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Jenny Sari Winata: Gareth, you have been very active in writing and sharing your 
observations on “middle powers”, which is the term that we at FPCI often use. We 
have developed our definition of “middle powers”, and we don't mean to get caught 
up in a debate about the term, but you have your own, and it would be useful for the 
audience to know what your definition of the term “middle power” is before we go 
further into policy discussions. 

Gareth Evans: I agree very much with [Dr Dino Patti Djalal] that there's no particular 
point in trying to identify a fixed list of middle powers based on objective criteria of 
size, whether it's population or land mass or GDP or defense expenditure or anything 
else. Middle powers are just too varied in size. What really matters is their weight and 
the impact they have on international affairs. To that extent, I am very much on the 
same page as Pak Dino when he talks about weight and ambition and size all 
coming together as part of the concept. I would express it just a little bit differently: 
you define middle powers by what they're not, by what they are, and by what their 
mindset is.  

What they're not is big enough or strong enough economically or militarily to really 
throw their weight around, except perhaps in limited regional contexts. They are 
sufficiently significant in terms of their diplomatic capability, credibility in terms of 
their track record and performance, and their motivation to make a significant 
difference in international relations. When you look at those factors at work, and also 
add the further issue of mindset—I think middle powers do have a distinctive 
mindset (the ones that we admire, anyway). It's a mindset which is committed to 
what I call “middle power diplomacy” and middle power diplomacy has in turn two 
characteristics: one is a distinct motivation, and the second is a distinct method. 
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The distinct motivation is a desire to make a difference, particularly in the 
achievement of regional and global public goods. Those issues which demand a 
collective action if they're ever to bear fruit with successful solutions to difficult 
problems. The characteristic method of middle power diplomacy is 
coalition-building. Finding others who are like-minded, at least on particular issues, 
not necessarily across the board, and building coalitions with those like-minded, in 
order to achieve results that would otherwise be out of reach. When you put those 
characteristics together, that combination of capability, motivation, and the desire to 
make some kind of impact, you do come up with 20 or 30 countries that have made 
a difference in this respect in the past and do satisfy broadly that description that I've 
just given. 

JSW: In the current global situation—of course with the wars, we see a lot of things 
going in the wrong direction—we see middle powers as capable of becoming the 
game changers and you [mentioned their] mindset and motivation as well.  

The elephant in the room now is Trump's madness, and we don't shy away from 
saying that it is disrupting almost every aspect of geopolitics today. In your view, how 
should the middle powers respond to Trump's “madness”? 

GE: I agree completely with your characterization. It's just craziness that we're seeing 
from the United States. It has destroyed all credibility for the US as a serious actor, as 
a decent actor, an actor committed to international law, to decent process, and to 
decent outcomes. Those of us who have had very close alliance or partner 
relationships with the United States are thinking very hard about what on earth we 
do now to advance our own interests and global and regional interests in this 
environment.  

Of course, it's not only the United States that's been behaving badly, so far as the big 
guys are concerned. Russia has been behaving abominably with its invasion of 
Ukraine against all principles of the UN Charter. Although I'm not one who rushes to 
“beat drums of agony” about the China threat, China has itself been behaving quite 
badly in the South China Sea in complete defiance of the basic ground rules of 
international law.  

In this environment, it is the case that a lot of people are saying, and Canadian Prime 
Minister Mark Carney was the first to say at Davos and elsewhere, that really this is 
the middle power moment. That in this environment where the great powers have 
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abdicated responsibility and have ruptured the world order that we've mostly been 
comfortable with for a very long time, it is very important for others to step up. In that 
context, all of us are now talking the middle power talk in these terms—I've been 
talking it for decades, because it's always something that struck me as a very 
important part of Australia's view of the world to think of ourselves as a middle 
power, active, creative, capable of making a difference.  

The trick is to work out how you operationalize that perspective, because it is quite 
tricky to move from the idea that other players must somehow unite or bind 
themselves together to make a difference in a world where the great powers have 
abdicated that responsibility. It's another thing to very precisely define what kind of 
institutional arrangements or diplomatic arrangements could possibly make a big 
difference. That's something that’s  a work in progress and I'm glad to see that the 
Foreign Policy Community is really addressing it. 

