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INTRODUCTION

President Trump’s fury

On 20 July 2017, US President Donald Trump’s senior advisers attempted an
ambush. It backfired spectacularly.

According to Washington Post journalists Philip Rucker and Carol Leonnig,
authors of A Very Stable Genius: Donald J Trump’s Testing of America, President
Trump’s Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, Secretary of Defense Jim Mattis, and
Director of the National Economic Council Gary Cohn were concerned about the
“gaping holes in the president’s knowledge of history and the alliances forged in
the wake of World War II”, and they wanted to set him right.

Secretary Mattis began a briefing, ostensibly about Afghanistan, with a slide that
read “The post-war international rules-based order is the greatest gift of the
greatest generation.”

President Trump’s adviser Steve Bannon reportedly recalled: “If you stood up and
threatened to shoot [Trump], he couldn’t say ‘post-war rules-based international
order’. It’s just not the way he thinks.” Mr Bannon knew his man.

Soon, President Trump was flying into a rage against NATO, free trade
agreements, and the Iran nuclear deal.

Newer than you think

President Trump’s ignorance is not surprising. The concept of the rules-based
order is not widely understood outside the corridors of power and academia.
However, establishment figures like Secretary Mattis, Secretary Tillerson, and Mr
Cohn attach increasing importance to it.

The phrase ‘rules-based order’ is relatively young. Only after the Cold War ended
did it come into use as a descriptor for the post-Second World War era. (The term
‘liberal international order’ has a much longer history.)
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Usage of the term “rules-based order” spiked from 2016

Graph shows relative frequency of terms (% x 10–8 ). 
Source: Google Ngrams. Google Ngram is a search engine that allows users to track the occurrence of words
and phrases in books over time by charting word frequencies from a large collection of books that were printed
between 1500 and 2019.
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“Rules-based order”

Trending in Australia

The term ‘liberal international order’ has never been popular in Australia but, over
the last decade or so, the Australian government has enthusiastically adopted
the concept of a ‘rules-based international order’.

This may just be a new way of describing a longstanding policy. In comments
provided to the Lowy Institute, former Foreign Minister Julie Bishop agreed that
the term is a “semantic innovation”. Allan Gyngell, in his book Fear of
Abandonment, argues that all Australian governments have based their foreign
policies on the US alliance, regional engagement, and “the organisations, rules
and norms — the generally accepted standards of behaviour that most states

https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?year_start=1985&content=rules-based+order%2Cliberal+international+order&year_end=2019&corpus=26&smoothing=0&direct_url=t1%3B%2Crules%20-%20based%20order%3B%2Cc0%3B.t1%3B%2Cliberal%20international%20order%3B%2Cc0
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apply to themselves and others — which together [make] up a rules-based
international order”.

Richard Maude, former Director-General of the Office of National Assessments
and current Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute, says Australian
policymakers have had a consistent, if perhaps too often implicit, understanding
of what the rules-based order means and why it is important:

“ First, global order is shaped primarily by the power of sovereign states. Second, in the

decades following the Second World War, a system of multilateral policymaking, and

rule-setting institutions was created, alongside the development of international law.

This is the rules-based order. Third, to the extent this system can promote global

responses to global challenges and protect Australia from coercive power, it serves our

interests. Fourth, the liberal dimensions of the order reflect Australian values and

interests and should be protected wherever possible.”

According to Hilary Charlesworth, Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law
School:

“ Australia’s aspirations to ‘good international citizenship’ have waxed and waned in

practice. Canberra’s attitude to international law and institutions might be best

described as ambivalent. Certainly, Australia has not demonstrated the hostility

towards international legal institutions manifested in particular contexts by the

superpowers.”

And in the words of Professor Rory Medcalf, Head of the National Security
College, ANU:

“ It is striking that advocacy of a rules-based international order has been a broadly

consistent thread of Australian foreign policy across five prime ministers and both sides

of politics over the past 12 years. That advocacy tended to intensify as the rules-based

system came under increasing strain, although has been pragmatically tempered

somewhat in 2020 when the world entered a phase of starkly worsening disorder and

disruption: note the extensive reference to the rules-based order in Australia’s 2016

Defence White Paper, but the greater focus on power and deterrence in the 2020

Defence Strategic Update.

This pragmatism is not unique to the COVID-and-after era — indeed from Kevin Rudd

onwards, Australian leaders were always conscious that the reality was a ‘rules-and-

power-based order’, and we needed to be able to operate in both.”
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Our examination of the past decade suggests that the bipartisan continuity
noted by Professor Medcalf is a reaction to the major geopolitical shifts in this
period: the rise of an assertive China, a more disruptive United States, and
increasingly competitive state behaviour, including in new domains such as cyber
and space.

These trends led Allan Gyngell to conclude, in a June 2018 speech to the Royal
United Services Institute in London, that “the order we have known for the past
seventy years has ended. It’s not being challenged. It’s not changing. It’s over”.

The growing popularity of the phrase ‘rules-based order’ has not always brought
greater clarity as to what the order is, or what it is supposed to do. Australian
leaders have deployed the term differently in response to divergent challenges.

This digital feature illustrates, chronologically and thematically, how Australian
governments have adopted and deployed the concept of the rules-based order.
From Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 speech to the Brookings Institution in
Washington DC, through to Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s virtual address at the
2020 Aspen Security Forum, we track how the idea of the rules-based order has
been shaped by global events and the changing priorities of the Australian
government. We also identify ten recurring propositions about the rules-based
order. Along the way, readers will see comments from experts who shaped the
national debate and formulated government policy.

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“Allan is right, the post-war order is gone, but many of its institutions and
systems remain. These are under immense pressure from anti-
globalisation, populism, nationalism, and authoritarianism, from the

Read more
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THE RULES-BASED ORDER: TIMELINE  

The purpose of this feature is not to develop an argument about the rules-based
order, but rather, to provide a better understanding of the concept, and a
resource for a more informed debate. 

AN EVOLVING POLICY

Explore how the rules-based order has developed over time and in meaning.
Below, we identify ten recurring propositions about the rules-based order. Along
the way, readers will see comments from experts who shaped the national debate
and formulated government policy.

Scroll on, or select an item below to jump ahead.

Is multilateral

Reflects our values

Has delivered peace

Constrains power

Is US dependent

Could shape China

Is global and regional

Is fragile

Needs to evolve

Requires tangible deeds

2007—2010 (Rudd Government)

2010—2013 (Gillard Government)

2013—2015 (Abbott Government)

2015—2018 (Turnbull Government)

2018— (Morrison Government)

RECURRING PROPOSITIONS ABOUT THE RULES-BASED
ORDER:
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It is centred on multilateral organisations

Australian governments have typically defined the rules-based order expansively
to encompass “a broad architecture of international governance which has
developed since the end of the Second World War”.

According to Prime Minister Morrison, “The UN is the prime custodian of the
rules-based order … the UN and its norms are central to a cooperative rules-
based approach to global challenges.”

Foreign Minister Marise Payne has said multilateral organisations “create rules
that are vital to Australia’s security, interests, values and prosperity. Those bodies
regulate international cooperation in key sectors of our economy including civil
aviation, maritime transport, intellectual property, telecommunications,
agriculture. They promote universal values and play critical roles in responding to
emerging global challenges.”

It reflects our values

Prime Minister Julia Gillard said “The values of the [United Nations] Charter don’t
only reflect the official stance of the Australian government. They reflect the
character of the Australian people.”

^

^

^

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“Australia has engaged seriously with international legal institutions, for
example, by accepting the optional jurisdiction of the International Court
of Justice (which just over a third of United Nations members have done).

Read more

    

^
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More recently, and in response to growing pressure on the rules-based order,
Foreign Minister Payne said Australia “must stand up for our values and bring our
influence to bear in these institutions to protect and promote our national
interests, and to preserve the open character of international institutions based
on universal values and transparency”.

It has delivered 70 years of peace and prosperity

According to the 2016 Defence White Paper, the rules-based order “has helped
support Australia’s security and economic interests for 70 years” because it
“supports the peaceful resolution of disputes, facilitates free and open trade and
enables unfettered access to the global commons” including “trading routes,
secure communications and transport”.

Official statements also credit the rules-based order with limiting the proliferation
of weapons of mass destruction. For instance, Foreign Minister Julie Bishop said
the Iran nuclear deal “serves our interests in nuclear non-proliferation and in
reinforcing the rules-based international system”.

