
V I E T N A M was the dominant issue 
in Bri t ish politics last week. The 

American style "teach-in" at Oxford 
lasted some eight hours and the 
speakers included Britain's Foreign 
Secretary, Michael Stewart, and Henry 
Cabot Lodge who flew in especially 
from the United States. Of course, 
there were no distinguished speakers 
to put the other side of the question— 
no one from Nor th Vietnam, the 
National Liberation Front of South 
Vietnam, Russia or China. There was 
l i t t le doubt that the bulk of the Oxford 
audience was certainly anti-American, 
and remained singularly unconvinced 
by Cabot Lodge. It was remarked, in 
fact, that Michael Stewart put up a 
far better defence of the American 
point of view! 

Shortly following on this marathon 
"teach-in" came Wilson's dramatic 
announcement of the setting up of a 
Commonwealth Mission on Vietnam. 
The idea of using the Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers' Conference as a 
springboard for a new initiative in 
Vietnam was entirely Harold Wilson's 
own idea and certainly came as a sur
prise to the assembled Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers. Unfortunately, in view 
of the uncritical support that the Bri
tish Government has given to the 
American line in Vietnam, there have 
been serious doubts about Wilson's 
motives for ini t ia t ing such a move. 
While no one would wish to deny that 
Wilson, like everyone else, is anxious 
to see some peaceful solution of the 
Vietnam crisis, there is the suspicion 
in the minds of many people that the 
main reasons for this initiative are 
political. As one well-known Left. Wing 
member of the Labour Party said: " I 
do not know whether this is really a 
mission to get peace in Vietnam or 
peace in the Labour Party". It is a 
fact that the growing discontent in 
the Left-wing of the Labour Party of 
the British Government's servile support 
to the Americans was beginning to 
cause alarm. By launching a Common
wealth initiative, Wilson hoped to 
soothe his Left-wing followers. 

The plan, as originally announced, 
envisaged the setting up of a Common
wealth Peace Mission consisting of; 
Wilson, President Nkrumah, the Prime 
Minister of Nigeria, the Prime Minis-
ter of Trinidad and Tobago and the 
Prime Minister of Ceylon. There was 
a general feeling at the Conference 

that Wilson had bulldozed the assembl
ed Prime Ministers to make a dram
atic announcement on the very first 
day. The Labour Party attaches more 
importance to the Commonwealth 
than the Tories, and here was a 
heaven-sent opportunity to prove t i n t 
it was more than a mere talking shop 
and could take joint political action 
on a burning issue. Here was con-
crete example of the u t i l i ty not only 
of the Commonwealth itself, but of 
the periodic gathering of Common-
wealth Prime Ministers. 

Second Thoughts 

Many of the assembled Prime M i n -
isters, however, began to have second 
thoughts about Wilson's proposal. 
There was a very strong feeling that 
wi th Wilson as a member of the dele
gation, it could not possibly be an 
impartial one. The British stand on 
Vietnam has clearly been pro-American 
and so the delegation was bound to be 
suspect as being pro-American. This 
point was made very forcibly by a 
number of African Prime Ministers— 
particularly President Nyerere of Tan
zania who at one stage of the pro
ceedings stated that he disassociated 
his Government from the communique 
announcing the mission, since it ap
peared to be too one-sided. 

Wilson explained to the assembled 
Prime Ministers that his inclusion in 
the peace mission was not as Prime 
Minister of Britain, but as Chairman 
of the Commonwealth Prime Minis
ters' Conference. Diplomatic negotia
tions continued over the week-end and 
after a great deal of discussion is seems 
likely that the four member Common
wealth mission w i l l shortly start on its 
task. 

There have been, however. many 
alternatives and modifications. Ceylon 
has dropped out of the mission, osten
sibly because the Prime Minister is not 
well enough to join. Had it not been 
for President Nkrumah's decision to 
go on the mission, the whole project 
night well have collapsed. But in 

order to obtain the suport of Presi
dent Nkrumah an appeal has been 
issued by the four members of the 
Commonwealth mission calling on all 
the parties involved in the Vietnam 
war to "show the utmost restraint in 
mil i tary operations as a step towards 
the. total cease-fire which the mission 
Hopes w i l l be established at the ear

liest possible opportunity." This state
ment is significant in two ways. By 
referring to all parties, it leaves the 
mission free to deal wi th the Viet 
Cong, further, it also reflects the de
sire of many Afro-Asian countries 
that American bombing of Nor th Viet
nam should cease. 

