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Australia’s Place in the World:  A Business 
Perspective. 

Speech to the International House Melbourne University Winter Dinner 
14 August 2008 

Thank you for the invitation to speak at your Winter Dinner here at International House. 

Let’s start where we are: We live and work and communicate and relate in a globalised and 
globalising world.  Globalisation is a process and not an end.  It is the process of creating a 
world economy and a system of world communications that develops and evolves quite 
independently of any state or other kind of control. 

However, globalisation has paradoxically called forth an opposite force asserting local 
difference in small scale nationalism, religious revivals and other expressions of identity and 
particularity.  In 1945, there were 50 countries at the United Nations in 2008 there are 192.  
Look for example at the complexity of the rise of micro nationalism and new states and the 
current situation in the Caucasus - in Georgia, Ossetia, Abkhazia, and Russia: partly 
historical, linguistical, topographical, political, economic, cultural and all together frightening. 

But I want to talk about not where we are in the continuum of history but where we are in 
location and what that means for the role we might play in the world.  And then to talk to you 
about the human dimension and our role as Australians.  To do this I would like to address 
three related issues. 

The first one is a big question for all of us interested in international politics. 

How a country like Australia can contribute to good relations between the global powers of the 
21st century, especially the United States and China – and also India? 

The second is: why is trade and economic integration important to us and what role do we 
play. (And I thought I might introduce you to the glory of trade in history). 

And finally, to consider the human dimensions, ie. the importance of people to people links in 
building effective relationships between nations and the role that non-government 
organisations and individual Australians can play in that process. 

These issues will affect whether we can achieve a peaceful future and have the opportunity to 
lead engaged and rewarding lives. 

I think we – and I refer equally to everyone here – can increasingly play a role. 

Let’s now turn to the first two issues I have outlined. 

First the future relations between China and the United States and second economic 
integration in the region. 
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1. What about China’s emergence as a global power and her relationship with 
America? 

China’s economic rise is very much in evidence at the moment with the Beijing Olympics 
underway. 

It is set to continue over the coming decades.   

China’s role will largely be determined by the direction of its relationships with other great 
powers, particularly that of the United States. 

This is changing the power balance in the region and throughout world. 

Australia has critical relationships with both nations. 

Australia’s alliance with the United States is essential to our security. 

China has emerged as our largest single trading partner. (And by the way: this is the first time 
in our history that we do not have a security alliance with our major trading partner). 

How China has been transformed into an economic power is instructive. 

In his recent book, ‘Billions of Entrepreneurs’, Professor Tarun Khanna from Harvard 
University recounted how the then Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping visited Singapore in 1978. 

Deng Xiaoping saw first hand how Singapore had transformed itself from virtually nothing into 
a prosperous economy. 

He met with Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew. 

Lee Kuan Yew is reported to have said that if Singapore could get ahead economically as the 
“descendants” of “peasants“ with no land, then China certainly could do equally well as the 
descendants of “scholars, mandarins and literati”. 

This meeting helped shape the “open-door – learning from others” policy of Deng Xiaoping. 

Shortly after the visit a former Singaporean Finance Minister, Dr Goh Keng Swee, was 
appointed by the Chinese Government to oversee the development of the first four special 
economic zones. 

Resulting from this was a new approach to foreign investment, modelled in key areas on that 
of Singapore. 

The current President of China, President Hu Jintao is continuing to put into practice the 
approach of Deng Xiaoping. 

Australians were impressed when, almost a year ago, President Hu visited an Australian 
sheep farm in New South Wales. 

He watched as some sheep were shorn. 

One journalist who reported on this said President Hu “showed great interest, kept asking 
questions, and felt the clipped wool after if was sorted and ready to be pressed into a bale”. 
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This event was significant for Australia because China buys about 60 percent of Australia’s 
wool and was investing the detailed focus of a Chinese leader. 

These stories symbolise one element of China’s economic achievement over the last thirty 
years – the willingness to look outside of China for ideas.

They also demonstrate to Australia and to the United States that we must be willing to do 
exactly the same thing. 

We must learn from China and from other nations in Asia, particularly India, if we want to build 
deep, beneficial and lasting relationships.  The very idea or the sniff of a return to the policy of 
“containment” should be dispensed to the trash bin of history. 

Our aim should be to fully engage China in international and regional institutions that underpin 
security and also economic relations. 

It should also extend to China taking on increased responsibilities as a leading stakeholder in 
global affairs. 

But we cannot achieve these aims unless we too are prepared to “learn from others”, 
including China herself. 

Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s address to the Brookings Institution in Washington DC on 31 
March was a defining statement for Australia in terms of our own regional and global role. 

The Prime Minister outlined a realistic framework for working with China to become an active 
and engaged international citizen. 

The Prime Minister nominated a number of specific priorities in which Australia should work 
with the United States to build Chinese engagement. 

