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The New Commonwealth emerged from the first wave of decolonisation Received 30 September 2024
in South Asia in the late 1940s. The seminal moment occurred with the Accepted 13 January 2025
signing of the 1949 London Declaration that allowed republican India to KEYWORDS

remain a Commonwealth member. However, India, Pakistan and Ceylon o monwealth Prime
were divided at the first two Prime Ministers’ Meeting after independence Ministers’ Meetings;

and made no attempt to unite in opposition to the Old ‘white’ Korean War; India;
Commonwealth members. This article will thus demonstrate that the Pakistan; Ceylon/Sri Lanka
three Prime Ministers’ Meetings that took place during the Korean War

marked a watershed for the New Commonwealth. In 1951 with the

Korean War close to escalating into a global conflict, Jawaharlal Nehru,

Liaquat Ali Khan and D. S. Senanayake worked in unison to forge a

Commonwealth policy to end the fighting before Washington pressed

the UN to brand China an aggressor and used its atomic arsenal. This

effort met resistance from the Old Commonwealth countries but at least

partially achieved its goal. The 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting, therefore,

set the precedent for united New Commonwealth action at future Prime

Ministers’ Meetings. Nevertheless, at the 1952 and 1953 Prime Ministers’

Meetings conditions were not right for further New Commonwealth

attempts to influence Commonwealth policy.

Introduction

The 1949 Prime Ministers’ Meeting and the resulting London Declaration that allowed republican
India to remain in the Commonwealth have long been recognised as crucial to transforming the
Commonwealth from a ‘white man’s club’ based on allegiance to the Crown into a modern mul-
tiracial organisation based on supposed shared values. This decision undoubtedly secured the
continued existence of the Commonwealth against the odds with the onset of rapid decolonisa-
tion in the post-war period." This article, however, will demonstrate that the subsequent Prime
Ministers’ Meetings held during the Korean War, especially the 1951 meeting, marked a water-
shed for the New Commonwealth members - India, Pakistan and Ceylon (now Sri Lanka)? - since
they worked together with a common purpose for the first time. Jawaharlal Nehru, Liaquat Ali
Khan and Don Stephen (D. S.) Senanayake, the prime ministers of India, Pakistan and Ceylon
respectively, had spoken openly on issues that interested their countries at the 1948 and 1949
Prime Ministers’ Meetings and had not simply made up the numbers after gaining independence.
Yet, even during the divisive constitutional discussions that took place in 1949, a general desire
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- cutting across the Old-New Commonwealth axis — clearly existed to find a mechanism that
would permit India to remain a member of the organisation. The talks were thus largely con-
ducted in the cordial, non-confrontational manner that Commonwealth leaders claimed at the
time was at the core of the Commonwealth. Indeed, the only significant friction at the first two
Prime Ministers’ Meetings after the three South Asian members joined the organisation occurred
not between the Old and New Commonwealth but between India and Pakistan. This was hardly
surprising considering the violence surrounding Partition and their recent war over Kashmir. But,
even then, tempers never frayed to breaking point and, as Pallavi Raghavan has emphasised in
his excellent revisionist study of the India-Pakistan relationship in this period, animosity between
Nehru and Liaquat was kept at bay.?

Nonetheless, it was at the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting — taking place at the height of the
crisis following Chinese intervention in the Korean War when an atomic Third World War appeared
to be a real possibility — that the New Commonwealth first stood together and challenged the
Old Commonwealth members. To coin the phrase from the 1949 London Declaration, the New
Commonwealth thus demonstrated that they could be ‘united as free and equal’. Nehru - with
the help of Liaquat and,* to a lesser extent, Senanayake - sought to utilise the Prime Ministers’
Meeting to influence global events and prevent the United States from having the United Nations
(UN) condemn Beijing as an aggressor and impose sanctions that risked escalating the conflict.
This New Commonwealth unity created rifts with many of the Old Commonwealth members
who, despite also fearing the escalation of the fighting, were much more wary of upsetting
Washington. Consequently, the Commonwealth prime ministers engaged in difficult negotiations
over what policy they should pursue both towards the United States and at the UN. In the end
a compromise position was settled on that helped temporarily delay Beijing being branded an
aggressor.

Yet, while the other Commonwealth leaders were satisfied with this outcome, Nehru left
London disappointed. His hope of transforming the organisation into a counterweight to the
United States had been shown to be groundless but this is not to say that Nehru was completely
disillusioned with the Commonwealth after 1951. In the short term, though, during the discus-
sions on the Korean War that took place at the 1952 and 1953 Prime Ministers’ Meetings, the
New Commonwealth did not make another concerted bid to shape Commonwealth policy. Nehru
remained particularly vocal in his criticism of the United States in 1953 but changing circum-
stances - including the presence of new and less experienced counterparts from Pakistan and
Ceylon and the abating of the crisis in Korea - contributed to the relative inactivity of the New
Commonwealth at these meetings. Indeed, divisions between the New Commonwealth leaders
were again more pronounced than the areas of agreement between them. Still, the Prime
Ministers’ Meetings during the Korean War had shown that the New Commonwealth members
would not always play by the Commonwealth club’s unofficial rules of only discussing matters
informally and not establishing a collective policy. They were also prepared to challenge the
consensus viewpoint when they felt strongly about an issue. And, crucially, this was happening
half a decade before the divisive 1956 Suez Crisis and the admission of Malaya and Ghana to the
Commonwealth a year later that are commonly seen as crucial to uniting and emboldening the
New Commonwealth members.

Yet, despite the growing scholarship on the diplomatic role played by the Commonwealth
countries in the Korean War, scant regard has been paid to the three Prime Ministers’ Meetings
that took place during the Korean War.> The notable exceptions are the works by Robert Barnes,
Thomas Hennessey, lan McGibbon, Graeme Mount, Robert O’Neill, F. H. Soward, and William
Stuck.® Still, the sections of these works on the Prime Ministers’ Meetings are brief; focus more
on the Old Commonwealth prime ministers and gloss over the friction between these leaders
and those of the New Commonwealth; and argue that these gatherings did not produce any new
proposals to resolve the Korean War. Only Vineet Thakur places Nehru and, to some extent,
Liaquat at the centre of events, emphasising their ability to influence Commonwealth policy. But
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even Thakur goes into little depth, only covering the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting while ignor-
ing those in 1952 and 1953 as well as the role played by Senanayake. Thakur also does not
consider the broader implications of the New Commonwealth’s role during the 1951 Prime
Ministers’ Meeting for the organisation.”

Furthermore, while a growing body of work now exists on the Commonwealth in the early
post-war period, it remains overwhelmingly focused on the Old Commonwealth and there is a
relative dearth of literature focused on the New Commonwealth’s relationship with the organisa-
tion. Even so, these works pay very little attention to the role played by the New Commonwealth
members at Prime Ministers’ Meetings. In fact, the only in-depth study of Prime Ministers’
Meetings covering the Korean War period is Robert O’Shea’s excellent doctoral thesis. But even
this work includes little detail regarding the substance of the controversial discussions on Korea
and does not highlight the unity displayed by the New Commonwealth members in trying to
influence Commonwealth policy.? In addition, Patrick Gordon Walker, the British secretary of state
for commonwealth relations between 1950 and 1951, later described the 1951 Prime Ministers
Meeting as a ‘high point’ of Commonwealth cooperation and ‘almost an organ of collective pol-
icy’ with ‘continuous and unanimous’ messages being sent by the prime ministers to Washington
to constrain US policy. But Gordon Walker goes into little detail and pays no special attention to
the central role played by the New Commonwealth.? This article, therefore, will fill an unwar-
ranted gap in the literature by examining the Prime Ministers’ Meetings during the Korean War
in detail and emphasising the extent the New Commonwealth members were able to unite to
influence the organisation’s approach to the conflict.

