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From the London End 

The Commonwealth after Nehru 
The Commonwealth Prime Ministers' Conference just concluded was the first since the birth of the 

modern Commonwealth to be held without Jawaharlal Nehru and the moving tributes that were paid to him 
were no mere acts of diplomatic politeness, but a recognition that his absence will be severely felt. 

For, at no time in the past has the Commonwealth been beseiged by so many problems. And on 
almost every one of these issues — on Southern Rhodesia, British Guiana, Malaysia, Cyprus, the Commonwealth 
Immigrants' Act, and so on — the differences among the members are sharp and wide. 

THE modern Commonwealth was 
born with the independence of 

India and Pakistan in 1947. Perhaps 
the most important single decision 
which has shaped the Commonwealth 
as it is to-day was that of Pandit 
Nehru, after India had declared her
self a Republic, to continue India's 
membership of the Commonwealth. 
A new formula was found for the 
Queen to be designated "head of the 
Commonwealth". This provided the 
precedent which enabled other ex-
colonial countries, who on achieving 
independence had declared themselves 
Republics, to remain within the Com
monwealth. Thus Pandit Nehru 
brought about a new Commonwealth 
alongside the old, and made the Com
monwealth the largest multi-racial 
organisation in the world, after the 
U N . 

To-day the Commonwealth consists 
of 5 white members (Britain, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and Cyprus), 
4 Asian members (India, Pakistan, 
Ceylon and Malaysia), 7 African mem
bers (Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, 
Tanganyika and Zanzibar, Uganda, 
Kenya and Malawi), and two West 
Indian members (Jamaica and Trini
dad and Tobago). The white members 
are thus now easily outnumbered. The 
Commonwealth represents 750 million 
people, or about a quarter of the total 
world population; it occupies a quarter 
of the world's surface and controls a 
quarter of the world's trade. It in
cludes countries in every continent 
and belonging to every race. It pro
vides a meeting ground for rich coun
tries and poor, Western nations and 
the non-aligned. 

The Commonwealth Conference just 
concluded — the eleventh since the 
modern Commonwealth was born — 
was the first without Nehru and the 
genuine tributes that were paid to him 
by Prime Minister after Prime Minis
ter were no mere acts of diplomatic 
politeness, but a recognition that his 
absence wi l l be seriously felt. For 
indeed, no previous Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers' Conference was per-
haps faced with so many crucial pro

blems; even the tensions generated at 
the last meeting (two years ago) when 
Britain had to face overwhelming op
position to her bid to join the Com
mon Market, or the one before when 
South Africa left the "Club", pale 
into insignificance compared with the 
problems which have to be faced 
to-day. On almost every issue, sharp 
divisions exist within the Common
wealth — on Southern Rhodesia, Bri
tish Guiana, Malaysia, Cyprus and the 
Commonwealth Immigrants Act. 

In the Commonwealth there is to
day no economic unity, no equality of 
living standards, no common political 
outlook, no agreement on military stra
tegy, not even equality among Com
monwealth citizens in Britain itself. 
Britain is out of step with the United 
Nations on South Africa, Southern 
Rhodesia, Aden and British Guiana. 
The Commonwealth Immigrants' Act 
has aroused antagonism especially in 
India, Pakistan, Trinidad and Jamaica. 

What Holds It Together 
The Commonwealth is no longer a 

military alliance; it depends for its 
ultimate defence arrangements on 
other countries — particularly Ame
rica. It is not a self-contained econo
mic unit. It is certainly not self-
sufficient in aid for development. 
More than half of all the external 
assistance to the Commonwealth 
comes from the United States; about 
two-thirds comes from non-Common
wealth sources. The Commonwealth 
is not a Third Force in world politics, 
nor is it a substitute for the United 
Nations. What purpose then can be 
found to inspire it in the years ahead? 

