A big fish limited by its small pond, Brazil’s
aforementioned peaceful status-seeking strategy fits what SIT scholars call ‘social creativity’.73
Lacking the plausible possibility to play power politics (a function of its historical trajectory
and geopolitical position), it has attempted to re-evaluate this ‘weakness’ and turn it into a
status symbol and its trademark modus operandi. To be sure, Brazil’s type of pro-social status
seeking has a long history of success for middle powers. However, Brazil is pioneering this
strategy for the great power club, which has long been associated with war-fighting prowess
and global military reach.74 Attempting to bypass the normal route to greatness was unlikely
to be easy or immediate. Yet the uptick in status performance during the latter years of our
measure (2005–2010) coincides with President Lula’s vigorous status seeking in Africa.75 This
might suggest that Brazil’s novel great power strategy may eventually have begun to bear
fruit, though it is likely to be a long struggle.

Conclusion
This article zoomed in on the BRICS’ quest for international status to address their relative
status-seeking performance: how successful they have been in generating recognition
given the resources at their disposal. Perhaps surprisingly, besides Brazil, the BRICS have
managed to gain recognition at least congruent with their status resources since the 1990s.
The results have several theoretical implications. First, our results will disappoint Liberals:
Brazil’s attempt to seek status as a ‘peace power’ have proven slow to bear fruit, while
China’s strong status performance demonstrates that following liberal economic and democratic norms is not a prerequisite for rising to the top echelons of international society’s
status hierarchy. Second, the results suggest that status research needs to rethink and
nuance how it conceives of status inconsistency. The BRICS’ status performance illustrate
four analytically distinguishable types of status inconsistency or, as we would prefer, status
gaps. For instance, Apartheid South Africa and China pre-1971 suffered from status
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exclusion: when status recognition remains considerably lower than ‘par’ as result of the
conscious stigmatisation of international society. Meanwhile, post-Apartheid South Africa
enjoys status surplus: when a state receives considerably more status recognition despite
little relative change in status resources. The other status gap types have names in the
literature already: Brazil illustrates a good case of status lagging behind a rise in relative
status resources, while post-Cold War Russia illustrates the maintenance of a halo effect
despite a relative decline in status resources. However, rather than treating these gaps as
inconsistencies, given India and China rose without experiencing a lag, while Russia has
enjoyed a halo effect for 20 years, what the status literature has taken to be lag caused by
bureaucracies slow to readjust may partly be international society taking into account
state-specific qualities that fall outside of brute material capabilities (eg UNSC membership). Our status performance framework can illuminate this hitherto occluded variance
because – unlike the extant literature – it reconceptualises material capabilities as status
resources rather than markers, attends to the degree of change in recognition across time,
and insists upon qualitative analysis of agency and contextual constraints. The framework
is a starting point for analysts seeking to understand foreign policy decisions. For instance,
China’s participation in the Vietnam War and the Third Indochina War, as well as South
Africa’s Border War, all happened when these countries experienced a significant status
underperformance. Though no conclusions should be drawn solely on the basis of the
status performance measure, the overall framework allows for the re-examination of these
wars, but with a potentially useful new empirical context. Ultimately, we suggest our framework lays the groundwork for finer grained case studies than we could provide here, investigating when, why and with what consequence status gaps vary and how states mitigate
or exacerbate them.
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