Before examining the Prime Ministers’ Meetings during the Korean War, though, it is first
important to understand the nature of these gatherings that Nehru affectionately described as a
‘slightly novel feature in international developments’ that he claimed led to ‘friendly talks.'® Prime
Ministers’ Meetings — the Commonwealth’s flagship events between 1944 and 1969 - had their
roots in the periodic Imperial Conferences of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
Still, the Prime Ministers’ Meetings, held at 10 Downing Street in London on every occasion
except one,'" were more informal and intimate than both their predecessors as well as their
successors, the biennial Commonwealth Heads of Government Meetings held in different
Commonwealth countries. While Prime Ministers’ Meetings also occurred roughly every two years,
they did not follow a set pattern and were organised whenever it was agreed that discussion on
certain common issues — usually relating to security and economic matters — was desirable and
practicable. In theory no issue was off the table and the meetings were structurally flexible with
no set constitution. But in practice members’ domestic policies and disputes between members
were considered inter se and not discussed. Moreover, unlike the meetings of other intergovern-
mental organisations, such as the UN General Assembly, Prime Ministers’ Meetings were private
affairs and were not intended to make decisions through the adoption of resolutions. Instead,
they were designed to establish meaningful and consensual cooperation - reflected in final com-
muniqués — within the Commonwealth ‘family’ In addition, at these meetings prime ministers
were considered equals but the fact that they were held in London, chaired by the current British
prime minister, and organised by Whitehall until the creation of the Commonwealth Secretariat
in 1965, ensured that the UK unofficially remained primus inter pares.'?

Furthermore, while rather unique in their familiarity and informality, Prime Ministers’ Meetings
were another form of international summitry or what David Dunn describes as ‘diplomacy at the
highest level’ and Kjell Engelbrekt calls ‘high-table diplomacy’'® Prime Minsters’ Meetings pro-
vided a platform for Commonwealth leaders, especially those from smaller newly independent
countries, to negotiate personally — with few or no advisers present — in the hope of bestowing
prestige upon themselves and their nations by influencing the perspectives of their counterparts
and shifting the Commonwealth’s focus in new directions. As David Reynolds argues, it is ‘the
epic character of summitry’ that entices statesman who see it as the ‘the ultimate test’ of their
‘capacity’ as leaders.' Similarly, James Cooper writes that world leaders view summits as
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opportunities ‘to participate at the highest level of politics, surpassing domestic politics and
engaging with the historical processes of international diplomacy’'> John Young also stresses that
successful summits, resulting from good preparations and expert choreography, carry consider-
able weight if genuine breakthroughs are achieved and provide good publicity for those
involved.'® All these sentiments are just as applicable to the Prime Ministers’ Meetings during the
Korean War as better-known historical summits. This article, therefore, will borrow Reynolds’
three-phase framework for understanding summitry. First, the preparations undertaken by the
Commonwealth leaders involved before each Prime Ministers’ Meeting will be considered. Second,
the dynamics of the negotiations themselves will be analysed in detail. And finally, the subse-
quent implementation of the decisions taken by the prime ministers in London will be examined.”

The New Commonwealth and Prime Ministers’ Meetings before Korea

It is first necessary, however, to consider the advent of the New Commonwealth and the role
played by its leaders at the two Prime Ministers’ Meetings before the outbreak of the Korean War.
Upon gaining political independence in August 1947 and February 1948 respectively, the govern-
ments of India, Pakistan and Ceylon chose to become members of the Commonwealth while
Burma did not and became a republic. For Ceylon this process had been largely straightforward.
Senanayake, a moderate nationalist and proud anglophile, had willingly accepted Commonwealth
membership - as well as a defence agreement with the UK - as a condition of independence.
Despite some protests by radical nationalist and Marxist opposition parties, Senanayake and his
United National Party saw no contradiction between independence and being a loyal member of
the Commonwealth, especially if this helped to secure their small island nation from Indian
encroachment. Senanayake was thus deeply devoted to Commonwealth membership and main-
taining Ceylon’s connection to the British Crown.'8

Nehru, though, had for decades - and for considerably longer than his mentor Mohandas
Gandhi - argued that India should become a republic and sever all ties to the British Empire at
independence. However, with independence fast approaching after the Second World War both
Nehru and Gandhi realised the advantages Commonwealth membership offered India and bat-
tled to convince many of their fellow veteran freedom fighters within the Indian National
Congress of these. While Nehru maintained close cultural and personal ties with the UK and
respected British liberal democratic traditions, the first Indian prime minister, unlike Senanayake
and Gandhi, had no sentimental attachment to the Commonwealth and viewed the organisation
almost exclusively in terms of India’s national interests. For Nehru, Commonwealth membership
helped secure trade links within the sterling area and offered something of a defence umbrella.
The Commonwealth also provided a forum to enhance India’s international standing as an equal
to its former colonial master and allowed Nehru to promote Asian issues and his evolving mes-
sage of non-alignment. Indeed, in the Cold War context Nehru hoped that the Commonwealth
could be utilised as a counterbalance to US dominance of the non-Communist world. As a result,
once Nehru had gotten his way and India had joined the Commonwealth, he swiftly became one
of organisation’s most enthusiastic advocates. Nehru particularly endorsed the Prime Ministers’
Meetings since they were more intimate and less formal gatherings than the American-dominated
public-facing UN General Assembly, allowing those present to express themselves more candidly.’

In contrast, both Muhammed Ali Jinnah, the long-standing leader of the All-India Muslim
League and Pakistan’s first Governor-General, and Liaquat, his loyal lieutenant, had for a many
years firmly advocated Commonwealth membership. These two leaders were principally con-
cerned with the advantages Commonwealth membership offered Pakistan vis-a-vis India. Jinnah
and Liaquat realised that at Partition most of the Raj's military assets would go to India and
feared that Pakistan's territorial integrity would be threatened. They thus hoped that
Commonwealth membership would provide a security guarantee to Pakistan, including facilitat-
ing the retention of large numbers of British officers in its army, increase its international status,
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especially in Washington, and allow it to keep an eye on India. What is more, Liaquat emphasised
the shared history and cultural practices of the Commonwealth countries, claiming that these
were stronger than racial ties. For these reasons, Liaquat enthusiastically advocated strengthening
Commonwealth political, economic and security ties and emphasised the multiracial character of
the organisation.?°

The three New Commonwealth prime ministers made their first appearance at the Prime
Ministers’ Meeting that took place in London in October 1948.2' The momentous nature of this
occasion was not lost on Nehru who stressed that he had ‘long looked forward to the participa-
tion of a free India at a meeting of Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ and emphasised that the
‘atmosphere of friendship and goodwill’ present was more important than ‘logical argument’??
Nevertheless, as the 1948 meetings progressed it became apparent that Nehru was prepared to
challenge the majority viewpoint. During discussions on future Commonwealth consultation,
Nehru opposed on practical grounds the idea of Commonwealth regional meetings and more
frequent personal contacts between prime ministers to discuss specific problems.?*> Nehru also
opposed proposals to create regional Commonwealth defence plans to deter Soviet aggression.
Nehru argued that the danger of war was not great and that the spread of communism in Asia
was the result of poor standards of living and resentment against European imperialism. Moreovet,
he stressed that India was opposed to both Soviet and American expansionism.?*

