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The Rise and Fall of Non-Aligned Mediation, 1961 6
Robert B. Rakove*

From its inception, the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) considered itself to be a
moderating force in the cold war and in the post-colonial world. In September
1961, in the wake of the Belgrade Conference and at the height of the Berlin crisis,
it dispatched emergency missions to Washington and Moscow, with Sukarno and
Keita journeying to Washington and Nehru and Nkrumah flying to Moscow. Yet,
by the decade’s end, the movement had moved away from that mission. Paying
particular attention to key turning points of the mid-1960s such as the 1964 Congo
crisis and the Americanisation of the Vietnam War, this paper interprets the
abandonment of cold war mediation as a product of the Vietnam War, rising anticolonial sentiment, and organised non-alignment’s corresponding shift toward a
more militant stance on the world stage. This shift helped to foster a newly
antagonistic relationship between the United States and the NAM.
Keywords: Non-Aligned Movement; John F. Kennedy; Modibo Keita; Lyndon
Baines Johnson

Born amid cold war crises in Central Europe and East Asia, the Non-Aligned Movement struggled over time to define itself as something more than a caucus of states
neutral in the cold war. Simultaneously, it could not refrain from warning of the
overarching danger of nuclear war, and from attempting to moderate the US Soviet
struggle. These dual imperatives caused it great difficulty in its relations with the
United States. The peculiar timing of the Bandung Asian-African Conference and
Belgrade non-aligned conference, which neatly overlapped with major nuclear crises,
contributed to a general US conception of the movement centred in the cold war.
Even as non-alignment evolved over the 1960s, increasingly emphasising a militant
anti-colonial solidarity, the US image of a movement of neutrals remained fixed in
place. As the movement at large became more critical of the United States, US
observers responded by questioning the sincerity of its commitment to neutrality.
Such scepticism lent itself to scathing characterisations of non-alignment’s core
purposes. In an introduction to the US edition of a polemic authored in 1967 by the
Portuguese Foreign Minister, Franco Nogueira, the former US Secretary of State
Dean Acheson - the central architect of Truman-era containment policy - charged
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Figure 1. President John F. Kennedy walks with representatives from the Belgrade Conference of Non-Aligned Nations on the South Lawn of the White House, Washington, D.C. At
left is President Ahmed Sukarno of Indonesia; right of President Kennedy is President Modibo
Ke€ıta of Mali.
Source: The image comes from the John F. Kennedy Library.

the states of the post-colonial world with ‘wishing to be subject to neither [bloc], but
to derive every possible advantage from both’.1 Contained within this disaffection
was an implicit charge: that the Non-Aligned Movement had made a mockery of
neutrality. Non-alignment was not a principled position, but a shakedown of the
superpowers. Acheson the Cold Warrior may even have felt a twinge of sympathy
for the Soviet Union when he wrote of the ‘hesitant, permissive great powers’ that
enabled such behaviour.2
US antipathy toward the Third World project began during the cold war and
long outlived it. It dovetailed with ardent anti-Communism, yet stood distinct from
it. It drew upon long-standing racial prejudice, but also on the animosities of the
1960s and 1970s, as NAM states excoriated the United States on the world stage,
and as US intellectuals like Daniel Patrick Moynihan and Jeane Kirkpatrick
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answered them in kind. When neoconservatives wrote of reasserting US leadership in
the world, they were not solely concerned with combatting Soviet power. A powerful
animus against vociferous Third World states partially abetted the rise of neoconservatism, and this - in turn - rose from a firm belief that the NAM was a contemptible
caucus of hypocrites, professing to be uncommitted in the cold war, but siding consistently with the Soviet Union. ‘We need to rebuild respect and awe of America’s
determination, courage, and strength,’ declared the National Review after the 1979
Havana conference. ‘The nonaligned can smell that just as quickly as they have
smelled our fear.’3
However self-righteous, however incognizant of the ways by which US policy had
antagonised the non-aligned world, this criticism did capture a fundamental reality:
by the 1970s, the cold war had receded in importance where the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) was concerned. It had not always been so. From independence onward,
well into the 1960s, the non-aligned states had accepted a mediating role in the EastWest struggle. Key leaders in the movement thought cold war mediation both a
moral responsibility and a human necessity. They also pursued international mediation for more parochial reasons: to elevate their personal and geopolitical standing
within their caucus and on the world stage. Yet the ebbing of cold war tensions and
the pluralisation of world politics drove the non-aligned states away from a cold war
focus - although they retained an interest in mediating conflicts, including several
within the post-colonial world. Bitter disputes between non-aligned states and Washington over US policy in the Congo and in South-East Asia, however, disinclined the
former from offering their assistance as mediators, and the latter from seeking it.