It constrains power

Australian leaders have regularly argued that the rules-based order limits
coercion and the abuse of power. In this account, by preventing the “misuse of

^

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“The essence of a rules-based order is countering the risk of abuse of
power. Australia's support for a rules-based international order assumes,
however, that it applies externally with little apparent reflection on how

Read more

    

^

^
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power”,  the rules-based order provides an alternative to a world in which “might
is right”.

The rules-based order is also described as bounding strategic competition so
that it can take place “within the framework of international law — not winning
through corruption, interference or coercion”.

It has also enabled “disputes to be resolved in accordance with rules rather than
by coercive means”.

But government documents sometimes described the rules-based order in less
ambitious terms. It “fosters cooperation” and “eases tension between states”.
Moreover, the rules are sometimes characterised as only one “component of the
international order”.

It is US dependent

Although the rules-based order is seen as a constraint on power, Australian
political leaders have consistently emphasised that the order is also dependent
on US power. Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull referred to a “system of rules and
institutions which the United States and its allies built from the ashes of World
War II.”

According to the 2013 National Security Strategy, the United States “provides
the critical underpinning to the rules-based order that exists today”.  Similarly,
“[t]he global strategic and economic weight of the United States will be essential
to the continued stability of the rules-based global order on which Australia relies
for our security and prosperity”.

More recently, Australian policymakers have sought to remind Washington that
“the United States’ engagement to support a rules-based order is in its own
interests and in the interests of wider international stability and prosperity”.

Prime Minister Turnbull told an American audience in 2016 that the United
States should not “lose sight of the wood for the trees … because the big picture
is the rules-based international order, which America has underwritten for
generations”.

^
^

^

^

^

^

^

^

^

^

^
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It could shape China’s rise

The rise of China looms large, but not always clearly, in Australian policy
pronouncements on the rules-based order. In 2008, Prime Minister Rudd urged
China to act “in accordance with the rules” and “make a strong contribution to
strengthening the global and regional rules-based order”.

After Chinese President Xi Jinping addressed the Australian federal parliament in
2014, Prime Minister Tony Abbott said, “I have never heard a Chinese leader
commit so explicitly to a rule-based international order founded on the principle
that we should all treat others as we would be treated ourselves.”.

Prime Minister Turnbull told Chinese Premier Li Keqiang that “Australia and China
have both benefited immeasurably from the stability in our region that has been
underpinned by the rules-based international order.”

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“The rules-based order is not designed to ensure US dominance,
although as the initiator and guarantor, it has largely submitted to that
order. Many nations have challenged the United States through the

Read more

    

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“Australia did not have to think too hard about the rules-based
component of global order while US power was unchallenged and
America was the dominant influence on rules and norms. Even though

Read more

    

^

^

^
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It is global and regional

Government documents have shifted back and forth between emphasising the
‘global’ rules-based order and focusing more tightly on its regional dimension.

According to the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, “[t]o support a balance in the
Indo–Pacific favourable to our interests and promote an open, inclusive and
rules-based region, Australia will also work more closely with the region’s major
democracies, bilaterally and in small groupings”.

In the 2016 Defence White Paper, the rules-based order was identified as a
central component of Australia’s relationships with the United Nations, NATO, the

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“A more powerful, nationalist, and authoritarian China under President Xi
Jinping required Australia to think harder about how to defend and
promote rules that supported regional and international security and

Read more

    

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“[Use of 'rules-based order' in government language] is not in response to
the rise of China as such. Rather it is in response to the actions of
countries such as China and Russia, among others. China's rise has been

Read more

    

^
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United Kingdom, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and New Zealand. India was
identified both as an important supporter of the rules-based order and, like
China, a major power that can rise peacefully within that framework. Meanwhile,
Papua New Guinea, Fiji, and Tonga had “demonstrated a willingness to make
important contributions to maintaining the rules-based global order”. However,
when it came to relations with Malaysia and Singapore, the White Paper said
Australia was interested in a “rules-based regional order”.

It is under unprecedented pressure

A growing theme of Australian government statements about the rules-based
order over the last decade has been its fragility.

“Significant forces of change are now buffeting this system”, according to the
2017 Foreign Policy White Paper.  The 2016 Defence White Paper said the
rules-based order was being challenged by “competition between countries and
major powers trying to promote their interests outside of the established rules”.

The 2020 Defence Strategic Update said “confidence in the rules-based global
order is being undermined by disruptions from a widening range of sources”.

It needs to evolve

Canberra often recognises that evolution of the rules-based order is necessary to
reflect shifting geopolitics and new dimensions of international relations.

In 2012, Prime Minister Gillard called for “a greater role for Asian countries” ,
and the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper said “Australia will support reforms that
give new and emerging powers a greater role in the international system. Some
change to institutions and patterns of global cooperation is inevitable, necessary
and appropriate to reflect the greater weight of countries such as China,
Indonesia, India, Nigeria and Brazil. Reform should be a shared project. Australia
is a willing partner.”

More recently, Foreign Minister Payne said that Australia “will work to ensure that
the development of new rules and norms to address emerging challenges is
consistent with enduring values and principles. This is particularly important in
the case of critical technologies, including cyber and artificial intelligence, critical
minerals and outer space”.

It requires tangible deeds

^

^

^

^

^

^

^
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Tangible Australian support for the rules-based order, perhaps extending to
military commitments, is addressed in a range of speeches and policy
documents. Defence Minister Linda Reynolds has pointed out that standing up
for the rules-based order requires “not just words”.

The 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper asserted that “Australia’s interests are
strongly served by acting with others to support a rules-based international order.
Australia will encourage and tangibly support the leadership of the United States
to this end.”

Australian government rhetoric on military defence of the rules-based order has
shifted over the last decade.

The 2009 Defence White Paper said that in some circumstances, the need to
support the rules-based order could see Australia intervene militarily in another
country.  In the 2016 Defence White Paper, support for the rules-based order
was identified as something Australia had fought for before and may be prepared
to fight for again.

In the 2016 White Paper, providing “meaningful contributions to global
responses to address threats to the rules-based global order which threaten
Australia and its interests”  is identified as one of three equally weighted
defence objectives. In the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, these three priorities
are ordered hierarchically. Australia’s immediate region was listed as the top
priority, while “Operations in support of the rules-based global order” was listed
as the third priority.

^

^

^

^

^

^
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TIMELINE

The timeline below highlights key moments in the evolution of the rules-based
order in Australian government policy and rhetoric. From Kevin Rudd, the first
Australian prime minister to use the term in an official capacity, through to
current Prime Minister Scott Morrison, we track how the idea has been shaped by
each cabinet and significant global events. Experts share their inside knowledge
throughout.

Mentions of the Rules-Based Order
IN SELECTED^ PRIME MINISTER, FOREIGN MINISTER, AND DEFENCE MINISTER

SPEECHES

Search counts included the term “rules-based (order or system)” and excluded variations of “liberal
international order” and similar. 
^Where publicly available, speeches were chosen based on their relevance to the national security and
foreign policy debate. The numbers above are not exhaustive. Graph is current as of 5 Aug 2020.
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Prime Minister Kevin Rudd began his term seeking to shape the US–China relationship,
establish new regional institutions, and enhance international cooperation on climate
change. His government’s first official act was ratification of the Kyoto Protocol. Mr Rudd was
challenged by the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC) and a marked increase in arrivals of
boats carrying asylum seekers to Australia. He leveraged the GFC to lobby for establishment
of a Group of 20 (G20) leaders’ meeting — including Australia. His government launched
Australia’s successful bid for a non-permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council
(from 2013–2014).

2008

RUDD GOVERNMENT

DECEMBER 2007 — JUNE 2010

Photo: Cherie Cullen / Wiki Commons

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“Kevin Rudd’s decision to launch a case in the ICJ against Japan over the legality of Japan’s
‘scientific whaling’ program was an example of Australia taking international law seriously.”

MAR



Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s address to the Brookings Institution, Washington DC

Mr Rudd’s first visit to Washington as prime minister included a speech to the Brookings
Institution replete with references to world order, including the first known use of ‘rules-
based order’ by an Australian prime minister:

“ The idea of a “harmonious world” depends on China being a participant in the world order and, along with

others, acting in accordance with the rules of that order … we look to China to make a strong contribution to

strengthening the global and regional rules-based order.”