The New Commonwealth, however, was not a united entity at the 1948 Prime Ministers’
Meeting. Liaquat — now the dominant figure in Pakistani politics after Jinnah's death — presented
himself as a firm advocate of Commonwealth cooperation, going as far as to support the cre-
ation of a permanent Commonwealth organisation in London and emphasising Pakistan’s desire
for close consultation on defence matters. In fact, with India in mind, Liaquat stated that Pakistan
would play its full part in Commonwealth defence and asked if a Commonwealth member was
attacked whether all other members would come to its aid even if they were not ‘of British stock’
Senanayake also stressed his desire for defence cooperation and stressed that Ceylon would take
its ‘full share in fighting the cold war'?> But Senanayake’s main priority in 1948 was garnering
Commonwealth support for Ceylon’s application to join the UN. This had recently been vetoed
by the Soviet Union on the grounds that Ceylon was not yet fully independent given its contin-
ued security ties to the UK.26 Importantly, Senanayake got what he desired at the meeting and
its final communiqué affirmed that Ceylon enjoyed the same sovereign independent status as
other Commonwealth members of the UN. %

The initial presence of the New Commonwealth members, therefore, despite some differences
of opinion between themselves, indicated that they would acquiesce to the standard practice at
Prime Ministers’ Meetings of friendly discussion without agreeing to anything resembling a
Commonwealth policy. Indeed, O'Shea emphasised that the most remarkable aspect of the 1948
Prime Ministers’ Meeting was that Nehru and Liaquat willingly discussed defence matters together
at the same time that their countries were fighting each other in Kashmir.?® Notably, though, the
1948 Prime Ministers’ Meeting also witnessed the beginning of an informal two-tier system oper-
ating at Prime Ministers’ Meetings where certain issues would be discussed outside of the main
meetings without the New Commonwealth members. In the 1950s this became the case over
defence matters but in 1948 it specifically concerned Ireland’s imminent departure from the
Commonwealth.?® The Irish government had already declared that it had ceased to be a
Commonwealth member and was on the verge of becoming a republic. Yet, while Old
Commonwealth representatives met informally at Chequers to discuss this matter, the New
Commonwealth prime ministers were not invited on the grounds that they had no background
in this long-standing issue.

Still, like Ireland, India was inexorably moving towards becoming a republic. Nehru, despite
much domestic opposition, however, still wanted India to remain in the Commonwealth for the
political, economic, and strategic benefits membership appeared to entail. This question thus
posed the greatest challenge to the Commonwealth to date since if India left the organisation,
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it was feared that all New Commonwealth members would eventually leave and other colonies
on gaining independence would not join. At the same time, in many Old Commonwealth coun-
tries the Crown connection remained sacrosanct. A special Prime Ministers’ Meeting, therefore,
was held in April 1949 to resolve this issue. From the outset Nehru campaigned hard to find a
solution to the Indian membership question acceptable to all.3° Interestingly, he received signifi-
cant support from the prime minister of the UK, Clement Attlee, the Canadian secretary of state
for external affairs, Lester Pearson, and the Afrikaner nationalist prime minister of South Africa,
Dr Daniél Francois (D. F.) Malan, at the time at loggerheads with Nehru over the treatment of the
Indian population in South Africa, who also aspired for his country to become a republic within
the Commonwealth. Liaquat and Senanayake, though, joined those Old Commonwealth mem-
bers, particularly Australia and New Zealand, that argued that nothing be done to weaken alle-
giance to the Crown for those members that desired to keep it.

Consequently, Nehru proposed that the meeting issue a declaration emphasising the contin-
ued allegiance to the King of all the other members while emphasising India’s new status as a
republic and acceptance of the King as symbol of the Commonwealth. However, Nehru made it
clear that he did not want the King to be described as ‘Head of the Commonwealth’ in the dec-
laration since many in India would question whether they were truly a republic and fully inde-
pendent. Even so, almost all the other prime ministers were adamant that the phrase ‘Head of
the Commonwealth’ needed to be retained. As a result, Nehru proposed that the wording in the
declaration be changed to ‘Head of Commonwealth as Symbol of Free Association. He argued
that this would limit the ‘headship’ to being the ‘symbol’ and not imply any authority on the part
of the King. This formula proved acceptable to the other prime ministers albeit grudgingly. Even
Liaquat, who could have made life much more difficult for Nehru if he had wanted to, acquiesced
on the condition that it be put on record that if it proved necessary for a member - namely
Pakistan - to become a republic but wished to continue membership under conditions identical
to those of India, they would be accorded the same treatment. The other prime ministers imme-
diately agreed to this condition although Senanayake made it clear that Ceylon had no intention
of becoming a republic.?!

The modern multiracial Commonwealth was thus conceived with the 1949 London Declaration,
and the precedent had been set for future republican members to join the organisation after
independence.3> What is more, these difficult negotiations had been carried out in an atmo-
sphere of general cooperation and compromise. Crucially, Nehru had played by the rules and
worked tirelessly both in the formal discussions and outside of them to find a solution that
worked for all parties. Inevitably, his efforts had met opposition from some Old Commonwealth
members. But Liaquat and Senanayake had been just as, if not more, obstructive. Evidently,
therefore, while the Commonwealth as an organisation had been irrevocably altered in 1949, the
New Commonwealth as a grouping still only existed in name and there were few indications
before the outbreak of the Korean War that it would soon seek to work as a cohesive unit to
shape Commonwealth policy at Prime Ministers’ Meetings. The New Commonwealth members
remained fundamentally divided and nothing in the late 1940s had forced them to overcome
their differences.

The 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting

The 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting, however, firmly indicated for the first time that the New
Commonwealth members could, when their interests aligned, work together. In particular, after
his success at the 1949 Prime Ministers’ Meeting, Nehru felt emboldened when the Commonwealth
leaders next gathered in London at the height of the Korean crisis. The Korean War had erupted
on 25 June 1950 following North Korea’s invasion of the South. After a very testing start, fortunes
had then shifted dramatically in favour of the UN forces in mid-September following daring
amphibious landings at Inchon. However, in November, just as the military victory over North
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Korea neared completion, approximately 300,000 Chinese troops launched a devastating offen-
sive that led to the UN Command withdrawing in chaotic scenes to south of the 38™ parallel. In
response, there were loud American calls, including by General Douglas MacArthur, the
Commander of the UN forces, for the use of atomic bombs against the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) as well as for Beijing to be branded an aggressor at the UN. This situation then
intensified massively following the Chinese New Year's Eve Offensive across the 38™ parallel when
it appeared that the UN Command would be pushed off the peninsula. The winter crisis of
1950-1 thus marked the gravest threat to global peace since the Second World War.

The United States’ allies, especially the Commonwealth members with their close ties to
Washington and as contributors to the UN forces in Korea,® as discussed in greater detail in the
other articles in this special edition, were thus thrust into the position of trying to constrain the
Western superpower and avert a global war. In early December Attlee — with the backing of the
Commonwealth and many Western European countries — had flown to Washington after Truman
had infamously suggested in a press conference that the use of atomic bombs was under active
consideration. What is more, Truman implied that the decision to use these weapons would be
decided by MacArthur whom the Commonwealth leaders all viewed as a warmonger and blamed
for China’s intervention in the conflict. But at this meeting Attlee had only gained vague assur-
ances that the United States would seek to limit the war to Korea, not abandon the peninsula
unless forced out, and try to consult the UK before utilising atomic bombs. Much of the
Commonwealth members' efforts, therefore, were focused at the UN where their delegations
sought to prevent, or at least delay, adoption of the US aggressor resolution. However, the
January 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting presented a unique opportunity to try to coordinate
Commonwealth policy. Nehru recognised this during the preparations for the meeting, writing to
Attlee almost a fortnight before negotiations commenced of his great concern at the seemingly
inevitable drift towards world war. Nehru then attacked the United States’ ‘utter lack of under-
standing’ of conditions in Asia, especially its attitude towards the PRC that had merely antag-
onised Beijing. He also warned that any escalatory measures against the PRC, especially the use
of atomic weapons, would likely be militarily ineffective and only ‘embitter people’s minds’ in
Asia. Consequently, Nehru argued that the Prime Ministers’ Meeting must frankly consider all
steps to prevent catastrophe and persuade Washington ‘to take a more realistic view’ He believed
that this could only be achieved if the Commonwealth ‘spoke firmly and together’3*