The mediating mission had served as a potential counterbalance to a model of nonalignment founded around militant solidarity. Its decline in the age of d
etente helped
to abet the transformation of non-alignment, while fuelling the incessant US NAM
acrimony that shaped the 1970s.
A remarkable outpouring of recent scholarship has worked to broaden our historical understanding of non-alignment and the NAM, often working outside of a
cold war context.4 Current debates pertain to the meaning of nonalignment over
time, the evolution of the movement, and its relationship to the famous 1955 Bandung Conference and the concurrent (ultimately antagonistic) Afro-Asian movement.5 A number of state-specific studies have deepened our understanding of nonalignment’s roots. The relative importance and meaning of the cold war to the nonaligned world constitutes a core part of the debate. Even so, comparatively little has
been written historically about the diplomatic initiatives undertaken by non-aligned
states, particularly in the field of mediation.6 Our understanding of the internal deliberations of this movement should be complemented by consideration of its diplomatic efforts to shape the world around it.
This essay will examine the brief but significant role of the non-aligned states as a
mediating force in world politics, paying particular attention to the rhetoric of nonaligned leaders, their periodic efforts to mediate conflicts, and the interplay of these
attempts with US foreign policy. It defines mediation broadly, examining a wide
range of efforts by non-aligned states to alleviate and resolve conflicts as helpful third
parties. The term ‘non-alignment’ is also employed expansively here: referring to the
efforts of governments practising a non-aligned foreign policy, but not necessarily
acting under the auspices of the Non-Aligned Movement. Mediation efforts in African
conflicts, as practiced by non-aligned members of the Organization of African Unity,
receive particular attention.7
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At its height, in the 1960s, the mediating mission represented a significant area of
overlap between the diverging spirits of Bandung and Belgrade. It transcended the
divisions within the Non-Aligned Movement, yet depended to a considerable degree
on receptive audiences in the superpower capitals. As Americans grew less appreciative and less sincere in their responses, the non-aligned states shifted away from a
mediating role.
I. Mediation before Belgrade
Mediation flowed from the anxieties of non-aligned states in the nuclear age, from a
deep concern with maintaining global peace. Peace-making formed an intrinsic part
of the concept of non-alignment at its very inception. Even as he proclaimed the fulfilment of India’s tryst with destiny, on 14 August 1947, the Indian Prime Minister,
Jawaharlal Nehru spoke of a broader responsibility within the world. ‘Peace,’ he
said, ‘has been said to be indivisible; so is freedom, so is prosperity now, and so also
is disaster in this One World that can no longer be split into isolated fragments.’8 He
had already decried the on-going fragmentation of the post-war world into blocs,
remarking in January 1947:
I do know that that those who desire peace must deprecate separate blocs which necessarily become hostile to other blocs. Therefore, India, in so far as it has a foreign policy,
has declared that it wants to remain independent and free of all these blocs.9

Already, at this early stage, Nehru associated non-alignment with a peace-making
mission in the world. He was galvanised by fear of a third world war, describing the
challenge of avoiding it as: ‘The supreme question that one has to face today in the
world.’ India, by virtue of its size and active role in the United Nations, stood to
‘fulfill the cause of peace’, possibly in conjunction with other like-minded states.10
By April 1955, as the United States and China engaged in a dangerous stand-off
in the Taiwan Straits, Nehru was far from alone in seeking a middle course in world
politics. The idea of mediation was a central feature of the Bandung Asian-African
Conference. The Indonesian President Sukarno’s opening speech pivoted repeatedly
between the terrors of the atomic age and the new possibilities created by national
independence. ‘War,’ he warned, ‘would not only mean a threat to our independence,
it may mean the end of civilisation and even of human life. There is a force loose in
the world whose potential for evil no man truly knows.’ Declaring no task to be
‘more urgent than that of preserving peace’, he famously asked aloud:
What can we do? We can do much! We can inject the voice of reason into world affairs.