Prime Minister Rudd then travelled to Beijing where he delivered the same message, telling
an audience of Chinese students at Peking University that realisation of the Chinese goal of a
“harmonious world” depended on China acting in accordance with the rules of the global
order.

Kevin Rudd Speaks to the Brookings Institution in Washington DC. (Photo: Mark Wilson / Getty Images)

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s address to the Asia Society, Sydney

In a June 2008 address to the Asia Society, Prime Minister Rudd proposed a far-reaching
‘Asia Pacific Community’ a new regional body that he described as the first step towards an

JUNE



Asia–Pacific Community , a new regional body that he described as the first step towards an

Asian version of the European Union. The proposal got little regional traction, arguably
demonstrating the limited regional appetite for closer multilateral ties.

“ We need to have a vision for an Asia–Pacific Community, a vision that embraces: A regional institution

which spans the entire Asia–Pacific region — including the United States, Japan, China, India, Indonesia and

the other states of the region; [And] a regional institution which is able to engage in the full spectrum of

dialogue, cooperation and action on economic and political matters and future challenges related to security.

The purpose is to encourage the development of a genuine and comprehensive sense of community whose

habitual operating principle is cooperation.”

Australian Prime Minister Kevin Rudd speaks at a press conference during the G20 summit in Washington, DC. (Photo:
Mandel Ngan / AFP via Getty Images)



GLOBAL CONTEXT

2008 National Security Statement

In December 2008, Prime Minister Rudd released Australia’s inaugural National Security
Statement (NSS). The NSS outlined the government’s plans for a national security structure
that “provide[d] improved strategic direction within the national security community,
support[ed] whole-of-government national security policy development and crisis response,
and promote[d] a cohesive national security culture”.

The rules-based order was listed as part of the fifth principle of Australia’s national security:

1. Maintaining Australia's territorial and border integrity.

2. Promoting Australia's political sovereignty.

3. Preserving Australia's cohesive and resilient society and the long-term strengths of our economy.

4. Protecting Australians and Australian interests both at home and abroad.

5. Promoting an international environment, particularly in the Asia–Pacific region, that is stable,
peaceful and prosperous, together with a global rules-based order which enhances Australia's
national interests.

Presenting the NSS before the parliament, Prime Minister Rudd said:

“ At the global level, we are committed to multilateral institutions, and in particular the United Nations, to

promote a rules-based international order that enhances our security and economy. We believe those that

share the benefits of these systems must also share the responsibilities of supporting and enhancing them.”

2007-2009

Global Financial Crisis
On 15 September 2008, the American-based financial services firm Lehman
Brothers collapsed, triggering what is now referred to as the Global Financial
Crisis. Responding to the GFC, twenty of the world’s largest economies — the
Group of Twenty (G20) — assembled at the leaders' level for the first time ever in
late 2008. The crisis sparked a commitment from world leaders to work towards a
set of global financial rules that would reduce the chances of it happening again.
Australia was a key contributor to these discussions.

DEC



2009

2009 Defence White Paper

The 2009 Defence White Paper was notable for its increased focus on China and on
Australia’s naval capabilities.

Maintaining the rules-based order was referenced as a possible objective of military
operations:

“ … the [Australian Defence Force] has to be prepared to contribute to military contingencies in the rest of

the world, in support of efforts by the international community to uphold global security and a rules-based

international order, where our interests align and where we have the capacity to do so.”

Notably, defence of the rules-based order was cited as a possible justification for
humanitarian intervention:

“ For a rules-based global security order to work, occasionally it is necessary to act to restore order. Within

the UN context, the ‘responsibility to protect’ principle, which is currently at an important stage of

development, holds that states are responsible for the protection of their own citizens from mass atrocities,

and that the international community should encourage and assist states to exercise that authority. Australia

supports the principle, and recognises that, on occasion, it may be necessary for other states to intervene,

under the auspices of a UN Security Council resolution, if a state cannot or will not protect its population.”

The rules-based order concept was also used to link Australia’s local, regional, and global
interests:

“ These strategic interests are presented in geographical terms, as a hierarchy that reflects both relative

priorities for action from a defence planning perspective, and our realistic capacity for influence through the

employment of military power. They are interlocking — a stable rules-based global security order increases

the likelihood of strategic stability in the Asia–Pacific region, which in turn makes more likely the

maintenance of a secure immediate neighbourhood and ultimately a secure Australia.”

MAY



Prime Minister Julia Gillard spoke more about regional order than global order. She referred
to creating “space for a rising China” and focused on Australia’s domestic readiness for the
Asian century. At the same time, Ms Gillard sought to strengthen the US alliance and
encourage American commitment to the region. In November 2011, she and US President
Barack Obama announced the rotational deployment of US Marine Corps to Darwin. Prime
Minister Gillard also laid the groundwork for the resumption of uranium sales to India. The
Palestinian push for recognition in multilateral fora occupied her government more than
many expected.

2010

Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s joint
statement, Melbourne

The joint Australian–US statement, referred to as ‘The Melbourne Statement’, marked the
70th anniversary of the establishment of formal diplomatic relations between Australia and
the United States. It laid out shared interests, including a common dedication to “the
enhancement of an international rules-based order, both within our region and for the world”.

This appears to be one of the first times ‘rules-based order’ was used by a senior US
government official — on this occasion, Secretary Clinton.

GILLARD GOVERNMENT

JUNE 2010 — JUNE 2013

Photo: DFID / Russell Watkins / Wiki Commons

*This section of the timeline includes Kevin Rudd’s second term as Prime Minister from June to September 2013.

NOV



Commenting on the statement, Secretary Clinton said:

“ We obviously share the view that we want to see China’s rise be successful, bringing benefits to the

Chinese people, but [we want China] to take on greater responsibility and a rules-based approach toward all

of its neighbours.”

Prime Minister Julia Gillard and US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton attend the 2012 Australia-United States Ministerial
Consultations. (Photo: Colin Murty-Pool / Getty Images)



2011

GLOBAL CONTEXT

Prime Minister Julia Gillard’s address to the AsiaLink Centre and the Asia Society,
Melbourne

Prime Minister Gillard used her speech to AsiaLink and the Asia Society to announce the
commissioning of a new White Paper on Australia’s place in what she termed ‘the Asian
century’. The prime minister announced that this paper would consider how Australia could
take greater advantage of the economic growth of Asia.

Reflecting on the future of the Asian century, Prime Minister Gillard said:

“ Australians should be optimistic. Not because change is always good — but because Australia is always

good enough to make the best of change. And Australians should be determined. Because the prize is rich

indeed. A peaceful, open, rules-based Asian system. Effective regional institutions, respect for all countries of

the region, large and small. Space for a rising China. A robust alliance between Australia and the United

States. That is the Asian future we seek in the Asian future we face.”

MAR

MARCH 2011

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973 on Libya
With Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi’s forces poised to crush an uprising, the
United Nations Security Council passed a resolution authorising "all necessary
measures" to protect civilians. UNSCR 1973 declared a no-fly zone over Libya,
but specifically precluded a UN-mandated occupying ground force. Australia’s
Foreign Minister Rudd, pressed for the no-fly zone, and commented publicly
about the “tortuous” diplomatic effort it took to obtain the mandate. “Let us all
hope and pray that this final resolve of the international community is not too late
for the people of Libya”, Mr Rudd said.

SEP

OCT



Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd’s address to the Oxford Business Alumni Forum, Sydney

Foreign Minister Rudd’s speech to the Oxford Business Alumni Forum in Sydney included a
wide-ranging discussion of the rise of China. Focusing on “Australia’s direction in a dual
superpower world”, the foreign minister predicted that China would eclipse the United States
as the world’s largest economy by 2019. He warned that “the worst outcome that you could
ever imagine for a country like Australia, is that there be conflict or war between the United
States and China”.

Mr Rudd argued that the development of new institutions was a race against time:

“ We began to debate two or three years ago on how we could build an Asia–Pacific community in a region

which doesn’t have regional institutions capable of bringing around the table the Americans, the Chinese,

and the rest of us, on how we craft the rules of the game for this region, for the next half-century. Because if

you fail to do that, and to cultivate and to develop a culture, and have it of economic and security policy and

foreign policy cooperation, it is very easy to drift in the reverse direction.”