Nehru clearly had grand - if somewhat unrealistic - ambitions to launch a personal crusade
at the Prime Ministers’ Meeting to both find a means to end the fighting in Korea and resolve
other outstanding Cold War issues in East Asia. In fact, that same day he wrote to the Indian
ambassador in Beijing, K. M. Panikkar, stressing that India would use the meeting ‘to work for
peace’ and ‘seek to enlist support of all Commonwealth countries for this purpose. Nehru thus
instructed Panikkar to find out if the PRC would accept a ceasefire in Korea followed immediately
by negotiations on Korean reunification and the future of Taiwan based on the 1943 Cairo and
1945 Potsdam declarations that returned the island to China after the defeat of Japan. Nehru
viewed this as an ‘entirely reasonable’ basis for a settlement.3> Furthermore, before arriving in
London, Nehru made several public statements emphasising the importance of the Prime
Ministers’ Meeting in averting war and finding a lasting peace. In this way Nehru had tied his
own and India’s prestige to achieving a result in London.3¢

Nevertheless, the omens for united New Commonwealth action were not good. Just days
before the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting commenced Liaquat made his attendance conditional
on the question of Kashmir being placed on the agenda and formally discussed with all the
prime ministers.3” Since the First Kashmir War (1947-9) Liaquat’s confidence in the Commonwealth
had been undermined since his repeated calls for the Commonwealth to mediate the dispute
and lobbying for a defence commitment if India resumed fighting had met a muted response.
And, despite still recognising the practical benefits of Commonwealth membership for Pakistan,
he had made it increasingly clear that Pakistan’s enthusiasm for the organisation was not
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unconditional.® Liaquat’s even firmer stance in 1951 placed Attlee in a difficult position since the
agenda for Prime Ministers’ Meetings was determined by common agreement but Nehru, while
willing to hold informal talks with two or three other prime ministers, refused to discuss Kashmir
formally with all the Commonwealth prime ministers. In addition, Attlee was wary that a danger-
ous precedent would be set if the Commonwealth practice of inter se was ignored and a dispute
between two members was formally discussed. Besides, the South Africa government had made
it clear that it was unwilling to discuss Kashmir since this issue did not directly affect them and
only risked further antagonising their relations with India.?® Still, Attlee went ahead and proposed
to Liaquat that purely informal talks be held on Kashmir but the Pakistani Prime Minister claimed
he ‘saw no advantage’ attending the meeting, not even to discuss Korea, if the Commonwealth
premiers refused to discuss Kashmir even informally.® Additionally, Senanayake gave no indica-
tion before the Prime Ministers’ Meeting that he desired to utilise it to find a solution to the
Korean crisis. Indeed, Ceylon's membership of the UN remained blocked by Moscow and so
Senanayake had less interest in the conflict than any other Commonwealth prime minister.
Senanayake’s priority while in London was, in fact, negotiating the details of the UK-Ceylon
Defence Agreement to maintain a British military presence on the island at the minimum cost to
Ceylon. He thus hoped to avoid getting embroiled in controversial discussions on Korea.*!

Consequently, when negotiations at the Prime Ministers’ Meeting commenced on 4 January
1951 on what Attlee described as the ‘very grave world situation; Nehru responded first to the
British prime minister’s calls for the Commonwealth to make a ‘concerted effort’ to give a ‘very
valuable lead to the world" Nehru stressed that the emergence of the PRC as an integrated and
centralised power was ‘one of the most important events of the century’ and had changed the
balance of power in Asia. As a result, the only realistic policy, unlike that of president of the
United States, Harry Truman, was recognising this fact and making it clear that the Soviet Union
was ‘not the only possible friend to whom China could look’. Nehru also revealed that Panikkar
had been told by Zhou Enlai, the Chinese premier, that the PRC hoped that the Commonwealth
Prime Ministers’ Meeting ‘might help to ensure the preservation of peace in Asia. Nehru empha-
sised, therefore, the importance of the Prime Ministers’ Meeting in convincing Washington to
abandon its aggressor resolution at the UN that would ‘bring the world close to world war’*

Nehru's comments, however, met a mixed response from the Old Commonwealth representa-
tives. The prime minister of Canada, Louis St Laurent, was the most enthusiastic, stressing the
need to listen to India as a leading Asian power, and agreeing that the best policy to avoid
legitimate national aspirations in Asia being exploited by Moscow was to preserve cordial rela-
tions with the Asian great powers, including the PRC. Even so, St Laurent maintained that Beijing
had committed aggression in Korea and only hoped to avoid early action on this issue.® In
addition, the British secretary of state for foreign affairs, Ernest Bevin, while also recognising the
PRC as an aggressor ‘in an ordinary sense, agreed with Nehru that Beijing was not a satellite of
Moscow and that the Commonwealth ‘could exercise an important moral influence’ to find a
solution avoiding the risk of escalation. Bevin, though, warned that great care had to be taken
by the meeting to avoid undermining the United States given its heavy military responsibilities
in Korea.*

In contrast, the prime minister of Australia, Robert Menzies, the prime minister of New Zealand,
Sydney Holland, and the South African minister of the interior, Theophilus Ebenhaezer (T. E.)
Donges, present in Malan’s absence, were much more critical of Nehru's approach. While they all
supported making a concerted Commonwealth effort to preserve peace, they stressed that
Chinese aggression needed to be recognised to preserve the effectiveness of UN collective secu-
rity. More importantly, they were extremely wary of taking any action that risked unity between
the Commonwealth and the United States. Instead, they called for the Prime Ministers’ Meeting
to demonstrate solidarity with the Truman administration during this crisis given the
Commonwealth’s dependency on American support in any future war. Otherwise, they feared
that Washington would return to isolationism.*
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Notably at this early stage, Senanayake also adopted a position more in line with these Old
Commonwealth members than that of Nehru. Senanayake thought that the Commonwealth
should act in unison but focus on how to bring Moscow and Beijing to ‘think less about world
domination’ He also stressed that the Commonwealth should do nothing to undermine the
United States’ position and only seek to influence Washington's policy through persuasion and
not by denying them support and sympathy. Still, despite emphasising that Ceylon was not a UN
member and had not sent forces to Korea, Senanayake thought it essential that the UN take no
action that escalated the conflict.*

Now that the cleavages between the Commonwealth members had been exposed Bevin took
it upon himself to table a memorandum proposing a solution that he hoped both Old and New
Commonwealth members could rally behind. His memorandum called for an immediate ceasefire
in Korea and the creation of a safety belt between the two armies followed by the phased with-
drawal of all non-Korean forces to gradually enlarge this safety belt. At the same time, North and
South Korean forces would be disarmed. Meanwhile, the PRC would be invited to become a
member of the existing United Nations Commission for the Unification and Rehabilitation of
Korea (UNCURK) or a new commission that would assume responsibility for the interim civil
administration of Korea before supervising nationwide elections to establish a unified Korean
government. As a sop to Nehru, Bevin also suggested that the PRC be granted representation at
the UN and that a UN commission be established to study the fate of Taiwan and make recom-
mendations for a final solution based on the 1943 Cairo Declaration.