We can mobilize the spiritual, all the moral, all the political strength of Asia and Africa
on the side of peace. Yes, we! We, the peoples of Asia and Africa … we can mobilize
what I have called the ‘Moral Violence of Nations’ in favor of peace.11

His Indian counterpart, Nehru expressed a deeper anxiety. ‘A third world war would
bring us not only to the abyss of civilization and culture,’ Nehru observed, ‘but
would mean total destruction. We have to face that.’ Addressing the potential role of
the conference attendees, he proposed:
We countries of Asia have to consider whether we can, all of us put together, certainly
not singly, prevent the great powers or big countries going to war. We certainly cannot
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prevent the big countries going to war if they want to, but we can make a difference.
Even a single country can make a difference when the stakes are evenly balanced.12

These remarks made explicit what had been implicit in Nehruvian rhetoric in the late
1940s: uncommitted states could act, in combination, to resolve cold war crises,
through some combination of moral reasoning and sound geopolitics.13 In their closing communiqu
e, the Bandung attendees called for the ‘settlement of all international
disputes by peaceful means such as negotiation, conciliation, arbitration, or judicial
settlement’.14
In their immediate timeframe, these efforts often fell on deaf ears. John Foster
Dulles, the US Secretary of State, famously derided non-alignment as ‘immoral’
when he spoke in Iowa in June 1956, and his administration’s relations with leading
non-aligned states struggled through much of the decade. Yet the prospect of nonaligned mediation met with somewhat greater acceptance at the dawn of the New
Frontier.
US recognition of the mediating mission was halting and speculative, circumscribed by a tendency to infantilise non-alignment. The State Department’s 1961
study of neutralism included disparaging notes on the capacity of non-aligned states
to deal with the cold war, ‘the real meaning of which eludes them’. It was also replete
with language that belittled the non-aligned caucus as emotionally and irrationally
anti-colonial and anti-Western. Yet it also noted the prevalence of anti-war and antinuclear sentiment within the caucus, and the ‘belief that a posture of neutralism is, in
itself, a moral force which enables the non-aligned nations to exert a positive and salutary influence in international affairs’. Noting this tenet, the study even suggested
encouraging non-aligned states ‘on suitable occasions, to act as mediators in disputes
between free world nations, or even between Western and bloc nations’.15
The authors of the study soon had cause to regret such musings. The escalation of
cold war tensions over the divided city of Berlin coincided with the first formal nonaligned conference in Belgrade. As I have recounted elsewhere, the State Department
approached the meeting with deep-seated pessimism, convinced that it would
resound with anti-colonial and pro-Soviet rhetoric. Only a last-minute intervention
by the White House staff convinced the US President John F. Kennedy to adopt a
more positive programme of outreach toward the non-aligned conference, doing so
in the hope that the proceedings of the conference might somehow improve the Western position in Berlin.16
In this, the New Frontiersmen were to be disappointed, but not simply because
the Soviet position enjoyed better traction among the Belgrade attendees. Fundamental questions about the meaning of non-alignment led in turn to a polite but fervent debate about the broader significance of the Berlin crisis. ‘Prevailing world
opinion today would have us believe that the real source of international tension and
strife is ideological conflict between the great powers,’ observed Sukarno. ‘I think
that is not true.’ The Indonesian leader defined the central tension in world politics,
instead, to be between ‘the new emergent forces of freedom and justice and the old
forces of domination’: in effect, between the receding European empires and an
ascendant Afro-Asia. While he did speak about rising East West tensions, he did so
in a far more perfunctory fashion.17
Nehru felt otherwise. ‘First things must come first,’ he advised, ‘and nothing is
more important or has more priority than this world situation of war and peace.’