2012

2012 Australia in the Asian Century White Paper

In October 2012, Prime Minister Gillard released the government’s Australia in the Asian
Century White Paper in an address to the Lowy Institute. The White Paper outlined twenty-
five “national objectives” to prepare Australia for the rise of Asia in the twenty-first century.
These included strengthening regional institutions, encouraging Asian language teaching in
schools, strengthening the credentials of Australia’s universities, and increasing diplomatic
presence in the region.

At several points, the White Paper argued that Australia should play a part in increasing the
role of Asian countries in the rules-based order:

“ Australia’s future is irrevocably tied to the stability and sustainable security of our diverse region … We will

continue to support a greater role for Asian countries in a rules-based regional and global order. Australia’s

alliance with the United States and a strong US presence in Asia will support regional stability, as will China’s

full participation in regional developments.”

OCT



In her launch remarks to the Lowy Institute, Prime Minister Gillard gave the rules-based order
a ‘regional’ face:

“ [A]ll countries in the region, particularly the major powers, have a deep interest in strategic stability. So we

need not be pessimistic — but just as we work to shape the economic future of our region, so too do we work to

shape our security environment. We are supporting the stabilising presence of the United States, a strong

Defence Force, building habits of trust and co-operation in our region and a rules-based regional order. We

have an ally in Washington — respect in Beijing — and more.”

Prime Minister Julia Gillard launches the 'Australia in the Asian Century' White Paper, Lowy Institute, Sydney, 2012

2013

GLOBAL CONTEXT

JAN

1 JANUARY 2013

Australia’s term on the United Nations Security Council
(2013–2014)

On 1 January 2013, Australia commenced a two-year term as a non-permanent
member of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). This was the fifth time
Australia had sat on the UNSC since the organisation held its first session in
January 1946, over which Australia presided. Australia's 2013–2014 term on the
Council coincided with a marked increase in challenges to the rules-based order
and an increasingly complex global security environment.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLJnt4nuYUE


2013 National Security Strategy

In January 2013, the Gillard government released its National Security Strategy, outlining
Australia’s national security risks, priorities, and capabilities. During her launch address,
Prime Minister Gillard described the national security environment as “post 9/11”. The
Strategy shifted Australia’s focus from non-state actors back to states.

The Strategy referred to the rules-based global order seven times, but in her remarks at the
launch, Ms Gillard once again framed the rules-based order in regional terms:

“ We have long championed a multilateral, rules-based order in our region in which disputes are resolved

peacefully, without the use or threat of force or coercion.”

The Strategy described the United States as central to maintenance of the rules-based order:

“ The United States is integral to global economic growth and security, and provides the critical

underpinning to the rules-based order that exists today.”

Adherence to the rules-based order was characterised as a reflection of Australian values and
history:

“ The rule of law provides the framework in which government balances its responsibility to protect

Australia, its people and its interests while preserving our civil liberties. These values influence our foreign and

defence policy. Our values underpin our reputation as a responsible member of the international community,

committed to a rules-based global order.”

2013 Defence White Paper

This paper referred to China more diplomatically than the previous, 2009, Defence White
Paper had. It also advanced planning for the use of Australian territory to support the Obama
administration’s “pivot to Asia”. The White Paper adopted the Indo–Pacific concept and
emphasised closer engagement in Australia’s immediate region. Defence of the continent
and a secure region were identified as higher priorities than “a stable, rules-based global
order”, although Australia’s regional interests were defined to include a “rules-based regional
security order”. The White Paper contained 11 references to the rules-based order.

MAY



“ Both in and beyond Southeast Asia, Australia supports a rules-based regional security order that fosters

cooperation, eases tensions between states and provides incentives to major powers like China and India to

rise peacefully. In particular, it is in our interests that no hostile power in the Indo–Pacific is able to coerce or

intimidate others through force or the threat of force.”

GLOBAL CONTEXT

AUG

21 AUGUST 2013

Syrian chemical weapons use and US President Barack
Obama’s “red line”

President Obama had said in August 2012 that a “red line for us is we start
seeing a whole bunch of chemical weapons moving around or being utilized”. A
year later, the Syrian regime shelled an area outside Damascus with rockets
carrying the sarin nerve agent, killing over 1400 people. On 31 August 2013,
President Obama announced that the United States “should take military action”
but that he would seek authorisation from Congress before doing so. Congress
did not authorise military action. In September 2013, Russia facilitated a deal
under which Syria joined the Chemical Weapons Convention and handed over
1300 tons of chemical weapons for destruction.

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“I was concerned at the impact on US global authority from the failure to enforce the “red
line”. US authority since the Second World War has come from an international understanding
that under certain circumstances it will take military action. This situation increased the risks

Read more

    



Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s foreign-policy agenda was shaped by a series of dramatic
events. In 2014, the Islamic State terrorist organisation swept through Iraq and Syria, and
Russia annexed Crimea. In July 2014, Russian-backed Ukrainian separatists shot down
Malaysia Airlines flight MH17. In the same period, China became more internationally
assertive, including by stepping up its island-building in the South China Sea.

As part of its effort to end maritime arrivals of asylum seekers, the Abbott government
initiated a policy of turning back boats or sending their passengers to offshore processing
facilities. This policy was known as ‘Operation Sovereign Borders’. Some international lawyers
and human rights groups argued that this was inconsistent with Australia’s international
obligations.

While Prime Minister Abbott used the specific term ‘rules-based order’ less often than prime
ministers Rudd, Gillard, and Turnbull, he often spoke against a world in which “might is right”,
and used the phrase “good global citizen” to describe Australia, and what Australia wanted
China to be.

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“This was a critical moment in the erosion of American credibility. Russia drew the clear
impression that America was becoming risk-averse and hesitant, and proceeded to annex
Crimea and foment conflict with Ukraine. But the repercussions of the “red line” failure

Read more

    

ABBOTT GOVERNMENT

SEPTEMBER 2013 — SEPTEMBER 2015

Photo: U.S. Department of State / Wiki Commons
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Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“The government was firmly committed to the rules-based order through its actions. For
example, when Malaysia Airlines flight MH17 was shot down over Ukraine in July 2014, one
of our first responses was to seek the support of the United Nations Security Council.

Read more

    

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“During the Abbott government, Australia successfully nominated Professor James Crawford
as a member of the International Court of Justice. He was elected as judge for a full term of
nine years in November 2014. He is only the second Australian to serve in this capacity (the
first was Sir Percy Spender).”

SEP
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23 SEPTEMBER 2013

China declares air defence identification zone in East China
Sea

In November 2013, China declared the establishment of its first air defence
identification zone (ADIZ) in the East China Sea (ECS). US Secretary of State John
Kerry called the declaration a “unilateral action” and “an attempt to change the
status quo” in the region. A week later, the US flew two B-52 bombers through
the designated airspace without complying with China’s identification
procedures.

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“There was concern at the time due to the lack of prior consultation and that it extended over
the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. The United States informed China that it did not
recognise the air defence identification zone (ADIZ) and demonstrated that by undertaking

Read more
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FEBRUARY/MARCH 2014

Unrest in Ukraine and Crimea annexation
Russia annexed Ukraine’s Crimean Peninsula on 18 March 2014. It was the first
time one European country had forcibly taken territory from another since the
redrawing of the borders after the Second World War.



Prime Minister Tony Abbott and US President Barack Obama’s opinion piece in the
Los Angeles Times

The joint opinion piece was published in June 2014, during Mr Abbott’s first visit to
Washington as prime minister. On the same day, he delivered a speech to the American
Chamber of Commerce in which he expressed his confidence “that the coming century will
indeed be the Asian century — but only if America is there too, to keep the peace and enforce
the rules”.

In the joint op-ed, Prime Minister Abbott and President Obama reiterated their shared
commitment to a rules-based order in Asia:

“ Thanks to the new and broader Force Posture Agreement that we just concluded, our two nations have the

opportunity for even deeper defense collaboration in Asia. The agreement recognizes that we must adapt to

new strategic circumstances — and that we will do more together to support the stability and security of an

open, rules-based region on which the future prosperity of all countries depends.”

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“This caused great alarm as it was a direct challenge to the rules-based order, which was
designed to prevent such behaviour. There was initial concern about the appetite of
European nations, reliant on Russian energy, to take firm action. However, the European

Read more
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Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s media statement, Canberra

In an August 2014 interview, Prime Minister Abbott answered questions about Russia’s
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula:

“ You cannot have an international order if might is right. You cannot have a safe and secure world if

powerful countries are able to take what they want. Plainly, what we have seen in Ukraine over the last six

months or so, is an increasingly aggressive role by Russia and it seems that Russia is now stepping out of the

shadows and overtly trying to achieve its objects of domination in Ukraine and it is completely, absolutely and

utterly unacceptable.”