Nonetheless, before Bevin's memorandum was discussed all the Commonwealth representa-
tives, including Nehru, agreed they needed time and that the upcoming debate on Korea in the
General Assembly needed to be postponed preventing the US aggressor resolution being
adopted before the Prime Ministers’ Meeting could influence events. It was thus agreed that all
Commonwealth officials in New York and Washington be instructed to seek to delay discussions
in the First Committee for at least a week. O’Shea writes that this decision represented ‘the very
sort of formal decisions the Prime Ministers’ Conferences claimed not to make’# Still, this was as
far as agreement went once attention shifted to Bevin's proposals since the Old Commonwealth
leaders — except St Laurent who maintained the importance of accommodating both India and
the PRC - thought it went too far in appeasing Nehru. Menzies stressed that Australia had not
yet recognised the PRC - despite admitting that Beijing did represent the true government of
China, not Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist ‘émigré regime’ on Taiwan - and that it would be difficult
to argue for admission of the PRC to the UN ‘on their act of aggression. Dénges was even more
emphatic on this last point stating that it would be ‘tantamount to offering a reward for aggres-
sion’ Instead, he suggested that Bevin's proposals be taken in stages with Chinese reaction to the
proposals on Korea being assessed before any action was taken regarding Chinese representation
at the UN and Taiwan.*® Nehru, however, argued that Beijing would reject a staged approach
since similar proposals had already unsuccessfully been made by the UN Ceasefire Committee
established earlier in the crisis. Moreover, Nehru felt that there was too much detail in Bevin's
proposals regarding the Korean settlement that would lead to disagreements.*® Consequently,
Nehru tabled his own memorandum stripping back Bevin's proposals on Korea while reinforcing
the commitment to return Taiwan.>®

While the Prime Ministers’ Meeting considered these proposals, though, the battlefield situa-
tion in Korea was becoming increasingly dire with the Chinese offensive capturing significant
territory in South Korea and inflicting heavy losses upon the UN Command. MacArthur even
recommended that UN forces be withdrawn from the peninsula as rapidly as possible before
atomic bombs were dropped on the PRC. This strategy gained widespread support within
Congress and amongst the American public and US pressure at the UN for action swiftly mounted.
In consequence, Pearson from New York expressed his exasperation repeatedly by telegram to St
Laurent and in his own diary at the deliberations in London. Pearson and the other members of
the UN Ceasefire Committee - Sir Benegal Rau of India and Nasrollah Entezam of Iran - had been
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formulating a set of ‘ceasefire principles’ that they wanted to table in the General Assembly to
prevent, or at least delay, adoption of the US aggressor resolution. Pearson was thus ‘mystified’
with the Commonwealth leaders’ attempts to substitute these principles with another set of pro-
posals. Furthermore, he warned that Bevin's and Nehru's memoranda would be less acceptable
to Washington than the principles since they would be seen as rewarding Chinese aggression.
He also believed that any delay would result in the Truman administration losing its patience
with the Commonwealth and proceeding with its aggressor resolution. Pearson argued that the
principles should be tabled immediately and was deeply critical of Nehru for refusing to allow
Rau to endorse these while he pursued his goals in London.”!

Nevertheless, the US government realised the importance of carrying the Commonwealth with
it and on 7 January the General Assembly agreed to postpone debate on Korea for a few days
while the Commonwealth deliberations in London took place. Resultingly, Pearson pressed the
Prime Ministers’ Meeting to use this short window to either amend the existing principles or
formulate an alternative proposal. If this was not possible, he warned that the Ceasefire Committee
would have to abandon its principles, leaving the way open for the aggressor resolution.>> The
following day, however, Nehru made his boldest bid yet at the Prime Ministers’ Meeting. He
reported that Panikkar had been told that the Chinese government already knew of the Ceasefire
Committee’s principles and found them unacceptable since they favoured the American position.
Additionally, Beijing had indicated that it would only agree to a Korean ceasefire after the PRC
had been admitted to the UN and the Cairo and Potsdam declarations regarding Taiwan had
been reaffirmed. Nehru, therefore, emphatically questioned the importance of keeping in step
with the United States when the Truman administration’s policies were contrary to what the
Commonwealth ‘believed to be right’ Instead, he urged his colleagues to persuade the United
States to conform to the Commonwealth’s viewpoint and abandon the aggressor resolution that,
at best, would prevent negotiations with the PRC and, at worst, might lead to global war and
the end of the UN.>3

Crucially, with the Korean crisis intensifying, Nehru's position was shared by the other New
Commonwealth leaders who, for the first time, adopted a collective voice at a Prime Ministers'’
Meeting. During the first day of the meeting Nehru had accepted a proposal tabled by Attlee
and Menzies that some of the prime ministers join with Nehru and Liaquat in informal talks
about the Kashmir question. As a result, a telegram was sent to Liaquat regretting his absence
‘at this critical moment’>* With his point made, the prime minister of Pakistan had readily
conceded, partly in realisation he was missing out on the important discussions on Korea, and
soon arrived in London.”>> And significantly, despite their bitter animosity over Kashmir, Liaquat
revealed that he essentially agreed with his Indian rival on Korea. Liaquat argued that the only
possibility of preventing war was to bring the Americans and Chinese to the conference table.
He thus suggested that a simple resolution be put forward recommending that representatives
of the United States, the UK, the Soviet Union, and the PRC negotiate at the earliest moment
to resolve all outstanding East Asian issues, including Korea, Taiwan, and Chinese representa-
tion at the UN. Liaquat also believed that the Commonwealth should go as far as possible
with the Truman administration but could ‘not afford to plunge into everything they proposed
without being sure of the consequences’®® In addition, Senanayake, who had purposefully
remained quiet in the Korean talks since the first session of the meeting, was now more vig-
orous in his view that the aggressor resolution should be opposed. He also welcomed Liaquat’s
proposal for a great power conference to resolve outstanding issues.”” The three New
Commonwealth leaders were now evidently working in concert, in spite of limited contact
with each other, to utilise the Prime Ministers’ Meeting to find an alternative solution to avert
a wider conflict.

Yet, the New Commonwealth’s views were not shared by the Old Commonwealth representa-
tives. While they remained concerned about the aggressor resolution, fears were mounting that
American attitudes were hardening and that a split with the Commonwealth might occur.
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Holland, Donges, and Eric Harrison, the Australian Resident Minister in London present while
Menzies was suffering from influenza, predictably opposed making any proposals that might
offend Washington. More significantly, Bevin and St Laurent, the two Commonwealth leaders
most willing to appease Nehru and break with the Old Commonwealth, had clearly been affected
by Pearson’s warnings as well as reports from their embassies in Washington. Bevin and St
Laurent thus suggested that the Commonwealth simply support the Ceasefire Committee’s prin-
ciples since the Truman administration had indicated that it would support these as an interim
step.>® The very next day Bevin, though, changed tact again, buoyed by the news that the
General Assembly had agreed to a further short postponement of the debate on Korea. As a
result, he was convinced that Washington was looking to the Prime Ministers’ Meeting for a fresh
move. In consequence, Bevin urged his counterparts to swiftly agree to a proposal - relating to
a public statement by Truman from the previous evening stressing that the president of the
United States was prepared to negotiate with any party ready for discussion - calling upon China
to withdraw from Korea; expressing ‘disapproval’ of China’s intervention in terms ‘sufficiently con-
demnatory to secure US support but without branding China an aggressor’; and proposing that
representatives of the United States, the UK, the Soviet Union, France and ‘any other powers the
General Assembly cared to invite’ to meet with Chinese representatives to discuss all outstanding
East Asian questions.>®

Bevin's compromise proposal, however, could not close the gap between the Old and New
Commonwealth leaders. Holland was the most enthusiastic but St Laurent, Donges, and Harrison
were worried that it would be rejected by the Truman administration on the grounds that it
implied recognition of the PRC. Moreover, Liaquat warned that it was crucial to get Chinese as
well as American acquiescence and that recent military successes would not make Beijing more
desirous of a negotiated settlement. He also reiterated his view that a resolution should do no
more than invite the four powers to meet in a conference to discuss outstanding issues.
Importantly for New Commonwealth unity, Nehru strongly endorsed Liaquat’s view, stating that
there was ‘no point framing resolutions assigning responsibility for past events. Nehru argued
that since the Ceasefire Committee’s principles, including no condemnation of China, were
acceptable to the United States, it could be assumed Washington would not insist on a condem-
natory resolution. Nehru also stressed that failure to mention Taiwan would make the resolution
unacceptable to Beijing but any resolution affirming the Cairo and Potsdam declarations would
be resisted by the United States. Nehru thus thought that Liaquat’s less detailed resolution pro-
vided the answer.5°