The Indian Prime Minister recounted a September 1938 visit to Geneva. ‘There was
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this fear of war lying all over Europe,’ he recalled, ‘but the League of Nations was
discussing … the opium traffic. Very important, the opium traffic, undoubtedly; but
something else was more important than the opium traffic, and that was war.’
Although he was ostensibly referencing the United Nations and its deliberations, few
delegates could have missed the point: the credibility of the non-aligned caucus
would hinge on its ability to respond to the nuclear crisis. Nehru exhorted his peers
to deal with the Berlin crisis directly and explicitly, ‘so that it catches every person’s
attention and so that it does not get lost in a morass of detail and thus lose all significance and importance’.18
These duelling views of the salience of the Berlin crisis and the purpose of the
Non-Aligned Movement set the stage, in turn, for heated deliberations at the close of
the conference. As G.H. Jansen memorably recounts: ‘The Indian elephant simply
sat down and was discovered to be a singularly immovable object.’19 Nehru proved
implacable, fighting to limit the conference declaration to grand issues, and insisting
upon a neutral appeal to the superpowers. At the close of the conference, the attendees dispatched envoys to plead for restraint in Moscow and Washington.
Nehru and Ghana’s President, Kwame Nkrumah, ventured to Moscow in separate aircraft; Sukarno and the Malian President, Modibo Keita, flew to Washington.
Sukarno, having met with Kennedy earlier in the year, delivered the message with
which he and Keita had been charged, not allowing the Malian to speak. After
Sukarno retired, however, Kennedy engaged Keita in an energetic, wide-ranging conversation, which touched upon various facets of their bilateral relationship, as well as
the meaning of the Belgrade Conference. Mali, Keita assured Kennedy, was neither
for the East nor the West. Addressing Kennedy’s frustration at the conference’s failure to condemn the Soviet resumption of atomic testing, Keita remarked that condemnation of either side would have served to undermine his mission.20
Previously, when Kennedy had heard of the envoy missions departing Belgrade,
he complained that Khrushchev had gotten ‘the pick of the litter’.21 The jibe reflected
his dislike of Sukarno, but also his initial underestimation of Keita. In the Malian,
Kennedy met an able spokesman for both African nationalism and non-alignment.
Keita, as much as any non-aligned leader, embodied the dual imperatives of nonalignment: to pursue a liberating mission through the colonial and post-colonial
world, while acting to ameliorate the East West struggle. A staunch African nationalist, Keita involved himself deeply in the continent’s struggles, yet he also believed
that non-alignment ‘increases the chances of establishing peace’, and could serve as
‘a means of rapprochement between the two blocs’.22 Over the succeeding years, he
and his peers undertook a variety of different experiments in conflict resolution, not
only between East and West, but also in their own immediate regions. Having
recounted the more familiar tales of Bandung and Belgrade, it is to these that we
must now turn.

II. The spirit of Belgrade, 1961 3
In his brilliant history of the Third World project, Darker Nations, Vijay Prashad
writes critically of the Belgrade Conference’s ‘Appeal for Peace’:
The bluster of the conference was subsumed by supplication. That both Moscow and
Washington made empty promises in return provides a measure of the limited value of
moral pleas in a nuclear age.23
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This understates the importance of world opinion to the combatants. As the
Berlin crisis crested during the summer of 1961, Kennedy had pondered how to
make the Western position more comprehensible to the uncommitted states. Writing
to aides Adlai Stevenson, Chester Bowles, and George Kennan, Kennedy expressed
his bafflement at the difficulty his government faced in making the case for continued
access to West Berlin before the non-aligned world. ‘I would like to hear your analysis of this situation and your recommended course of action to meet it.’24 The question of how to arouse the righteous indignation of the non-aligned world on behalf
of the self-determination rights of West Berliners weighed on his mind.
Walking the tightrope between domestic opinion, allied counsel, and Soviet perception, Kennedy could not always be accommodating of non-aligned advice. Yet he
did harbour his own interest in nuclear disarmament, and continued to consider the
cold war a battle for world opinion. The Ex Comm deliberations of the following
year bear witness to the weight that he and his diplomatic advisors accorded to the
force of world opinion, a substantial portion of which was non-aligned.25 The Cuban
crisis, however, unfolded too rapidly for the non-aligned nations to act with cohesion. India, which might have played a leading role in any hasty multinational effort,
faced its own crisis along its northern frontier with China. For the most part, the
non-aligned caucus urged restraint upon the two superpowers, seeking to burn
bridges with neither.