17 JULY 2014

Downing of Malaysia Airlines flight MH17
Malaysia Airlines flight MH17, en route from Amsterdam to Kuala Lumpur, was
travelling over conflict-hit Ukraine on 17 July 2014 when it disappeared from
radar. In October 2015, a 15-month investigation by the Dutch Safety Board
found that the plane had crashed after being hit by a Russian-made Buk missile
over eastern Ukraine. A total of 298 passengers, including 38 Australian citizens
and residents, were killed.

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“For Australia, this was a critical and confronting moment: the loss of many Australian lives in
a brutal breach of international law, and a test of whether the international community could
be mobilised for a lawful and effective response.”

AUG



Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott (L) speaks alongside foreign minister Julie Bishop at a press conference in 2014
(Photo: Saeed Khan / AFP via Getty Images)

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“Australia’s advocacy of an international rules-based order and its constant rejection of the
notion that ‘might is right’ would be strengthened if Australia embraced its values in our
domestic legal and political systems.”



GLOBAL CONTEXT

GLOBAL CONTEXT

AUGUST 2014

Australia-Indonesia Intelligence Agreement
In August 2014, Foreign Minister Bishop and Indonesia Foreign Minister Marty
Natalegawa signed a Joint Understanding in implementation of the Lombok
Treaty. The Joint Understanding provided an agreed approach to enhance
intelligence cooperation. It followed claims that Australia had spied on
Indonesian President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono. According to the Joint
Understanding, neither country would "use any of their intelligence, including
surveillance capacities, or other resources, in ways that would harm the interests
of the Parties".

SEP

SEPTEMBER 2014

Australia extends its air strikes from Iraq to include Syria
In September 2014, Prime Minister Abbott announced Australia would join US-
led airstrikes and extend its military campaign from Iraq into Syria. The
government maintained the legal basis for the extended air strikes as the
"collective self-defence" of Iraq. Mirroring the United States, Australia referred to
areas of Syria under control of the Islamic State terrorist organisation as
“ungoverned space”.

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“There had to be a clear legal basis to the military operations to protect Australian military
personnel from any potential challenges in the international courts. We had to negotiate
some sensitivities with the Iraqi government to ensure our aircraft had flight approvals, while

Read more
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Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s address to the United Nations General Assembly, New
York

Prime Minister Abbott addressed the United Nations General Assembly in the final months of
Australia’s two-year term on the United Nations Security Council. He discussed the role of
the United Nations:

“ Like any institution, the United Nations is an imperfect instrument. Still, it’s better than might-is-right and it

gives good arguments the best chance to prevail. Despite faults and failures, the UN has worked for peace

and progress for nearly 70 years and Australia has been proud to play its part.”

Prime Minister of Australia Tony Abbott speaks to the 69th United Nations General Assembly in September 2014. (Photo:
Andrew Burton / Getty Images)

Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s address to the parliamentary dinner for Chinese
President Xi Jinping, Canberra

On 17 November 2014, President Xi delivered an address to the Australian federal
parliament in which he said that to achieve “the Chinese dream”, China would “promote the
rule of law in an all-round way, stay committed to socialism with Chinese features, advance
the modernisation drive and steadily improve people’s lives”

NOV



the modernisation drive and steadily improve people s lives .

Commenting on the address at a dinner in honour of President Xi, Prime Minister Abbott said
Australia’s “respect and affection” for China had been reinforced by the remarks, and that:

“ I have never heard a Chinese leader commit so explicitly to a rule-based international order founded on the

principle that we should all treat others as we would be treated ourselves.”

2015

Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s media statement, Royal Australian Air Force Base,
Williamtown

The Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) was the first global organisation created by
China. After vigorous domestic debate, and against the wishes of the United States, Australia
joined.

In July 2015, Prime Minister Abbott referred to the AIIB as an example of China’s willingness
and ability to play a global leadership role:

“ … obviously, what we want to do is encourage China to assume a role commensurate with its strength and

that’s why under the right conditions, which we were able to obtain, we were so keen to be involved in the

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank is a good illustration of

the role that China can have within a rules-based international order.”

Prime Minister Tony Abbott’s address to mark the 70th anniversary of Victory in the
Pacific Day, Brisbane

In his address to mark the 70th anniversary of Victory in the Pacific Day — the end of the
Second World War for Australia — Prime Minister Abbott reflected on the post-war
international order:

“ So let us for a moment consider what has been achieved in the post-war world: 70 years of peace in western

Europe; 70 years of peace between China and Japan; a rules-based international order guaranteed by the

JUL
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Europe; 70 years of peace between China and Japan; a rules based international order, guaranteed by the

United States, that has fostered the greatest expansion of safety, of prosperity and of democracy that the

world has ever seen; with many hundreds of millions of people, especially in Asia, moving from the Third World

to the Middle Class in just two generations.”

GLOBAL CONTEXT
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30 SEPTEMBER 2015

Russian military intervention in the Syrian Civil War
In September 2015, Russian aircraft began bombing rebel and Islamic State
targets in Syria, marking a fundamental change in the dynamics of the Syrian Civil
War. Co-opting the US position that the Islamic State represented the biggest
threat in the region, Russian President Vladimir Putin was able to present the
regime of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad as the best placed force to combat
Islamic State.

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“Russian bombing began while I was participating in the final meeting of the Friends of Syria
group being held in New York. It was the most acrimonious multilateral meeting that I
experienced and left many seasoned diplomats shocked. Russia and Iran coordinated in

Read more

    



Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s international agenda was dominated by the threat from
the Islamic State terrorist organisation, increasingly assertive Chinese behaviour in Australia
and abroad, the election of US President Donald Trump, and escalating tensions on the
Korean Peninsula. The Turnbull government’s reaction included a series of major policy
documents and internal reforms in which the rules-based order figured prominently.

2016

2016 Defence White Paper

The 2016 Defence White Paper identified the ‘rules-based order’ as one of Australia’s three
core strategic defence interests and referred to it 56 times — a very sharp increase from the
2013 and 2009 White Papers. The 2016 Defence White Paper argued that the order had
become more important due to “growing interconnectivity” and stressed the rules-based
order’s capacity for evolution.

“ The stability of the rules-based global order is essential for Australia’s security and prosperity. A rules-

based global order means a shared commitment by all countries to conduct their activities in accordance with

agreed rules which evolve over time, such as international law and regional security arrangements. This

shared commitment has become even more important with growing interconnectivity, which means that

events across the world have the potential to affect Australia’s security and prosperity. The Government is

TURNBULL GOVERNMENT

SEPTEMBER 2015 — AUGUST 2018

Photo: Matt Roberts / ABC / Wiki Commons
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committed to making practical and effective military contributions to global security operations to maintain

the rules-based order and address shared security challenges where it is in our interest to do so.”

The United States was described as being central to the stability of the rules-based order:

“ The global strategic and economic weight of the United States will be essential to the continued stability of

the rules-based global order on which Australia relies for our security and prosperity. The world will continue

to look to the United States for leadership in global security affairs and to lead military coalitions that support

international security and the rules-based global order.”

Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s 2016 Lowy Lecture, Sydney

Prime Minister Turnbull delivered the 2016 Lowy Lecture a month after the release of the
2016 Defence White Paper. “Rules” featured prominently in his lecture, and he placed the
United States at the centre of the rules-based order:

“ Now the greatest run of peace and prosperity this planet has ever known — centred right here in our Indo–

Pacific region — was all made possible by the system of rules and institutions which the United States and its

allies built from the ashes of World War II.”

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“The release of the Defence White Paper in February 2016 marked a new high point in
Australia’s championing of a rules-based order, and this concept was explicitly integrated in
defining our ‘strategic defence interests’ and ‘strategic defence objectives’: in other words,

Read more
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Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull delivers the 2016 Lowy Lecture

2016 Cyber Security Strategy

In April 2016, Prime Minister Turnbull launched Australia’s first Cyber Security Strategy. At
the same time, he announced revisions to the cyber security bureaucratic architecture,
including the appointment of a Cyber Ambassador “to lead our international engagement in
advocating for an open, free, and secure internet”. In his launch address, Prime Minister
Turnbull emphasised defensive cyber security measures but also disclosed, for the first time,
that Australia maintained an offensive cyber capability. He emphasised that this capability
would be exercised in a way that was consistent with the rules-based order:

“ Defensive measures may not always be adequate to respond to serious cyber incidents … The Government

can draw on a range of options to respond, such as law enforcement, diplomatic or economic measures. An

offensive cyber capability, housed in the Australian Signals Directorate, provides another option … The use of

such a capability is subject to stringent legal oversight and is consistent with our support for the international

rules-based order and our obligations under international law. Acknowledging this offensive capability, adds

a level of deterrence. It adds to our credibility as we promote norms of good behaviour on the international

stage.”