Despite these differing perspectives, the Prime Ministers’ Meeting agreed that Bevin should
instruct the British embassy in Washington and delegation at the UN to ascertain whether the
United States would support a resolution on the lines favoured by the New Commonwealth.
Consequently, Bevin's telegrams to Washington and New York stressed the Commonwealth’s
‘unanimous agreement’ that the central objective was to get the US and Chinese governments
to the conference table and that the invitation must be presented to have best prospects of
securing the attendance of both. Bevin claimed that the Prime Ministers’ Meeting agreed that
a resolution should contain little more than a strong request for the four big powers to meet
to consider outstanding East Asian questions in conformity with existing international obliga-
tions. Still, Bevin concluded by reiterating how anxious the Commonwealth was ‘to avoid mak-
ing the position of the [Truman] Administration more difficult’ and that the Prime Ministers’
Meeting was willing to revise its proposals to make them more acceptable to US public
opinion.!

In the meantime, Pearson and Rau had grudgingly revised the Ceasefire Committee’s princi-
ples to bring them into line with the views emanating from London.®? The revised principles
stated that an immediate ceasefire needed to be agreed. This would be followed by the estab-
lishment of a free and united Korea based on free popular elections and the withdrawal of all
non-Korean forces. Additionally, as soon as a ceasefire had been arranged the General Assembly
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would appoint a committee, with the United States, the UK, the Soviet Union, and the PRC rep-
resented, with a view to achieving a settlement of all East Asian questions, including Taiwan and
Chinese representation at the UN.%3 Pearson was optimistic that these revised principles would
go far towards reassuring Beijing and stressed to St Laurent that the United States would support
them provided Nehru authorised Rau to sponsor them.%* Yet, in the early hours of 11 January a
clearly tired and exasperated Nehru sought to influence the Prime Ministers’ Meeting from the
margins, writing to Attlee that there was 'no point whatever in proceeding with these “principles”
since Beijing would not accept them. Instead, Nehru maintained that to achieve peace Beijing’s
legitimate claims to Taiwan and its seat at the UN needed to be recognised. Nehru also argued
that the ‘only difficulty’ was the United States and that it would be a ‘fatal error’ and ‘show of
weakness’ on the Commonwealth’s part to follow what it considered the wrong policy to avoid
disagreement with Washington. In contrast, the Commonwealth members needed to show the
Truman administration ‘in all friendliness’ that they would not give up their position. Otherwise,
Nehru warned that American policy would lead them into ‘further entanglements. Nehru con-
cluded that it would be a ‘great pity’ if the Prime Ministers’ Meeting ended without producing
results.%>

At the formal sessions later that day, however, all the Old Commonwealth representatives,
despite some reservation, indicated that they would back the Ceasefire Committee’s principles.
Significantly, now that breaking point had been reached Liaquat and Senanayake quietly con-
sented to this position, seemingly content that they had helped to get the principles revised.
Nehru, though, remained torn since, while he was prepared to accept the principles, he argued
it was no good putting forward proposals that he knew would be unacceptable to Beijing and
opened the way for the US aggressor resolution. Even so, the Old Commonwealth representatives
had clearly lost patience with the prime minister of India and stressed that speculation of what
would follow rejection by Beijing could not profitably be discussed. They simply agreed that that
if a rejection came ‘the whole question must be reconsidered’ and they would not be tied to
approving the aggressor resolution. As a result, the Prime Ministers’ Meeting agreed that instruc-
tions be sent to the Commonwealth delegations in New York to vote in favour of the revised
principles while pointing out their continued anxieties over whether they would be acceptable
to the PRC.5¢

Consequently, the next day Pearson introduced the revised principles in the General Assembly,
and they were immediately approved by a massive majority.” Most of the Commonwealth rep-
resentatives in London were pleased that they had contributed to at least temporarily delaying
passage of the US aggressor resolution. Yet, Nehru was clearly frustrated that they had not gone
far enough in assuaging Chinese concerns and had focused on mollifying the United States.
Nehru's despondency came to the fore during the final couple of days of the Prime Ministers’
Meeting when he argued that the declaration to be issued at the end of the meeting should
recognise the PRC’s just claims and not praise US policies since these formed ‘the principal dan-
ger at present’5® With their main issues resolved, though, neither the Old nor the other New
Commonwealth representatives were prepared to make major concessions to Nehru. The prime
minister of India, therefore, grudgingly accepted a more anodyne declaration penned by Menzies
calling for peace, affirming the Commonwealth’s hope that the great powers would compose
their differences at the conference table, confirming the Commonwealth’s desire to cooperate
fully with the United States, and offering a frank exchange of views with Stalin and Mao.5°

Still, in the immediate wake of the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting there was consensus that it
had played a positive role, and this was initially reflected in the implementation of the decisions
taken. In particular, the New Commonwealth members believed that they had exercised some
influence. Senanayake reported to the Ceylon Parliament that on Korea the meeting had had
‘some salutary influence’ on the General Assembly debate.”® In addition, Nehru wrote to Panikkar
that his presence had 'helped greatly’ in making the other Commonwealth leaders, particularly
Attlee, Bevin, and St Laurent, ‘realise the importance of coming to an agreement with China’ But
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Nehru criticised the other Old Commonwealth leaders for being ‘anxious not to break with the
United States or to drive the United States into isolation’ Even so, he was pleased that the United
States, despite ‘suffering from mass hysteria, had supported the revised principles and tacitly
recognised the PRC as a great power. Nehru, therefore, remained hopeful of a settlement pro-
vided Beijing took no false steps such as ‘bare rejection’ of the principles.”’” What the New
Commonwealth leaders did not highlight, though, is that their voices had been amplified at the
1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting by working together to pressure the Old Commonwealth members
to compromise.

The 1952 Prime Ministers’ Economic Conference and 1953 Prime Ministers’
Meeting

Within a week, however, Nehru’s hopes that the fighting might end were shattered and his dis-
appointment with the Commonwealth soon mounted.”? On 17 January, with military fortunes still
appearing to be on its side, Beijing rejected the ceasefire principles. As such, the Truman admin-
istration pressed ahead with its aggressor resolution. Under intense pressure from Washington,
one by one the Old Commonwealth members fell into line. In contrast, India and Pakistan, with
Ceylon absent from the UN, worked with their Arab-Asian counterparts to table an alternative
resolution based on a Chinese proposal for a conference involving both great and small powers,
to first agree a Korean ceasefire before resolving all East Asian questions. Nonetheless, this
Arab-Asian resolution was firmly rejected while the US aggressor resolution was adopted on 1
February by a considerable majority. Consequently, Nehru publicly stated that he had supported
the Prime Ministers’ Meeting’s declaration but subsequently felt let down by the Old
Commonwealth countries who ‘did not fully cooperate’ in implementing what had been agreed
earlier at the UN. Clearly, Nehru’s belief in the Commonwealth and his ability to influence Prime
Ministers’ Meetings had been shaken.’® At the same time, Liaquat's enthusiasm for the
Commonwealth further diminished at the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting but this had nothing to
do with the Korean discussions. He was bitterly annoyed that no formal deliberations on Kashmir
had taken place, especially since only one informal meeting had been held in Menzies’ suite at
the Savoy Hotel that had failed to produce any results since, while he had accepted the various
proposals put forward, Nehru rejected all of them.”*