The eleventh-hour deal between Kennedy and Khrushchev spared the world
Armageddon; in the months that followed, the two leaders strove to reduce the danger of atomic warfare. Kennedy’s June 1963 Peace Speech at American University
preceded the conclusion of the Test-Ban Treaty in Moscow. Here, at last, was a decisive response to Nehru and Sukarno’s warnings of the dangers of the bomb. The
Test-Ban Treaty offered a vindication of sorts to the Belgrade appeal: one that would
be cited repeatedly at the October 1964 conference in Cairo.26
So, too, did a chain of events in North Africa over the course of the autumn seem
to vindicate the mediating mission. In October 1963, Morocco and Algeria plunged
into a short but bitter border war. Western observers watched the conflict with growing concern, worrying that it would drive Algeria further into the arms of the Communist powers. Already frustrated by regional conflicts in the Indonesian
archipelago and Yemen, the Kennedy administration possessed neither experience
with nor insight into this particular standoff. ‘It’s a pretty obscure situation,’ mused
Robert Komer of the National Security Council staff. ‘Every oasis is a different
problem.’27
Fortunately, however, mediation by non-aligned states stilled the conflict. Acting
in tandem, Keita and Ethiopia’s Emperor, Haile Selassie, managed to achieve a
ceasefire agreement, allowing African states to pursue the resolution of the dispute
through diplomatic channels.28 British and US observers credited the duo with a significant accomplishment.29 Rusk publicly praised Selassie and Keita for having
played ‘a very constructive role’.30 Charles M. LeQuesne, the British Ambassador in
Mali, attributed the accord to ‘the superior determination of President Keita. His
attachment to the cause of African unity is genuine and intense and he regarded it as
a scandal and a disgrace that two neighbouring African states should come to
blows.’31 Although the OAU ultimately assumed formal jurisdiction of long-term
mediation efforts, Keita and Selassie had acted initially without a formal mandate.
The Bamako accord was a significant triumph for both the principles of Pan-Africanism and non-alignment.32
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Indeed, the autumn of 1963 may have been a high-water mark of sorts for nonaligned mediation. Either acting alone, or at the behest of Cuba, Guinea’s Ambassador at Havana approached William Attwood, the former Ambassador to Guinea.
Fidel Castro, Attwood was told, was disaffected with the Soviet Union and would be
willing to discuss the possibility of reaching a diplomatic understanding with the
United States. Attwood, then attached to the staff of the US mission at the UN,
received approval from his superiors to proceed to contacts with the Cuban representative, Dr Carlos Lechuga. The Attwood Lechuga talks bore promise, and might
well have led to serious US Cuban dialogue, but were tragically cut short by
Kennedy’s assassination in November.33
I have elsewhere discussed the general non-aligned reaction to Kennedy’s death.
Yet one recurring element of their eulogies bears mentioning in this context: the declaration that the murdered President had been, himself, a man of peace. Kennedy
had proved receptive to and solicitous of non-aligned advice. He had concluded the
most significant nuclear-arms-control treaty to date. For the leadership of the nonaligned world, Kennedy had not simply been a friend. He was someone with whom
they could do business, who accepted the mediating mission as a reasonable purpose
of non-alignment. When Keita received word of the assassination he was politicking
far away from Bamako. He rushed back to the capital and visited the US Embassy,
where he signed the book of condolences. Keita remained there for some time afterward, recalling at length his visit to Washington after Belgrade.34 He and his nonaligned peers would not be able to form the same relationship with Kennedy’s successor, Lyndon Baines Johnson.

III. Cairo and the Congo, Autumn 1964
When the non-aligned states next gathered, they contemplated what seemed a
radical transformation in world affairs since Belgrade. Absent from the room was
Jawaharlal Nehru, who had passed away in April. Absent, as well, was the looming threat of nuclear war; in its place, a nascent US Soviet d
etente lingered in the
wake of the Test-Ban Treaty. Nasser and his peers faced the more nebulous challenge of defining non-alignment in the absence of significant global tensions.