JSW: You mentioned middle powers can and should step up—what does that look 
like for Australia? 

GE: There's actually a long history of middle powers playing an active creative role 
and filling vacuums where the big guys have really messed things up. There was the 
Cambodian Peace Settlement [involving] Australia and Indonesia—I as [Australian] 
Foreign Minister with Ali Alatas, my Indonesian counterpart—a classic example of 
middle power creativity finding a solution to a very difficult intractable problem, 
selling it to the wider community, and delivering. The United Nations, the “big guys” 
were all involved. 

There are a lot of other examples: there's the Canadian initiative for landmines, to 
build support internationally for the treaty banning those; the Norwegian initiative to 
ban cluster bombs; there was the role that Australia, South Africa, Canada and others 
played together in developing and selling to a rather skeptical world the concept of 
responsibility to protect populations against mass atrocity crimes; before that, there 
was the role that Australia, South Africa, Canada and others, particularly in 
Commonwealth countries, played in building momentum through financial 
sanctions in particular for the collapse of the apartheid system in South Africa; there 
was the role that Australia played with ASEAN colleagues in developing and building 
the new institutional machinery of APEC and the ASEAN regional forum. This was 
not something that came from the top down. It came sideways from the middle 
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power countries that were involved and wanted better discussion and dialogue 
mechanisms.  

There have been examples of other middle power countries like Qatar in the Middle 
East, Pakistan much more recently in the context of the Iran conflict, playing a 
mediating role which was beyond the capability of the bigger guys to move things 
forward. There was the role that a combination of middle powers played when the 
United States walked away from the World Trade Organization dispute settlement 
mechanism and completely threw a spanner in the works of one of the most 
significant international institutions we had. Other middle powers came together 
and said: “We will build an alternative temporary mechanism that will work as a 
dispute settlement mechanism.” There was the role that middle powers in our own 
region played when the United States walked away from the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership. The middle powers in our own region said “Let's get together and go 
ahead and widen this, and build this into something which we now call a CPTPP.” It 
was a middle power initiative to build institutional mechanisms and processes where 
the big guys had let us down. 

There are many other examples where countries without the capacity to force their 
will on others nonetheless through persuasion, trust-building, and coalition-building, 
can move the game forward. 

JSW: Those examples that you mentioned are examples where when we convene, 
arrange and engineer that, it's workable whether we move with or without the 
United States.  

But now the situation is—there is this famous article by Amitav Acharya about “world 
minus one.” The problem with that title is that it's not “world minus one” now, not 
minus the United States, but rather a world disrupted by the United States. Meaning 
they're not just leaving, they're disrupting things. 

What does that mean for middle powers—to say no and stand up? [Because] we can 
have our space on trade agreements and so on, but Trump is coming for us, whether 
you’re Canada, whether you’re in the Middle East, whether you’re Venezuela, etc. 

GE: You're absolutely right. The problem now is not just filling a vacuum. It’s a good 
policy; it's dealing with intrusions on our own interests of a very direct economic kind, 
or in some cases a security kind, and having to confront the reality of a major power 
that's gone rogue. That does create a problem for all of us.  
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I think there is, as we say, always wisdom in crowds, but there's also a capacity for 
effective pushback from crowds. What we're seeing at the moment, in the pushback 
against the excesses of the Trump tariff decisions, that have significantly moderated 
their capacity to cause us pain, even though it does cause pain to us, as it does to the 
United States itself—[that’s] the madness of that policy.  

To the extent that we're now confronted with the reality of physical, warlike activity 
against various countries, we're seeing a far more concerted response, a pushback, 
an unwillingness to go along with this.  Including from countries like my own, which 
have traditionally been very closely [aligned] supporters of the United States. We 
have refused to join his Board of Peace for Gaza, which is nonsense. We've refused to 
actively participate in attempts to open the Strait of Hormuz or [to support] the 
United States and Israel’s attacks on Iran. We've made clear, as have most of the 
European allies, that [we] just don't want to be part of this.  