The two basic issues facing the 
Commonwealth to-day are the growing 
gap between the rich and poor nations 
and the even more explosive problem 
of race discrimination in Southern 
Rhodesia and South Africa. Surely a 
multi-racial organisation like the Com
monwealth cannot be unconcerned 
about racial discrimination. The racial 
clash between 220,000 whites and 
four million Africans south of the 
Zambesi is one of the most crucial 

problems of the day. Perhaps the 
single most important aim of the new 
members of the Commonwealth has 
been to introduce the principle of 
racial equality. But while this was 
established in 1961, on the issue of 
South Africa's continued membership, 
the case of Southern Rhodesia may 
provide a difficult test. 

In Britain itself there has been a 
growing disillusion about the role of 
the new Commonwealth. Many people 
would echo the statement of the 
anonymous "Conservative" in the 
Times that the Commonwealth was 
"a gigantic farce". The abortive 
effort of Britain to join the Common 
Market forced many Conservatives to 
re-examine their traditional beliefs 
about the Commonwealth. Many of 
them now believe that the Common
wealth is disintegrating, and that it is 
bound to disintegrate further as the 
member states pursue their own regio
nal and political commercial interests. 
To them, the cost of Britain partici
pating in this political pageantry 
seems far greater than the benefits. 

There has been a curious change in 
the respective altitudes of the Tories 
and the Labour Party over the Com
monwealth. For the Tories, the Com
monwealth is not as evocative as the 
old "Empire". It is Labour which has 
accused the British Prime Minister of 
using the present Commonwealth 
Conference as an election gimmick 
and to persuade the romantics in his 
party, who were upset by the Brussels 
negotiations, that Britain continues to 
be a minor power, after all. There is 
no doubt that the gathering of so 
many Prime Ministers in London 
proves that Britain is still something 
more than an off-shore European 
island. Again, Sir Alec is accused of 
wanting to steal some of the thunder 
from Labour which is known to want 
to cement Commonwealth alliances 
and had even made protection of the 
Commonwealth one of their reasons 
for not wishing to join the Common 
Market. Many in the Labour Party 
see the new Commonwealth as a crea-
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tion of the Attlee Government. Harold 
Wilson has expressed strong hopes of 
increasing Commonwealth trade. 

What is sometimes forgotten is that 
the Commonwealth still looms large 
on Britain's horizon as an economic 
fact of life. However intangible the 
political ties, links of trade, invest
ment and aid will bind Britain to the 
Commonwealth for many years to 
come. Approximately 63 per cent of 
Britain's direct private investment ab
road is in the Commonwealth. Of the 
total net assets of £ 3,500 million in 
late 1962, £2,200 million was in the 
Commonwealth, compared with £ 387 
million in Western Europe and £ 340 
million in the US. 

Trade between Britain and the rest 
of the Commonwealth accounts for 
three-quarters of all trade between 
Commonwealth countries. This is but 
one example of how the Common
wealth is still centred on Britain. This 
spring has seen a spectacular 15 per 
cent increase in the value of Common
wealth exports to the UK (due largely 
to the sharp improvement in commo
dity prices), accompanied by a much 
more modest (5½ per cent) improve
ment in British sales to the rest of the 
Commonwealth. 

The British Government's major 
proposal to make the Commonwealth 
more effective is a Commonwealth 
project to expand economic aid and 
technical assistance to the poorer 
members by the richer members. The 
donors, in addition to the UK, would 
be Canada, Australia and New Zealand 
who already co-operate in the 14-year-
old Colombo Plan. Canada certainly 
could do a deal more in the held of 
financial aid. 

Sir Alec's proposals include : 

(1) Joint action by richer members 
in specific development projects 
in poorer Commonwealth coun
tries. 

(2) A regional attack on development 
problems among Commonwealth 
neighbours, involving the setting-
up of regional centres for tech
nical advice. 

(3) Establishment of a Common
wealth Foundation for further
ing training, exchange schemes 
and every form of contact in all 
fields of science, medicine and 
specialist activities outside the 
orbit of governmental exchange. 

(4) A substantially increased contri
bution by Britain towards the 
capital costs of higher education; 
and the setting-up in Britain of 
a training centre for administra

tors for newly independent 
members. 