These included: 

• developing and broadening of the Six Party Talks on North Korea as a security 
mechanism for the region;  

• greater regional cooperation through the Regional Forum of the Association of South 
East Asian Nations (ASEAN); 

• concluding the Doha Round of multilateral trade negotiations (the latter will need all 
the help it can get!); 

Another institution where China can develop its engagement is the Asia Pacific Economic 
Cooperation forum – or APEC an organization where I personally play a role as one of the 
three personal reps of the PM and was there in Hangzhou at an important meeting on market 
integration last week. 

APEC is important for two key reasons. 

It is the one Asia Pacific forum in which both China and the United States are members. 

Secondly, it has a focus on economic integration. 
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Currently, APEC lacks the institutional infrastructure to take forward its agenda. 

The Prime Minister’s proposal to develop an Asia Pacific Community provides one way to 
address the structural weaknesses of APEC. 

I would also add the importance of securing another element of integration, the Australia-
China Free Trade Agreement (FTA). 

This is because, after New Zealand, Australia would be the second developed nation to 
achieve such an agreement with China. 

It is therefore an important step. 

What I recommend is an approach based on building a good partnership. 

It is also about demonstrating that we are prepared to recognise and work with a responsible 
and engaged China. 

As the Director of America’s Central Intelligence Agency, General Michael Hayden said in a 
speech he gave on 30 April this year: 

“There are good policy choices available to both Washington and Beijing that can keep us on 
the largely peaceful, constructive path that we’ve both been on now for about 40 years.” 

Naturally there are bad policy choices that run the risk of future conflict. 

Australia has a vital role in working to make certain the good policy choices are made. 

2. Economic integration 

There are clear economic and social benefits to all countries from greater levels of global 
economic integration. 

Trade and investment is not a new concept.  It is part, I think of our collective psyche and by 
the way trade can be fun and a swashbuckling adventure at the same time. 

A recent book on the History of Trade entitled “A Splendid Exchange” by William Bernstein, 
tells the tale of how trade has shaped the world from prehistory to the present.   

Since we are talking about Asia, let’s go back in time to tell the story of the Portuguese 
adventurer, Ferdinand Magellan as recounted by Bernstein. Magellan came to prominence in 
1509 when a Portuguese flotilla became the first European “trade mission” to reach Malacca, 
the port near modern-day Singapore vital to controlling the lucrative trade from China, Japan 
and the spice islands. 

After an ostensibly hospitable welcome by the locals, the Portuguese suspected a trap. 
Magellan was sent to warn the expedition’s leader, who was playing chess with a group of 
wellarmed Malayan guests. Sure enough, smoke from onshore signalled a Malayan attack. 

Magellan and his compatriots managed to chuck their guests overboard, repel the assault and 
escape – but not before Magellan rowed to land to rescue his cousin, the only Portuguese to 
survive from the many who had gone ashore. 



4872872/3 5

They returned the next year to capture Malacca – an important moment in the rise of 
European dominance of world trade. Not content with that adventure, this time under Spanish 
sponsorship, Magellan famously went on to complete the first circumnavigation of the world 
by rounding Cape Horn a decade later. He died skewered by the spears of hostile Filipinos. 

In his recent FT review of the book, Hugh Carnegy posits the thesis that the urge to exchange 
goods is a fundamental part of human development that underpins and explains much of our 
history – and the more freely we can do it, the better off we tend to be. The first part of this is 
pretty much unarguable. But the case for free trade is not straightforward.  

Carnegy argues that what is striking is that for much of history, trade was built on conquest 
and often violently enforced monopolies – not least when Europeans were involved. The urge 
to “truck, barter and exchange”, as Adam Smith described it, is all very well. But until recently, 
the much stronger urge was to grab and control by force the trade in goods needed either for 
basic economic and military needs or for the accumulation of wealth.  

Brutality was a vital element in the development of trade and the successive empires built 
upon it – Roman, Arab, Mongol, Spanish, Dutch, British – culminating in the 18th- and 19th-
century slave trade. Equally compelling is the sheer doggedness, courage and skill that 
characterised the pioneers of trade. Vasco da Gama set sail in 1497 with three tiny ships; 
they didn’t see land for 95 days as they battled round the Cape of Good Hope; they crossed 
2,800 miles of the Indian Ocean and made landfall within seven miles of their target; only two 
of the three ships and less than half the 170-strong expedition made it home more than two 
years later, most killed by scurvy. 

Trade and investment is always accompanied by feats of adventure, enterprise and conquest 
all of which established networks of commerce around the world in grains, metals, spices, 
coffee, tea and textiles long before anyone coined the term free trade and globalisation. Many 
features remain constant today – the preponderance of sea routes as the main arteries of 
global commerce, the importance of controlling key “choke points” such as the Bosphorus and 
the Straits of Hormuz and, of course, the struggle over access to markets. 

So while we should acknowledge that “a significant minority of citizens are unavoidably 
harmed” in the process of free trade. I don’t believe we should yield to the anti-globalisation 
camp. Australia instead should argue in Asia that we should look to postwar Europe and its 
peaceful common market, because trade deepens mutual understanding and spreads 
material benefits as we develop a desire to “sell things to others rather than annihilate them”.  

It means we as Australia have to continue to press other governments to open up their 
economies to allow free competition with everyone able to play by the same rules. 