During the discussions Shastri made 
it quite clear that merely setting up 
a mission was in itself no use and 
that what was necessary was to esta-
blish the guidelines on which it should 
operate. These should include insist
ence on the cessation of bombing by 
the U S A , the ending of hostilities on 
all sides, and eventually the wi th -
drawal of outside forces and a cease
fire and perhaps an international group 
of Afro-Asian countries to see that 
the cease-fire was strictly observed. 
These are laudable objectives and any 
step that eases tensions in Vietnam 
is to be welcomed; but it seems doubt
ful if the Commonwealth mission w i l l 
really achieve much. In the first place, 
it wi l l certainly be difficult for it to 
look like anything but a pro-American 
gimmick—despite African representa
tion on i t . 

Disappointment Over Rhodesia 
The Commonwealth Conference i t

self is at the time of wr i t ing in for 
a stormy time with the explosive issue 
of Rhodesia coming up to be discuss
ed. There is no doubt about the very 
strong feeling on this subject and the 
definite disappointment of a number 
of African countries about the attitude 
of the Labour Government on this 
question. There is a general feeling 
that the U K Government is not pre
pared to be tough enough wi th fan 
Smith and that it is going back on 
the attitude it took in 1961 when it: 
criticised the 1961 Rhodesian consti
tution for failing to provide adequate 
African representation or to ensure 
that the Government did not practise 
racial discrimination. Very justifiably, 
some African Governments are sug
gesting that if the Commonwealth 
Prime Ministers' Conference could 
issue a special communique on Viet
nam, why could it not also issue one 
on the crucial question of Rhodesia? 

On the announcement of the tall of 
Ben Bella's Government in Algeria, 
the Afro Asian heads of State at the 
Commonwealth Conference held a p r i 
vate meeting. At this meeting the 
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Afro-Asian leaders suggested that the 
conference of Afro-Asian countries in 
Algiers should be postponed and also 
issued an appeal that the life of Ben 

T H E R E is a prolonged moment in 
the Indian summer when it is 

impossible to think of anything but 
the heat and dust which are all-perva
sive. Such a moment is the present 
which brings news of Ben Bella's fall 
from power in Algeria and the chaos 
which threatens to overtake the Afro-
Asian Conference. 

Perhaps, in a sense, the sequence of 
events in Algeria is almost fortuitous. 
It has helped to focus attention on the 
inhibitions, weaknesses and confusions 
inherent in the k ind of conference 
which had been projected. Bandung 
wi th in a specific setting yielded poli t i 
cal dividends for Afro-Asia. Algiers 
could have had the opposite effect. 

Unwarranted Optimism 

In saying this, I am not being influ
enced by the mood in our Foreign 
Office. On the contrary, a certain 
optimism prevailed despite the contra
dictory statements made by the Prime 
Minister on the Vietnam situation in 
Moscow, Ottawa and London, state
ments which could get us into trouble 
in Algiers. The optimism was based 
on the reports of our roving envoys 
who claimed majority support for our 
proposal to seat the Soviet Union and 
Malaysia in the conference and ind i 
cated that Chou En-lafs last visit to 
Africa had almost turned out to be 
a diplomatic disaster. Japan's support 
had been consolidated. Algeria, too, 
had assured her vote, These were i m 
portant gains, and seemed to mark a 
turning point in Afro-Asian thinking. 

The optimism, I feel, was unwarrant
ed. We failed to take note of the 
opposition of several African States to 
the inclusion of the Soviet Union on 
the plea that the conference would 
become a battleground for communist 
ideologies. This opposition, skilfully 
exploited by China and Indonesia, 
could certainly frustrate the taking of 
a decision, A retreat on this front, 
in the interests of the inevitable con
sensus, could damage the capacity of 
the conference ful ly to resist the 
pressures exerted by the adventurist 
elements led by China and Indonesia. 