Sooner or later, this is going to bear fruit. You can only get away with so much when 
you completely abdicate [responsibility] and lose the support of countries on which 
you've traditionally depended. I'm not suggesting the path is going to be easy or that 
any of this is going to bear fruit instantly. But there's only so much you can do when 
you're a “rogue bull” and nobody else is willing to accept that “rogue-ary”.  

We've turned a blind eye to far too much in the past. One of the problems, in the 
situation that has evolved in recent years, is that when Russia first invaded Crimea in 
2014, there was very little international response. When Russia invaded South Ossetia 
in Georgia, very little response. That increased Russia's sense that it had complete 
impunity in doing whatever it wanted. When the pushback came from Ukraine, it 
was, in many ways, too little too late. We are still suffering, and Ukraine is still 
suffering as a result.  

But we do learn lessons from these failures. The world is now much more conscious 
of the need to not let the great powers get away with everything. What I'd like to see 
is more of a pushback against China's behavior in the South China Sea. Not that I 
think China particularly has territorial ambitions on Indonesia or anyone else, but 
nonetheless, this creeping [pattern] of indifference or contempt for international law 
is not something that needs to be attracted or welcomed. It's very important that we 
see a bit more ASEAN solidarity than there's been in pushing back [against] that. 
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JSW: Previously you mentioned examples of how we push back against the United 
States by not joining the war and so on. But it also comes with reducing 
vulnerabilities, which [entails] a lot of trade-offs at the moment. As you said, there are 
a lot of accumulated things that we have let pass. Now, at this point, when we want 
to say no to the United States, the trade-offs are bigger.  

What does this mean for the recalibration of Western countries that have 
traditionally been very close to the United States, and now want to reduce their 
vulnerability by expanding their room for maneuver? 

And the Global South is a big factor here. Ursula von der Leyen, in her speech, said 
we need more European independence, and Emmanuel Macron said we need more 
strategic autonomy. The Global South is becoming a popular destination—it was 
[already] popular, but it's becoming [even] more [so].  

What does that mean for this recalibration globally? 

GE: Take Australia as a classic example of a close US ally that's very unhappy with the 
present state of affairs, but unwilling to make a major break with the United States 
and to tear up the alliance because we have become so dependent on it, like the 
Europeans. Dependent on it for intelligence support, for high-tech technology, for 
access to communication systems, and so on. To tear up and walk away from the 
alliance would be a very big call.  

What we've come to the clear realization of—all of the US allies and partners in 
question here—is that there has to be far more self-reliance, and far less reliance on 
America. In Australia's case, [that means] far more attention to further developing 
relationships around Asia—[for example] with Indonesia with the recent signing of 
the defense cooperation agreement which is very important; our relations with 
Japan, South Korea, India, and Vietnam are very important. The traditional 
relationships we have with Malaysia, Singapore and the  Philippines also come into 
play. 

These are the relationships that we're all now looking to develop. Not formal 
alliances, but comfortable, cooperative, communicative relations: sharing 
intelligence, sharing anxiety, sharing capacity for defense cooperation, joint exercises. 
[In sum], sending a message to potential adversaries that we're not totally 
dependent on the United States, and similarly when it comes to trade and economic 
[matters]. Everybody is now in the diversification game. Rather than trying to reduce 
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our dependence and relationship with the United States, looking for alternative 
markets when we come under stress and pressure. That's the way forward, I think. 

JSW: What are the barriers or limitations to this? Because, yes—for instance, Australia 
wants to have closer ties with Asian countries [like] Indonesia, Japan, South Korea 
and so on. 

As you said, you would like to see these countries be more assertive in pushing back 
against the “potential threat”—if there is any—from China. But if we zoom in on 
Indonesia and Australia, we have diverging threat perceptions of China.  

GE: It's not as divergent as I think it might have been at some time in the past. 
Certainly, you have elements of the defense and intelligence community and some 
of the right-wing media in Australia that keep on talking up the Chinese threat as 
something serious and potentially even imminent.  