The Commonwealth can never hope 
to become a self-contained economic 
grouping. It is no substitute for the 
new group of 75 which has emerged 
from the U N Trade Conference. 
Imperial preferences are no longer what 
they were, but Commonwealth mem
bers still have first claims on Britain's 
economic and technical aid programmes 
and easy access to the London money 
market. Tariff and quota restrictions, 
however, still exist as far as the poorer 
nations are concerned, even though 
these are hidden under such euphem
isms as "mark-ups" and "gentlemen's 
agreements". And there seems to be 
little future for Selwyn Lloyd's Com
monwealth Economic Development Cor
poration. 

Labour Party's Attitude 

Harold Wilson believes that Common
wealth trade could well increase. Its 
decline is due to Government policy 
and to the failure to devote enough re
sources to capital goods. Planned mar
kets could be of greater importance 
than preferences. Commonwealth coun
tries could show preference to Britain 
in awarding public and other develop
ment contracts, and Britain, in return, 
could provide guaranteed markets for 
a proportion of agricultural and other 
primary exports. 

There is no doubt at all that there is 
certainly scope for a great deal of im
provement in the fields of trade and 
aid; aid could be provided on "softer" 
and more liberal terms; there could be 
a larger proportion of untied aid and 
markets could be opened much wider 
to imports—particularly of manufactur
ed goods—from the poorer members of 
the Commonwealth. 

There appears to be a consensus of 
opinion that the idea of a Common
wealth Secretariat is well worth looking 
into. This would certainly make the 
Commonwealth bond a little more for
mal. In the first place, the new body 
might serve to disseminate information 
among Commonwealth countries. 

African affairs have dominated the 
recent Conference; principally, of 
course, the burning question of South
ern Rhodesia. "The issue of Southern 
Rhodesia constitutes a challenge to the 
continued existence of a multi-racial 
Commonwealth" as the Prime Minister 
of Sierra Leone said. Other problems, 
including the reluctance of some mem
bers of the Commonwealth to apply 
sanctions against South Africa as an 
effective means of condemning the pol
icy of apartheid, provoked keen con
troversy. One African Prime Minister 

went so far as to say bitterly that ques
tions of investment seemed to weigh 
more heavily than questions of human
ity. Portuguese policies in Angola and 
Mozambique were also severely con
demned, and the tacit approval of these 
policies by some members of the Com
monwealth under the excuse of old 
treaties was decried. The whole Com
monwealth should stand together on 
this issue; there is no place for equivo
cation on the issue of racialism in 
Africa. 

Under Nehru, India's policy had been 
to give the fullest support to African 
nationalism. The Indian Finance Min i 
ster, at the Conference, pledged to con
tinue this support. As far as sanctions 
against South Africa were concerned, 
India already applied them, T T K told 
the Conference. 

Kenyatta's speech on the opening day 
concentrated on the problem of South
ern Africa which it described as the 
last surviving enclave of old imperialism 
in modem Africa. He said the time 
for evasion and hypocrisy on South 
Africa was past. Now was the time for 
realism and for the Commonwealth Con
ference in London to give a lead. Surely 
the Commonwealth countries could 
agree on a policy of common purpose 
and common political strategy. There 
had been confusion and vagueness 
about policies too long. 

The Africans' aim is to find a "Com
monwealth approach" which can attract 
the backing, not only of Britain, but the 
three old dominions as well. In the 
words of the Foreign Minister of the 
United Republic of Tanganyika and 
Zanzibar; "We hope that Canada, Aus
tralia and New Zealand will interest 
themselves in the position of coloured 
people in another part of the Common
wealth who are seeking independence 
and justice. You can't talk about a 
multi-racial Commonwealth without 
putting that principle in action". 
Majority rule and adult franchise are 
fundamental principles in the political 
development of all Commonwealth 
countries. In Rhodesia, with its white 
minority government, the Common
wealth is thus facing its greatest test. 

The Commonwealth has survived 
Suez, South Africa and Britain's attempt 
to enter the Common Market, But 
now unless some action can be taken 
against the racial policies of South 
Africa and Southern Rhodesia, the very 
existence of the Commonwealth may 
well be at stake. The Commonwealth 
increasingly justifies its existence by its 
multi racial qualities alone. If it can 
take effective action to secure justice 
and fair dealing for the Africans it wi l l 
serve a really useful purpose. 

1179 