Bella should be spared on humanita
rian grounds, 

How much w i l l be actually achieved 

President Nasser, unfailing in his 
ability to sense the mood of emerging 
nations, was obviously most concerned 
about the 'fall-out ' f rom a sharp and 
explosive collision in the conference. 
His effort to arrange a friendly meet
ing between Lal Bahadur and Chou 
En-lai must be viewed against this 
background. He hoped for a 'dis
engagement' between India and China. 
The impatient dismissed these moves 
as unrealistic, but Nasser knows the 
Chinese to be highly flexible when 
short-term objectives are sought. And 
there was no reason to believe that 
India would be the looser in this diplo
matic doodling. 

Delhi's confidence in its capacity to 
out-wit its tormentors was l ike the 
weather — oppressive but mercurial, 
heady but uninspiring. The optimism 
at the Foreign Office, notwithstanding, 
Prime Minister Lal Bahadur seemed to 
be shy about attending the confabula
tions at Algiers. He refused to be 
committed. He let the impression 
gather that V K Krishna Menon would 
be accompanying him. At the same 
time he shot down a proposal that 
Menon attend the opening of the Nehru 
Exhibit ion in London, presumably be
cause it was so close to the Common
wealth Conference and might have 
given Menon an opportunity to pro
long his stay. Foreign Minister Swaran 
Singh, on his part, did not want 
Krishna Menon anywhere in the neigh
bourhood of Algiers. 

A n d when the delegation to Algiers 
was announced, particularly the non-
official membership, it was clear that 
Lal Bahadur had been carefully using 
political gossip to neutralise the de
mand that he take a strong and able 
team wi th him to the conference. 
Tactically, he is most adept at this 
k ind of operation. The delegation 
assembled for Algiers was distinguished 
by its undistinguished character. A n d 
some of the gentlemen included were 
even unsympathetic to Afro-Asian 
aspirations! 

Developments of this k ind no longer 
cause surprise in the Capital, Lal 
Bahadur has come to be regarded as 

at the Commonwealth Prime Minis -
ters' Conference remains to be seen, 
but since the very first day it has 
been making the headlines. 

a man concerned solely wi th preserving 
his own position and bothered very 
l i t t le about evolving viable policies for 
the era now unfolding. He has no 
perspectives. At best his aimless 
wandering might land h im in a vantage 
position. A n d even then he might fa i l 
to exploit the advantage. It is a most 
unsatisfactory situation, but i t w i l l 
persist so long as Lal Bahadur relies 
only on the l imited capacity of his 
bureaucrats and refuses to surround 
himself w i th more independent and 
potent expertise. 

No Great Loss 
As for the conference in Algiers, it 

matters l i t t le whether it is held or 
postponed — or abandoned altogether. 
Apart from the repercussions of Ben 
Bella's downfall, which w i l l influence 
developments in the Arab and African 
States in a less positive and progres
sive direction, the Algiers Conference 
has already been blunted by the acti
vity of those of its members who have 
participated in the Commonwealth talks 
in London. The controversial initiative 
on Vietnam, under Harold Wilson's 
prodding, has already compromised 
their role in the larger assembly of 
Afro-Asian States. 

The feeling, long suppressed, that 
the non-aligned nations should con
centrate their energies on forging a 
new political and economic role for 
themselves at a time when the two 
major blocs are being eroded wilt come 
to the fore. Afro-Asian jamborees had 
some relevance when the concept of 
non-alignment had yet to take ful l 
form. Today, however, these demons, 
trative gatherings tend only to dissi
pate national energies and divert atten
t ion from the crucial issues on which 
the non-aligned must intervene in their 
own interest. 

Whether these Implications are 
understood by the Prime Minister and 
his colleagues remains to be seen. Lal 
Bahadur w i l l be back in Delhi by the 
end of the week. A lot of home-work 
has to be done, political home-work 
which the Congress Party is for ever 
seeking to avoid. These summer 
months certainly provide oceans of 
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