Second, businesses and other organisations – including you and your university – should 
drive economic integration by competing and using innovation to improve products, services 
and the way they do business. 

Continuing global integration requires new thinking and new ways of doing things. 

But cooperative economic integration between India and China and the rest of Asia would 
certainly provide the basis for a peaceful Asian century. 

Over time, the lessons of experience usually mean that businesses overcome the challenges. 

But, there is a crucial caveat to business success. 
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It can only happen on condition that governments are genuinely committed to opening up 
domestic markets. 

Despite the challenges, the benefits of greater economic integration far outweigh the 
alternatives.  And all too often the lessons of history are forgotten. 

The Bush Administration in the United States has found itself almost totally focused on 
strategic and security policies. 

It separates out these policies from economic integration. 

I would argue that is has not given enough attention has been given by the Bush 
administration to the way in which trade and investment policy support broader security 
objectives. 

This was all too evident in the recent failure of the Geneva meeting of Trade Ministers to 
achieve a breakthrough in the Doha Round negotiations. 

It was a lost opportunity to progress economic integration and could prove extremely costly. 

This is where Australia and in particular where business and individuals in this country can 
play a role. 

To its great credit, the Australian Government is acutely aware of the importance of economic 
integration. 

I see a role for  remind other governments that focusing on economic progress counts. 

The two challenges I’ve touched on are by no means an exhaustive list. 

But they represent matters that are both central to Australia’s interests and on which we can, 
through practical actions, have an influence. 

The common thread that runs through these issues is the crucial role of the great powers and 
the ability of countries like Australia to be a genuine and influential partner. 

The question for all of you and for me then is how we go about making a contribution to 
addressing these challenges. 

There is an important change take place in Australian foreign policy making. 

This is only a very recent development, and it is still in its early stages. 

Avenues of foreign policy advice to the Federal Government are being broadened. 

There was a time when it was the preserve of the diplomats only.  I love this quote from 
Naghoub Mahfouz in his Cairo trilogy when talking of a career in diplomacy: 

Husayn Shaddad replied, "the foreign service no doubt has extraordinary advantages. 
For the most part it's a ceremonial career. It would accommodate my desire to avoid 
the servitude of work. It's a form of tourism and provides free time. It would allow me 
to have my desired spiritual life dedicated to the pursuit of beauty." 
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Things have changed.  Diplomacy is no longer the preserve of the gilded gifted amateur. 

There is now a real role for business and for driven individuals like you to provide our 
perspective and input into foreign policy. 

I would venture so far as to say we, as organizations and individuals outside of government, 
now have a responsibility to provide greater input into foreign policy – now that there is the 
opportunity. 

In his 2004 book, Soft Power, The Means to Success In World Politics, Joseph Nye from 
Harvard University outlined a framework based on three forms of international power: 

• Military power; 

• Economic power; and 

• Soft power. 

Soft power incorporates a wide range of activities, from diplomacy to cultural and social links 
that have the potential to act as a positive influence on international relations. 

The provision of services, such as international education, is potentially one of the most 
effective and enduring forms of soft power. 

How then can Australia better utilise soft power?  

While governments determine the policy and regulatory settings, business can also play more 
of a role through: 

• Effective engagement with communities, governments and non-for-profit 
organisations. 

• Partnerships that support the key objectives. 

• Advocating investment in return for improvement in international engagement. 

• And by ensuring business is fully informed about the opportunities that are available. 

But more importantly, just as business is calling on governments to recognise the changing 
nature of the global economy and to structure its policy settings accordingly, so too must 
business be prepared to make changes in its own operations and mindsets to accommodate 
change. 

People to people links and the relationships that are built are vital to global relations. 

All too often the opportunity to build these links at deeper levels is overlooked. 

There are educational, economic and strategic imperatives for us to make it priority to lift 
Australia’s performance in global engagement. 

Australia needs to improve its performance in using global engagement to develop ‘soft 
power’ particularly in Asia and the Asia Pacific. 
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The way to achieve this is through a broad based approach to foreign policy in which you 
each – either as Australians or as enduring friends of Australia – have a role. 

When it comes to the building of effective people to people links, International House and the 
University of Melbourne have provided a tremendous example of how this should work in 
practice. 

I would like to congratulate both institutions on the vital contributions they have made to 
furthering both international education and enabling friendships between the people of 
different nationalities. 

International House was established in 1957. 

At that time, Australia had in place the Colombo Plan, part of which involved supporting 
students from the region to study in Australia. 

The experiences and the relationships that have been formed from the thousands of students 
who have stayed here over the years have proved invaluable in contributing to mutual 
understanding and cooperation between nations. 

An international education experience should involve much more than a course of study.  It is 
an opportunity to meet and make friends with people from different countries and to learn and 
understand about their respective cultures and histories. 

As a nation, we should look to International House as a model for the experience of a greater 
number of international students who come to Australia to study. 

The future benefits would be considerable. 

Thank you. 

John W.H. Denton 
Chair of the Business Council of Australia’s Global Engagement Task Force and 
Partner and CEO, Corrs Chambers Westgarth 

 