By this time, however, the winter crisis in Korea was abating. The Chinese advance soon
petered out south of Seoul as its forces outran their supply lines. At the same time,
Lieutenant-General Matthew Ridgway, recently appointed to command the US Eighth Army,
restored the morale of his battered troops and launched a series of successful counteroffensives
taking full advantage of the UN Command’s aerial and artillery advantage to inflict heavy losses
on the enemy. In addition, after MacArthur was relieved of his commands by Truman on the
grounds of insubordination on 11 April all the Commonwealth governments were less worried
about the conflict escalating. Moreover, while Beijing rejected further overtures to negotiate a
ceasefire, the UN did little more than impose a limited economic embargo against China. With
the battlefield then stabilising near the 38" parallel after the failure of the Chinese Spring
Offensive in late April and May, the Soviet Union informally called for military ceasefire negotia-
tions in June that Washington duly accepted. These talks began in July but by early 1952 had
become deadlocked over the fate of prisoners of war. Initially, the Old Commonwealth members
had supported Truman’s insistence on the principle of non-forcible repatriation for prisoners who
would violently resist returning to the PRC or North Korea. But as the costly war of attrition
dragged on the Commonwealth governments began to lose patience with Washington’s handling
of the negotiations and refusal to allow its allies to play any part. When the General Assembly
met in the autumn of 1952, therefore, the Commonwealth delegations, especially those of India,
the UK, and Canada, worked extremely closely to try to find a means to resolve the prisoner-of-war
issue. This took the form of the so-called Indian Resolution adopted on 3 December with
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overwhelming support, including reluctantly by the Truman administration, that created a Neutral
Nations Repatriation Committee to decide the fate of prisoners after a ceasefire.

Coincidentally, the 1952 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Economic Conference had opened
just a few days earlier. Unlike in 1951, though, the Commonwealth leaders gathered in London
had not come prepared to discuss Korea and did not attempt to influence the simultaneous
deliberations at the UN. This was largely because the Indian Resolution had already been adopted
by the First Committee and simply needed to be rubber-stamped by the General Assembly. In
addition, this special conference — as opposed to a standard Prime Ministers’ Meeting — focused
almost exclusively on economic matters, specifically the strengthening of the sterling area and
the reduction of imperial preference. Furthermore, there was no impetus amongst the New
Commonwealth members to push the agenda and reopen negotiations on Korea. To begin with,
Nehru, the main driving force in 1951, was not present at the Economic Conference. The official
reason for his absence was that Nehru could not visit London while the Indian Parliament was
in session and he had important domestic issues to attend to. Nehru also thought it more appro-
priate that the Indian minister of finance, Shri Chintaman Deshmukh, attend in his stead.”” Nehru
may also still have been smarting from the previous Prime Ministers’ Meeting. In addition, both
Pakistan and Ceylon had relatively new and inexperienced prime ministers who were far more
concerned with domestic issues than Korea. Sir Khwaja Nazimuddin had stepped down as
governor-general to replace Liaquat as the prime minister of Pakistan in October 1951 after the
latter’s assassination. But Nazimuddin’s premiership was dogged by rioting in East Pakistan over
the official use of the Bengali language. Also, Dudley Senanayake had been appointed prime
minister of Ceylon in a wave of emotion following his father’s death in a freak horse-riding acci-
dent in March 1952. Yet, Dudley Senanayake was preoccupied with Ceylon’s dire economic prob-
lems caused by a steep drop in global rubber prices as well as food shortages.

Nevertheless, while the Economic Conference did not formally discuss Korea, on 4 December,
the day after the adoption of the Indian Resolution, a special British Cabinet meeting was held
including all the Commonwealth representatives present in London. This meeting covered a whole
range of global issues although the discussions concerning Korea dominated. Anthony Eden, the
British secretary of state for foreign affairs since Winston Churchill’s Conservatives had been returned
to power in October 1951, took the lead focusing on his own role at the General Assembly helping
to formulate the Indian Resolution with his Commonwealth counterparts. Eden also outlined his
informal discussions with the president-elect of the United States, General Dwight Eisenhower, who
had assured him that ‘one of his chief aims was to co-operate with the Commonwealth’ The secre-
tary of state for foreign affairs had thus concluded that it was unlikely that Eisenhower would
undertake a major military operation in Korea since this would need additional American divisions
which would be politically difficult. Eden believed, therefore, that the Commonwealth’s priorities
were to cooperate with Washington and seek to divide Beijing and Moscow.”®

In the discussion that followed the Old Commonwealth representatives largely limited their
comments to insisting that the fighting not be extended beyond Korea and praising Eden for
helping secure adoption of the Indian Resolution. In fact, only St Laurent made a point of singling
out India for the success of its initiative at the UN. Deshmukh, however, warned that the situation
in Korea continued to give India ‘cause for grave anxiety’ and he believed that there was no alter-
native but to ‘persevere on the lines’ of the Indian Resolution. Furthermore, in a noticeable shift in
tone from Nehru's stance in 1951, Deshmukh stressed that India ‘had fewer illusions than was
sometimes supposed’ about Beijing’s policies. There was no indication at this meeting, though, that
the New Commonwealth leaders were united and sought to influence Commonwealth opinion.
Dudley Senanayake remained silent while Nazimuddin questioned whether the Indian Resolution
could bring the Korean War to an end. Indeed, indicative of Pakistan’s westward shift in the Cold
War in the hope of gaining an American security guarantee, Nazimuddin warned that the Soviet
Union had weakened the Western powers through its proxy wars, including Korea, and urged them
to consolidate their forces ‘to offer a more effective resistance if aggression should come’””
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What was clear during the 1952 Economic Conference was that all the Commonwealth repre-
sentatives present hoped that the Indian Resolution would bear fruit, no future negotiations on
Korea would be necessary, and no further decisions would need to be implemented. Yet, just
three days after the Economic Conference closed, Beijing rejected the Indian Resolution, stating
that it opposed any solution that brought the fighting to an end before the fate of the prisoners
was resolved. As a result, the ceasefire negotiations remained deadlocked into 1953 while the
incoming Eisenhower administration considered strategies to bring about a military solution. The
essential breakthrough came, however, after Stalin’s death on 5 March. This development allowed
the new war-weary Soviet leadership, as well as Mao, to accept resumed armistice talks based on
the terms of the Indian Resolution.

Despite heavy fighting continuing along the 38t parallel as both sides sought to negotiate
from a position of strength, a ceasefire appeared imminent when the 1953 Prime Ministers’
Meeting commenced in early June. This meeting had been called to coincide with the coronation
of Queen Elizabeth Il when it was expected that all Commonwealth prime ministers would be in
London. Yet, for Nehru attendance at the coronation was controversial now India was a republic.
Nehru, therefore, publicly stressed that he was going to London principally for the Prime Ministers’
Meeting as part of his efforts to conclude the Korean War.’® Before the 1953 Prime Ministers’
Meeting the Commonwealth leaders thus prepared themselves to discuss what part they could
play in helping to facilitate an end to the fighting.