But there are many other voices in the Australian system—in the foreign affairs 
establishment, in the think tank community, in the academic community, and in the 
commentary [more] generally—that think the talk of a Chinese threat has been 
wildly overstated. Yes, there are aspects of Chinese behavior that are unconscionable 
and haven't helped the global environment of respect for international law, which is 
so critical to keep things on an even plane, and yes, those things should be resisted. 
But that's very different from painting China as a threat, [be it] in 2027, in 2049, or at 
any other stage, over Taiwan.  

From an Australian point of view, there are still tensions internally that we need to 
resolve. In particular, there's a very big debate going on at the moment about the 
AUKUS submarine program, which was the product of threat perception, of belief 
that the most critical relationship we could have was with our old friend in the 
United States and our other old friend and ally, in the United Kingdom.  A completely 
different view of the world led us to this decision, [which] I think [was] a very bad and 
ill-conceived decision: to buy, at vast expense, these submarines that may never be 
delivered, that have a lousy cost/benefit equation, and that have terrible implications 
for our sovereign independent agency if we ever get to use them. There's an ongoing 
debate about that, and there are tensions that remain unresolved.  

But don't overestimate the degree of difference in perspective. I think Indonesia 
is—or should be—uncomfortable about some aspects of Chinese behavior, 
[particularly around] Natuna, the waters to your north, [including] potential 
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intrusions on fisheries and other territorial “stresses”. It is important that ASEAN 
collectively gives some effective weight to the code of conduct and to declarations of 
sensible behavior in the South China Sea. I know it's been very difficult in ASEAN to 
[reach a] common consensus on that, with a couple of countries being pretty much 
“wholly owned subsidiaries” of Beijing, if we're being frank. This is something that's 
going to be difficult for you to manage, but I think we can find common cause.  

The fact that the current Australian and Indonesian prime ministers were able to sign 
this renewed Defense Cooperation Agreement after all its history over so many 
decades, is a very important demonstration that we do have very strong interests in 
common. The Australian perception now—as I was very keen to articulate in my time, 
[as were] Prime Ministers Hawke and Keating—is that Australia's security has to be 
achieved in Asia, not from Asia. These are the relationships we have to depend [on]. 
It’s our geography that matters, not our history, and that geography leads us towards 
developing very close working relations with Indonesia and the other players in the 
region now. I think that is our future, and that's the way we'll go. 

JSW: You spent 30 years in government. You are [still] in Canberra, but now you're at 
ANU, so you can speak more freely. My question is: is there a change, or at least some 
shift to a certain degree, in how Australia would like to see its ties with China, in the 
face of Trump's “madness”? 

GE: There was an interesting headline in the Australian paper just a couple of weeks 
ago. For the first time in history, in a crisis, the Australian Prime Minister calls the 
Chinese leader before Washington. Because when the issue of the fuel supplies in 
the Strait of Hormuz came up, what was critical for us in working out our fuel security 
issue, was that the United States had caused the problem and wasn't going to help 
us solve it. China and other players in the region, Singapore, and so on, were the 
countries we needed to work with to solve it. So our relationship with China is 
absolutely crucial for us in economic terms. A huge proportion of our trade is with 
China. [It is] far and away our most serious and important [partner], and we just can't 
afford to tear that up and throw it away.  

It's not a matter of choosing between China and the United States. We want to have 
warm, effective, cooperative, and constructive relationships with both countries. To 
be forced to choose is not a position we want to be in.  
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We fear that it might come to that if there's a blow-up of the Taiwan Strait. The 
Americans will unquestionably put a lot of [pressure] on us to participate in whatever 
military pushback they decide to engage in. [That] would be absolutely crazy for us to 
get ourselves involved in. Not our war, not our interest, not [something we have the] 
capacity to make a difference in its solution, but utterly destructive of our 
relationship with China and of our own economy, and not very sensible in [any 
respect].  

We should be putting all our “diplomatic eggs” in the basket of trying to diffuse 
these situations and maintain the status quo. But if it does come to a real 
catastrophe, it'll be a very interesting question as to how Australia responds. That 
possibility is already a very lively debate in Australia. I think sanity will prevail, but who 
knows? I probably won't be around to make a difference one way or the other. 
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