The prime minister said he had “committed Australia to promote the emerging norms of State
behaviour in cyber space, unilaterally with allies and partners and multilaterally through the
G20 and the United Nations. Existing rules, principles, and norms of behaviour should be
extended into the cyber world.”

APR

JUL



Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and Defence Minister Marise Payne’s joint
statement on the South China Sea, Canberra

In July 2016, the Permanent Court of Arbitration (‘PCA’ or ‘Tribunal’) in the Hague found in
favour of the Philippines in its long running dispute with China over the South China Sea. The
PCA found no basis to China’s “9 dash line” claim and said that artificial islands created by
China could not be the basis of territorial claims. The decision became pivotal to debate
about China’s ambitions, its commitment to the rules-based order, and the willingness of the
United States and regional states to defend that order.

Following the announcement, Prime Minister Turnbull and Defence Minister Payne made a
joint statement to the media:

“ This Tribunal, as you know, is established in accordance with the United Nations Convention on the Law of

the Sea, which is a codification of international maritime law. It was established so that countries can resolve

disputes peacefully in accordance with international law. The UN convention on the Law of the Sea, and the

Arbitral Tribunal are absolutely crucial elements of the international rules-based order which underpins

peace, stability and prosperity around the world but especially in our part of the world for decades. All of us,

all countries large and small have benefitted enormously from this system which facilitates trade and enables

disputes to be resolved in accordance with rules rather than by coercive means.”

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“This judgement was not as strongly supported by the United States as had been expected. It
did not receive endorsement by ASEAN or by all claimant nations, which emboldened China
to expand its South China Sea militarisation.”



GLOBAL CONTEXT

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“China’s attempts to exercise de facto control of the South China Sea, and in particular the
building of large Chinese military facilities on disputed features, raised significant concerns
in Australia about Beijing’s willingness to abide by international law and settle disputes

Read more

    

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“The twenty-first century history of the idea of a rules-based order coincides unpleasantly
with the steady erosion and subversion of that very order in the South China Sea. As early as
2008, disturbing reports were emerging of harassment of fishing boats and energy

Read more
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3 SEPTEMBER 2016

US President Barack Obama meets with Chinese President
Xi Jinping

On 3 September 2016, President Obama met with President Xi for a bilateral
meeting on the margins of the G20 Leaders Summit in Hangzhou, China.
Following the meeting, President Obama released a statement saying he had
emphasised “the importance for China, as a signatory to UNCLOS, to abide by its
obligations under that treaty, which the United States views as critical to
maintaining the rules-based international order”.

NOV
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2017

Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s address to the International Institute for Strategic
Studies, Singapore

In March 2017, Foreign Minister Bishop delivered a speech to the International Institute for
Strategic Studies in Singapore. The foreign minister’s address was an unusually assertive
Australian statement on the ‘liberal’ element of the rules-based order:

“ The importance of liberal values and institutions should not be underestimated or ignored. While non-

democracies such as China can thrive when participating in the present system, an essential pillar of our

preferred order is democratic community. Domestic democratic habits of negotiating and compromise are

essential to powerful countries resolving their disagreements according to international law and rules. 

History also shows democracy and democratic institutions are essential for nations if they are to reach their

economic potential. The only countries in the world who have escaped the ‘middle-income’ trap to become

wealthy, high-income and advanced economies are democracies — with the exception of a small number of

oil-rich Middle Eastern states. 

Liberal-democratic institutions such as rule-of-law rather than rule by executive privilege, civilian control of

the military, independent and competent courts, protection of property and intellectual property rights from

state appropriation or theft, and limitations on the role of the state in commercial and social affairs remain

the prerequisites for stable and prosperous societies, as they are for the creation of a vibrant and innovative

private sector. 

While it is appropriate for different states to discover their own pathway leading toward political reform,

history shows that embrace of liberal democratic institutions is the most successful foundation for nations

8 NOVEMBER 2016

Donald Trump elected President of the United States
On 8 November 2016, Donald Trump was elected the 45th president of the
United States, ushering in the era of America First foreign policy. Mr Trump came
to office as a lifelong sceptic of America’s post-war alliance network, and of free
trade.

MAR



seeking economic prosperity and social stability. Australia is an active and vocal advocate of the liberal rules-

based order because the continuation of the long and prosperous peace depend on it.”

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“The speech was intended as strong support for the rules-based order and for democracy
and freedom. These are enduring values that must be defended strongly. It is simply a
statement of fact that most high-income nations are liberal democracies with independent

Read more

    

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“How to juggle our values with our political, economic, and security interests in Asia is the
contemporary sharp edge of an old dilemma. Australia cannot afford to make values the
primary driver of our engagement with Asia. That would close the space for greater

Read more
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Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull’s address to the 16th Shangri-La Dialogue,
Singapore

The prime minister’s opening speech to the International Institute for Strategic Shangri-La
Dialogue in Singapore referred to a “US-anchored rules-based order”. Other references to the
rules-based order placed it directly in the context of great power competition between the
United States and China:

“ And we should be under no illusions: If we are to maintain the dynamism of the region then we must

preserve the rules-based structure that has enabled it thus far. This means cooperation, not unilateral actions

to seize or create territory or militarise disputed areas. This means competing within the framework of

international law, not winning through corruption, interference or coercion.”

“ Some fear that China will seek to impose a latter day Monroe Doctrine on this hemisphere in order to

dominate the region, marginalising the role and contribution of other nations, in particular the United States.

Such a dark view of our future would see China isolating those who stand in opposition to or are not aligned

with its interests, while using its economic largesse to reward those toeing the line.”

1 JUNE 2017

United States announces withdrawal from Paris Agreement
On 1 June 2017, President Trump announced the United States’ withdrawal from
the 2015 Paris Agreement, illustrating the scepticism towards international
governance that had come to define his presidency.

JUNE



Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull delivers his opening speech to the Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) during
Shangri-La Dialogue (Photo: Roslan Rahman / AFP via Getty Images)

Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull and Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s joint statements
on North Korean missile tests, Canberra

In July 2017, North Korea conducted two intercontinental ballistic missile tests. Prime
Minister Turnbull and Foreign Minister Bishop released joint statements condemning both
tests as violations of United Nations Security Council resolutions.

5 July:

“ The world expects that we live in a rules-based system and this unacceptable missile launch is in breach of

numerous United Nations Security Council resolutions.”

29 July:

“ The ballistic missile tests and North Korea’s ongoing reckless and menacing behaviour, are in violation of

multiple UN Security Council resolutions, is a threat to regional and global security and stability, and is in

violation of the rules-based order we seek to promote and advance.”

JULY
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2017 Foreign Policy White Paper

In November 2017, the Turnbull government released Australia’s first Foreign Policy White
Paper in 14 years. The paper sought to chart a course for Australia in a world that was “more
competitive and contested” as well as being “more interconnected and interdependent than
at any other time.”

The paper identified “five objectives of fundamental importance to Australia’s security and
prosperity”, of which one was to:

“ … promote and protect the international rules that support stability and prosperity and enable

cooperation to tackle global challenges.”

In his introduction, Prime Minister Turnbull said the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper showed
“Australia to be focused on our region, determined to realise a secure, open and prosperous
Indo–Pacific, while also strengthening and diversifying partnerships across the globe”.

References to the rules-based order in this Foreign Policy White Paper reflected this regional
focus, but not exclusively:

“ Australia’s interests are strongly served by acting with others to support a rules-based international order.

Australia will encourage and tangibly support the leadership of the United States to this end.”