Nonetheless, when the Prime Ministers’ Meeting began on 3 June, the day after the corona-
tion, negotiations focused squarely on the aftermath of the war. Specifically, Churchill stressed
that he was impressed by Moscow’s change in external policy since Stalin’s death and believed
that there was no risk trying to ascertain if the Soviet Union truly sought to establish peaceful
coexistence with the West. The Old Commonwealth prime ministers then backed Churchill to
seek agreement at the upcoming Bermuda Conference with Eisenhower and the prime minister
of France, Joseph Laniel, for a summit with the Soviet Union.”® Interestingly, though, while Nehru
agreed on the desirability of a conference, he anticipated difficulties convincing the Eisenhower
administration since his recent discussions with the secretary of state of the United States, John
Foster Dulles, had given him the impression that Washington thought waging peace would be
more difficult than continuing the Cold War. Indeed, Nehru sympathised with Soviet and Chinese
demands for evidence of American good faith, such as the PRC's admission to the UN. On this
last point, however, Churchill stressed that there needed to be an interval following the conclu-
sion of the Korean War and it was wrong to press the United States on this issue for the time
being given it had borne the burden of the fighting in Korea.®

The following day the Prime Ministers’ Meeting focused more specifically on Korea. With Eden
seriously ill at the time, the minister of state for foreign affairs, Selwyn Lloyd, led off focusing on
the political conference to settle the future status of the Korean peninsula envisaged in the draft
armistice agreement. Lloyd thought that to have a useful outcome, the Soviet Union, the PRC,
North and South Korea would have to be represented but thought that unification was ‘hardly
practicable in the immediate future’ Lloyd also stressed that the Communist powers thought that
the conference should discuss all East Asian problems while the United States opposed this. He
thus thought it best to wait and see how the conference developed and whether it was a suit-
able forum to discuss Chinese representation at the UN. The Old Commonwealth prime ministers
essentially agreed with Lloyd's viewpoint, but Nehru argued that the political conference was the
best place to decide on the ultimate fate of non-repatriate prisoners of war. Furthermore, Nehru
was ‘much embarrassed’ by pressure from both sides to send an Indian force into South Korea to
take custody of these prisoners while their fate was decided. But he stressed that India was ‘pre-
pared to play her part’ Finally, Nehru was concerned that if the truce negotiations broke down
that the United States would resort to increased military operations.®’

Nevertheless, Nehru was largely isolated at the 1953 Prime Ministers’ Meeting since his New
Commonwealth colleagues remained quiet on Korea. Despite later claiming that he had adopted
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‘an uncompromising Asian attitude’ in London, Dudley Senanayake clearly had little interest in
getting involved in these deliberations with Ceylon not a UN member and an armistice so close.
In fact, Dudley Senanayake stressed that there were ‘differences in emphasis’ between the New
Commonwealth leaders and that there was no sense of them ‘ganging up’ over Korea.?? Moreover,
Mohammed Ali Bogra — the prime minister of Pakistan recently appointed after Nazimuddin’s
dismissal for refusing to remove members of the Ahamdiyya religious minority from his govern-
ment — did not want to do anything that might incur the United States’ ire. Ali Bogra had close
ties to Washington as Pakistan’s former ambassador there and only a few weeks before had wel-
comed Dulles to Karachi to agree to Pakistan joining a ‘northern tier’ of Middle Eastern states to
contain the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, the Old Commonwealth prime ministers, while concerned
that the Eisenhower administration might pursue a military offensive to Korea's ‘wasp’s waist’ if
negotiations broke down, were united in their view that the Commonwealth should support
Washington. Indeed, Churchill reminded the meeting that the United States ‘bore
nineteen-twentieths of the military and financial burden’ in Korea. He was also confident that the
US government would consult the Commonwealth before any offensive since, he claimed, ‘the
Americans set considerable store by our [Commonwealth] moral support of their actions'®

Any prospect of the 1953 Prime Ministers’ Meeting resulting in friction between the Old and
New Commonwealth then vanished completely on 5 June when Churchill reported that the cease-
fire negotiations now looked likely to succeed.® As a result, the negotiations in London petered
out without any decisions being taken that needed to be implemented. The prime ministers simply
welcomed the arrangements finalised by the military negotiators in Korea.®> Notably, even Nehru
was content to do nothing more since he had received numerous messages from Zhou Enlai indi-
cating Beijing's expectation that a ceasefire would soon materialise. Nehru, accordingly, wrote to
Churchill stressing that peace in Korea was the ‘first great step’ leading to further ‘steps which will
ensure peace in the world; and urging the prime minister of the UK to play a leading part ‘in this
great world drama’® Nehru's faith in the Prime Ministers' Meetings also appeared to have been
restored as he extolled to the press after the 1953 Prime Ministers’ Meeting the benefits of these
informal and friendly gatherings. More specifically, Nehru emphasised that at these meetings the
Old Commonwealth countries had now ‘begun to realize that the Asian point of view counts'®’

Conclusion

The admission of India, Pakistan, and Ceylon - the so-called New Commonwealth members —
after gaining political independence in 1947 and 1948 redefined the nature of the Commonwealth.
No longer was it a white man’s club and by 1949 allegiance to the Crown was not the defining
criteria for membership. It was now a multiracial inter-governmental organisation linked loosely
by a shared imperial history and, to some extent, shared values. But, more importantly, its mem-
bers felt that the Commonwealth served their national interests, particularly in the areas of trade
and defence. Each member, therefore, pursued their own goals at the roughly biannual Prime
Ministers’ Meetings that took place in London. Prior to 1950 these meetings rarely resulted in
united Commonwealth policies, but divisions were usually downplayed, and consensus was
sought. However, after Suez in 1956 and with decolonisation accelerating and shifting the organ-
isation’s composition in favour of its new members, the Commonwealth became increasingly
divided on its Old-New Axis and Prime Ministers’ Meetings were dominated by disagreements
over issues relating to race and colonialism, notably South Africa’s apartheid policies that led to
Pretoria withdrawing from the organisation in 1961 before being thrown out.

Yet, historians have largely overlooked the Prime Ministers’ Meetings during the Korean War, par-
ticularly the 1951 meeting, that witnessed the first time the New Commonwealth members truly
uniting and embracing these unique forms of summitry to influence Commonwealth policy. Prior to
this, tensions between the South Asian prime ministers, especially over the Kashmir conflict, had
prevented them from acting in unison at the 1948 and 1949 Prime Ministers’ Meetings. These issues,
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though, were temporarily put to one side during the winter crisis when the world stood on the
brink of general war. Nehru, adopting a more confrontational approach than was the norm at such
gatherings, and Liaquat, after ending his boycott over Kashmir, with limited help from Senanayake,
sought to use the Prime Ministers’ Meeting to find a means to end the conflict and prevent the UN,
under intense US pressure, taking action that risked escalating the crisis. While this New
Commonwealth front met resistance during the negotiations from some Old Commonwealth repre-
sentatives, particularly Menzies, Holland, and Donges, it was greeted sympathetically by Attlee,
Bevin, and St Laurent and led to a concerted - if more moderate than Nehru hoped - approach
being pursued by the Commonwealth in its attempts to mollify the Truman administration. What is
more, the implementation of the decisions taken did at least help delay the adoption of the United
States’ aggressor resolution at the UN until the winter crisis was beginning to abate.

While the 1951 Prime Ministers’ Meeting had set an important precedent for the New
Commonwealth, this impact was not really felt at the next two gatherings in London. The special
1952 Prime Ministers’ Economic Conference was not a suitable forum for such action given the
focus of negotiations was not the ongoing war in Korea; Nehru was not present; the new prime
ministers of Pakistan and Ceylon were relatively inexperienced on the world stage; and the Indian
Resolution had just been adopted at the UN. Furthermore, at the 1953 Prime Ministers’ Meeting,
with the end of the Korean War within sight, Nehru's attempts to rally the Commonwealth behind
supporting the resolution of all East Asian problems after the ceasefire fell on the deaf ears of
Old and New Commonwealth representatives alike. Still, despite being disappointed at this
response and the fact he had not gotten everything his way in 1951, the Prime Ministers’
Meetings during the Korean War had demonstrated to Nehru that when the New Commonwealth
was ‘united as free and equal’ they could influence Commonwealth policy. As a result, the prime
minister of India did not abandon Commonwealth membership in favour of non-alignment and
the New Commonwealth was able to fully flex its muscles at future Prime Ministers’ Meetings.
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