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During this era of intensified nationalism and growing geopolitical uncertainties it is unusual for a 

leader of foreign policy to publish a book focused on their own nation’s ethical and political 

responsibilities to other countries. Insecurity is being intensified by the current post-WW2 peak in 

violent conflict1, expanding military spending to the highest level since 19452, and the intensified 

anxiety everywhere caused by the global COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, publication of this 

inspirational book is particularly timely. 

Gareth Evans was Australia’s most outstanding foreign minister since 1945. When I made this remark 

during my retirement address to the Australian House of Representatives in 1996, Gareth interjected 

‘What about before the War?’ He is justifiably proud of having held the position for eight years (1988 

to 1996). His authority as both a national and global leader and scholar of international relations is 

globally acknowledged, partly because of roles such as co-chairing the International Commission on 

Intervention and State Sovereignty which initiated the responsibility to protect concept (2001) and 

the Australian-Japan International Commission on Nuclear Non-Proliferation and Disarmament 

(2009). One of his most notable characteristics is articulated in the title of his autobiography 

Incorrigible Optimist: A Political Memoir.  

This most recent book is a delight and inspiration. His first paragraph describes what he means by 

‘good international citizenship’: … ‘above all else caring about other people’s suffering and doing 

everything reasonably possible to prevent and alleviate it … in areas such as humanitarian relief and 

development assistance, human rights and environmental protection, arms control, peacemaking and 

peacekeeping.’    

He identifies four practical benchmarks with which to evaluate good international citizenship: being a 

generous aid donor; protecting and evaluating universal human rights; seeking international peace 

and security; and collaborating with attempts to solve the existential threats posed by pandemics, 

global warming, and nuclear war. He recognises that the foundations for these moral obligations differ 

depending on spiritual or philosophical belief but asserts reasonably that it is striking how similar are 

the central moral positions of most religions and philosophies. They point in the same direction – 

respect for the common humanity of all peoples. 

This does not invalidate the core position of foreign policy, advancing the national interest. It does 

however require thinking carefully about what is the national interest? It certainly includes seeking 

security and prosperity for all residents, but also three kinds of return: progress on issues of 

international concern such as reducing greenhouse gas emissions, controlling pandemics, and 

abolishing nuclear weapons. Second, reciprocity: if we help you, you are more likely to help us when 

we need it. Third, the benefits of having a good reputation. In diplomacy a reputation for cooperation 

increases persuasive effectiveness. Good foreign policy must extend to ‘purposes beyond ourselves’ 

as eminent theorist Hedley Bull wrote in 1957.  
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Evans is rigorously analytical when evaluating Australia against these standards. He recognises that 

Australian aid has declined faster during the last decade than that of any of the other rich OECD donor. 

At the end of the conservative governments’ terms in 2021-22 it had plunged to 0.21 percent of gross 

national income.   

In relation to human rights Australia is notable in being the only English-speaking country in the world 

which does not have a national Bill of Rights. Despite this chasm there have been advances in 

recognition of Indigenous land rights, steps towards gender equality, and recognition of same-sex 

marriage. However external policy has been mixed with acceptance of refugees in earlier post-war 

decades being replaced by the ‘lamentable’ refusal to accept asylum seekers who have arrived by boat 

during recent decades.  

Australia has always been a supporter of the United Nations. This was especially strong when Evans 

was Foreign Minister, including through publication of a 250-page book on peacemaking. Australia 

‘was the driving force behind the process which brought peace to Cambodia’ at the start of the 

nineties. However, excessively influenced by US pressure, Australia has been an active participant in 

wars which had nothing to do with the national interest, including joining in the illegal invasion of Iraq 

in 2003.   

There are full discussions of Australian engagement with the existential threats. He quotes Jeffrey 

Sacks UN-backed Sustainable Development Report 2021 which ‘scored Australia last out of 193 UN 

member states for our performance on the “climate action” goal.’ This is a classic case of a government 

failure to discern the national interest.  

Evans personally has been a leader in identifying mechanisms for moving towards nuclear 

disarmament, most notably by leading the establishment of the Canberra Commission on the 

Elimination of Nuclear Weapons, the oft repeated central mantra of which is: ‘So long as any state has 

nuclear weapons others will want them. So long as any state retains nuclear weapons, they are bound 

one day to be used. And any such use will be catastrophic for life on this planet.’  

Opinion polls demonstrate that majorities in many countries support good international citizenship. 

Evans thinks that the problem is not electoral opposition but government misreading of community 

attitudes. To make this the sustained position he recommends harnessing the power of both emotion 

and reason. Good international citizenship is both idealistically and pragmatically right because it is in 

the national interest. 

This is a persuasive book, succinctly written and illuminated with detailed, relevant examples. It is a 

powerful challenge to the newly elected Australian Labor Government, whose inaugural policies are 

reflecting its values. This is clearly what the electorate wants – strong action to control global warming, 

ban nuclear weapons, constrain the COVID pandemic, seek to build peace and prevent conflict, and 

perhaps even welcome asylum seekers. Evan’s optimism could be justified. Many countries could 

move towards justice and peace.  
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