The 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper recognised the role of power, as well as rules, in
shaping the international order. At one point it refers to the “rules-based component of the
global order”. It also included references to the “liberal character of the rules-based order”
and linked this to US leadership:

“ Australia will continue strongly to support US global leadership. The government recognises there is

greater debate and uncertainty in the United States about the costs and benefits of its leadership in parts of

the international system. We believe that the United States’ engagement to support a rules-based order is in

“North Korea is a rogue state in that it refuses to abide by international conventions and
continues to pose a threat to South Korea and Japan. It uses the threat of military action to
extract concessions from other nations and the regime’s treatment of its own people is
reprehensible.”
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its own interests and in the interests of wider international stability and prosperity. Without sustained US

support, the effectiveness and liberal character of the rules-based order will decline.”

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“This Foreign Policy White Paper remained forthright in its advocacy of a rules-based order,
and made a solid pitch to connect liberal democratic values at home with a rules-based
system internationally, making the argument that “our adherence to the rule of law extends

Read more

    

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“The central theme of the 2017 Foreign Policy White paper was a defence of the rules-based
order. It was my judgement that the order was under challenge by China, Russia, North
Korea, and some other nations. There was apathy or indifference to its importance in many

Read more
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In his speech at the launch of the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper, Prime Minister Turnbull
emphasised that a policy which advanced the values of “freedom, democracy, the rule of law,
[and] mutual respect” was in Australia’s interests.

“ In the global ocean, there is always a risk, as Lee Kuan Yew observed: “The big fish will eat the little fish,

and the little fish will eat the shrimps”. Or as the [Athenian] ambassador said to the Melians: “In the real world,

there is justice only between equals. As for the rest, the strong do as they will, and the weak suffer as they

must.” 

So whether it’s in Lee Kuan Yew’s words or Thucydides’, we will never agree that might is right. The rules-based

order protects us all and it protects us, in particular.”

Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute
“The White Paper is clear that Australia will support reforms that give new and emerging
powers a greater role in the international system. It says Australia will be a willing partner in
such a shared project. The White Paper is clear, though, that we should guard against illiberal

Read more

    

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“This is a central element of the 2017 Foreign Policy White Paper’s framing of the rules-
based order — the idea that, as a middle power, Australia will always be better off in a global
order that is based at least in part on agreed rules, even if imperfectly applied, rather than
power alone.”



2018

Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s address to the Australian American Leadership
Dialogue, Los Angeles

Foreign Minister Bishop used her address to the annual Australian American Leadership
Dialogue on Cooperation in the Indo–Pacific to stress the role of the United States in
“developing, supporting and protecting” a rules-based order that was “designed to avoid the
zero-sum outcomes of past eras”. She emphasised that rules, without values and principles,
would not be in Australia’s interests.

“ The role of the power and influence of the United States in creating incentives for countries to abide by the

rules cannot be overstated.”

“ Any absence of US and allied leadership within these and other institutions risks declining relevance and

influence in global affairs — and others may fill the gap, bringing with them a different set of values and

principles, and without the necessary commitment to preserving the best of the international rules-based

order.”

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“The timeline shows that Australia’s enthusiasm for the term ‘rules-based order’ was founded
on the sense that it applied ‘out there’, to countries such as China. There is an implicit
assumption that Australia models the ideal rule-respecting international actor. Absent from

Read more
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GLOBAL CONTEXT

6 MARCH 2018

Australia and Timor-Leste sign The Timor Sea Treaty
This was the first time the Conciliation Commission of UNCLOS had brokered a
treaty. Australia unsuccessfully challenged the Commission’s competence after
Timor-Leste initiated compulsory conciliation in April 2016. The Treaty created a
permanent maritime boundary based on a median line between the Australian
and Timorese coasts. The issues at stake included the ownership and exploitation
of oil and gas reserves, and the consequences for Australian and Timorese
maritime boundary agreements with Indonesia.

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“For a time, Australia could be accused of double standards when it came to specific
elements of the rules-based order: the dispute resolution procedure under UNCLOS, to
which Canberra had issued a reservation in 1994. This became relevant during protracted

Read more

    

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“Australia’s participation in the conciliation process with Timor-Leste that resulted in the
2018 treaty was positive and reaffirmed the significance of the UNCLOS in resolving
maritime delimitation disputes. It should be noted however, that Australia unsuccessfully

Read more
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Foreign Minister Julie Bishop’s statement on US withdrawal from the United Nations
Human Rights Council

In June 2018, the Trump administration withdrew from the United Nations Human Rights
Council (UNHRC). The UNHRC was formed in 2006 and the United States joined in 2009.
The United States was critical of the UNHRC’s membership and disproportionate focus on
Israel. Foreign Minister Bishop registered her disappointment about America’s withdrawal
with a short statement:

“ Australia’s Foreign Policy White Paper reiterated Australia’s commitment to a strong multilateral human

rights system and to advancing human rights globally. It is in our national interest to shape the work of the

Council and uphold the international rules-based order.”

8 MAY 2018

United States withdraws from the Iran nuclear deal
In May 2018, President Trump withdrew the United States from the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), an agreement reached during the
Obama administration between Iran, the United States, and four other world
powers. The JCPOA limited Iran’s nuclear activities in return for sanctions relief.
The Trump administration reimposed sanctions and, a year later, ended waivers
that had allowed some countries to continue buying oil from Iran.

JUNE

Julie Bishop
Chancellor, ANU

“This came down to a difference of opinion with the Trump administration, where I had
argued that the United States should remain in the United Nations Human Rights Council
(UNHRC) to drive reform and effect change from within. The administration determined that    



Read more

Richard Maude
Senior Fellow, Asia Society Policy Institute

“The United Nations Human Rights Council is too often a dismal and dispiriting example of
multilateralism. But if the West, including the United States, does not help shape
contemporary understandings of human rights then others will, often in ways that diverge

Read more

    

Hilary Charlesworth
Melbourne Laureate Professor, Melbourne Law School

“Over its three-year term, Australia has played a valuable role in the United Nations Human
Rights Council, particularly in thematic resolutions such as on human rights defenders. It has
been much more cautious, however, with respect to country situations. In any event,

Read more

    



Prime Minister Scott Morrison has grappled with the challenges posed by COVID-19,
President Xi Jinping’s increasingly assertive China, President Donald Trump’s increasingly
disruptive United States, and intensifying competition between the two great powers.

The Morrison government’s response has included a new defence strategy (the 2020
Defence Strategic Update), as well as a new approach, elaborated over time, to the rules-
based order. In his 2019 Lowy Lecture, Prime Minister Morrison announced “a
comprehensive audit of global institutions and rule-making processes”. Foreign Minister
Payne reported on the results of that audit in her June 2020 speech to the National Security
College, ANU. In his Lowy Lecture, Mr Morrison also distinguished between “positive” and
“negative” globalism. In a subsequent speech to the Aspen Security Forum he adopted
Anglo–Australian scholar Hedley Bull’s concept of “international society” to explain this
distinction.

MORRISON GOVERNMENT

AUGUST 2018—

Photo: U.S. Department of State / Wiki Commons

Rory Medcalf
Head of ANU’s National Security College

“With the government of Prime Minister Morrison, some questions were raised of how
committed Australia would remain to the rules-based order it had long espoused. One line in

    



2018

Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s address to the Sydney Institute, Sydney

In his speech, Prime Minister Morrison addressed issues in the Middle East and particularly
the Iran nuclear deal, on which the Trump administration had reversed US policy. Mr Morrison
connected these issues to Australia’s promotion of “the benefits of a rules-based order and in
holding states to account”.

Although the Trump administration had withdrawn from the Iran nuclear deal – the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) — Prime Minister Morrison said Australia would
continue to support it because it:

“ … serves our interests in nuclear non-proliferation and in reinforcing the rules-based international system.

It is consistent with Australia’s position on other non-proliferation issues … And it serves our interest in

encouraging rules-based approaches to resolving other issues of international concern, including the South

China Sea.”

Following President Trump’s decision to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, Mr Morrison
announced that Australia would recognise West Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, but would not
move its embassy there until “after final status determination”. He said that “the Australian
government has also resolved to acknowledge the aspirations of the Palestinian people for a
future state with its capital in East Jerusalem.”

Mr Morrison specified that Australia’s policy was based on:

“ … absolute commitment to a two-state solution, these are the guard rails, with a secure Israel and future

Palestinian state living side-by-side in peace and security within internationally recognised borders. I also

required that their deliberations respect Australia’s obligations under international law and UN Security

Council resolutions — two things that are fundamental, I think, to Australia’s interests in a rules-based order.

You can’t look at these things in isolation. Our foreign policy is guided by our fundamental interest in ensuring

that internationally agreed rules continue to safeguard our security and prosperity. We don’t get to pick and

choose.”

2019

Read more
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Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s address to the United Nations General Assembly,
New York

In his National Statement to the United Nations General Assembly, Prime Minister Morrison
discussed Australia’s record of cooperation with the United Nations, and highlighted the role
of the United Nations in supporting the rules-based order:

“ The UN is the prime custodian of the rules-based order … the UN and its norms are central to a cooperative

rules-based approach to global challenges.”

Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s 2019 Lowy Lecture, Sydney

The 2019 Lowy Lecture attracted headlines for the sharp distinction the prime minister drew
between positive and negative globalism. Mr Morrison said:

“ …we should avoid any reflex towards a negative globalism that coercively seeks to impose a mandate from

an often ill-defined borderless global community. And worse still, an unaccountable internationalist

bureaucracy.”

Prime Minister Scott Morrison's speech to the Lowy Institute, Sydney, 2019
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During the 2019 Lowy Lecture, the prime minister announced his government would
undertake an “audit” of global institutions:

“ When it comes to setting global standards, we’ve not been as involved as we could be. We cannot afford to

leave it to others to set the standards that will shape our global economy. I’m determined for Australia to play

a more active role in standards setting. I have tasked the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade to come

back to me with a comprehensive audit of global institutions and rule-making processes where we have the

greatest stake.”

Defence Minister Linda Reynolds’ address to the Hudson Institute, Washington DC

Defence Minister Reynolds’ keynote address to the Hudson Institute, a Washington think
tank, focused on the future of the Australia–US alliance. It took place against a background
of growing disquiet among US allies about the Trump administration’s approach to alliances
and the rules-based order:

“ … let me be very blunt up front — our collective challenge is to establish a rules-based order, one that is fit-

for-purpose in the twenty-first century. One that continues to deliver regional and global peace and also

prosperity.”

The defence minister highlighted the “grey zone challenges” which “are eroding the rules-
based systems that have underpinned the lives of our generation, and are undermining state
sovereignty … creating an uneven playing field for strategic competition that cedes new
advantages to technologies and behaviours not adequately bound by existing laws and
norms.”

Defence Minister Reynolds argued that:

“ … all national aspirations matter — they matter a great deal. We need to listen, really listen, to concerns

and different perspectives, and take account of regional sovereign aspirations and interests. Australia does

not take for granted a regional default inclination towards the advantages of existing rules-based systems —

nor should the United States. As clear as those advantages are to us, we must constantly prove them to

others. Through actions and demonstrable sovereign respect, not just words.”

NOV



Linda Reynolds at the Hudson Institute, Washington DC, 2019 (Photo: @LindaReynoldsWA / Facebook)

2020

Foreign Minister Marise Payne’s address to the National Security College, ANU,
Canberra

Foreign Minister Payne’s address to the National Security College, ANU, was the first major
statement of Australian foreign policy since the outbreak of COVID-19. The speech followed
Australia’s call for an inquiry into the origins of the virus and China’s hostile reaction to that
call. The foreign minister’s speech responded to these developments as well as Prime
Minister Morrison’s announcement, in his 2019 Lowy Lecture, of an “audit of global
institutions and rule-making processes”.
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Marise Payne address at the National Security College, ANU, Canberra, 2020

Foreign Minister Payne argued that:

“ COVID-19 has shown that our international order is as important as ever. There is need for reform in several

areas, but the pandemic has brought into stark relief the major role of international institutions in addressing

and coordinating a global response to a global problem across multiple lines of effort. What has been

exposed is the magnitude of the consequences if we fail to ensure these institutions are fit-for-purpose,

accountable to member states, and free from undue influence.”

Especially notable was the foreign minister’s focus on the role of standard-setting bodies and
the importance of defending liberal values. She argued that:

“ … multilateral organisations, especially international standard-setting bodies, create rules that are vital to

Australia’s security, interests, values and prosperity. Those bodies regulate international cooperation in key

sectors of our economy including civil aviation, maritime transport, intellectual property,

telecommunications, agriculture. They promote universal values and play critical roles in responding to

emerging global challenges, from the regulation of cyber security and maintaining a peaceful outer space, to

outbreaks of Ebola and COVID-19 … We must stand up for our values and bring our influence to bear in these

institutions to … preserve the open character of international institutions based on universal values and

transparency.”

2020 Defence Strategic Update

On 1 July 2020, the Morrison government announced major revisions to Australia’s defence
strategy and capability planning. The Defence Strategic Update emphasised the need for
Australia to develop its own deterrent capabilities and to seek new international
partnerships. The government committed to investing $270 billion over the next ten years to
“upgrade the capability and potency of the Australian Defence Force”. The Defence Strategic
Update signalled a marked shift towards prioritising Australia’s immediate region and

JULY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pVeNa4TNrFM


contained a stark assessment of Australia’s deteriorating strategic situation. In the prime
minister’s words:

“ … [the] simple truth is this: even as we stare down the COVID pandemic at home, we need to also prepare

for a post-COVID world that is poorer, that is more dangerous, and that is more disorderly.”

In marked contrast to the 2016 Defence White Paper, the 2020 Defence Strategic Update
contained relatively few references to the rules-based order (in fact, the Update referred
more often to “grey zone competition” than it did to the rules-based order; “grey zone” did not
even appear in the 2016 Defence White Paper). The Update referred to rules and institutions
“that help maintain peace and security and guide global cooperation” but described an order
that is being “undermined by disruptions from a widening range of sources”.

Introducing the Update, Prime Minister Morrison said, “the institutions and patterns of
cooperation that have benefited from our prosperity and security for decades are now under
increasing — and I would suggest almost irreversible — strain”.

Defence Minister Linda Reynolds’ launch of the 2020 Defence Strategic Update,
Canberra

In her speech launching the 2020 Defence Strategic Update, Defence Minister Reynolds
outlined why Australia needs to develop a more potent and offensive force to counter future
threats.

Responding to a new threat environment, the defence minister announced the government’s
commitment to pursue three new defence objectives: shape, deter, and respond. Ms
Reynolds emphasised that these new objectives would be centred on maintaining a stable
rules-based order in our immediate region.

“ Our updated strategy — prioritises Defence’s engagement in our region, the Indo–Pacific. This is where

shaping is key. It is where we work even closer with our regional friends to ensure a stable, prosperous and

rules-based region. One in which the sovereignty of all states, large and small, is respected.”
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Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s address to the Aspen Security Forum

The prime minister delivered a virtual address to the Aspen Security Forum, an annual
colloquium for the US national security elite. After outlining his assessment of Australia’s
deteriorating strategic situation, Mr Morrison noted that this had led some to “fret about the
weakening of the rules-based international order. Fair enough.” The prime minister went on to
underscore Australia’s support for “international engagement framed by agreed rules and
norms, not crude economic or political coercion” and urged China to accept “broader
strategic responsibility”.

Prime Minister Morrison also reiterated the concerns he made about “negative globalism” at
the 2019 Lowy Lecture:

“ … global institutions and their bureaucracies become unaccountable, when they become vulnerable to

manipulation or coercion, when they lose the confidence of their membership [so that] they fail in their task to

help the sovereign nations that establish them agree a common sets of rules to guide their relationships.”

The prime minister contrasted this with:

“ … positive globalism, where nations like Australia engage directly with others, as equal, sovereign nations,

in the pursuit of common objectives through these fora.”

Prime Minister Morrison used the concept of “international society”, formulated by Anglo–
Australian scholar Hedley Bull, to frame his argument about globalism and the
responsibilities of China and the United States. Mr Morrison described Bull’s seminal 1977
book, The Anarchical Society, as:

“ … one of the most influential works on global politics of the last half century … Bull coined the notion of ‘a

society of states’ or ‘international society’ — said to exist when sovereign nations consider themselves to be

‘bound by a common set of rules in their relations and share in the working of common institutions … As

Hedley Bull argued, [multilateral institutions] are symptoms of a well-functioning society of states, not the

cause … Together, China and the United States have a special responsibility to uphold what Bull described as

‘the common set of rules’ that build an international society. Now, that means respecting international law

and the peaceful resolution of disputes, including trade disputes. It means a commitment to rules-based

economic interaction. Neither coercion nor abdication from the international system is the way forward … We

must tend that garden and we must rebuild Bull’s ‘international society’ anew.”
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