Indonesian-backed plans for a ‘Bandung II’ summit, organised around principles
of Afro-Asian unity, were meanwhile moving ahead. The Congo was inflamed by
civil war, as were the three mainland colonies of Portuguese Africa, while the
newly formed OAU strove to confront Lisbon, as well as the racist government
of South Africa.
In his opening address before the conference, Nasser sought to set the defining
themes of the conference, much as Sukarno had at Bandung. ‘We face a situation
with circumstances different from those prevailing at our September 1961 meeting,’
he began.
Friends present here who were with us in Belgrade will recall that our First Conference
of Non-Aligned Countries found itself facing an issue having priority over all others at
the time: by this I mean the issue of war and peace. I trust that many of those who were
with us there still have ringing in our ears the impressive call directed to us at the time
by one of our sincerest friends, Jawaharlal Nehru.35
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And here, Nasser chose to sound a triumphal note:
In that, Nehru was most successful, for the picture of the world situation, as it appeared
to us in Belgrade, was dark and fraught with danger. The cold war at the time had
reached the peak of violence and brutality. The division of the world into two conflicting
blocs confronted us with the possibility of the cold war becoming - even by miscalculation - a nuclear tragedy.

Yet the world had changed: cold war tensions had ‘greatly eased’ and the Test-Ban
Treaty marked an ‘important and decisive step’ toward disarmament. In his ensuing
remarks, Nasser attempted to strike a balance, expressing the wish that, if Bandung
were to be recalled as an anti-imperial conference, and Belgrade as anti-war, Cairo
should be remembered for advancing the cause of international co-operation. Yet
the balance of sentiment had shifted dramatically from Belgrade. With a larger and
more African pool of attendees, and the general absence of cold war tensions, the
anti-colonial imperative was free to dominate the agenda.
Indonesia’s Sukarno - now a year into his Confrontation with Britain and Malaysia - dismissed Nasser’s optimism, observing: ‘Since the Belgrade Conference, it cannot
be said that our security has been improved. I would even say that there has been a
deterioration in the situation for developing countries.’36 In a speech described by the
US Ambassador, Lucius Battle, as ‘slick’ and ‘poisonous’, Kenya’s Minister of State,
Joseph Murumbi, warned of the threat posed by neocolonialism in Cyprus, Malaysia,
Laos, Vietnam, and the Congo.37 Alphonse Massamba-Debat of the new revolutionary government of the Republic of the Congo (Brazzaville) termed the world of 1964
to be ‘full of wolves that are more and more ferocious’.38 ‘Since Belgrade,’ declared
Keita, ‘never have specific peoples been the object of so many acts of aggression …
Never since Belgrade has imperialism been so violently aggressive.’39 India’s delegation, under Lal Bahadur Shastri, Nehru’s successor, waged a futile rear-guard action
to assert the continued threat of nuclear weaponry - specifically the Chinese bomb programme.40 Far from Nasser’s proclaimed aspiration, Cairo marked the ascendance of
the anti-colonial imperative within non-alignment, yet this did not necessarily entail
the end of the mediating mission. The relationship between the two, although ultimately conflictual, was not one of direct, diametric opposition.
The resumption of civil war in the Congo overshadowed the Cairo conference,
just as Berlin had loomed over its predecessor. The vast former Belgian colony had
fragmented after gaining its independence in 1960, riven by separatist movements
and contests for power in the capital, Leopoldville. The violence culminated in the
murder of the popular former Prime Minister, Patrice Lumumba, in January 1961.
Goaded by African opinion and cold war imperatives, the Kennedy administration
and the United Nations had worked to stabilise the Congo, installing a prominent
labour leader, Cyrille Adoula, as Prime Minister. With halting US backing in late
1962, UN forces had subdued the renegade southern province of Katanga, thereby
removing a lingering source of contention between the United States and the leading
states in Africa. Yet the peace proved fleeting; rebellion erupted anew in the eastern
Congo in early 1964.41
The Johnson administration endeavoured to bolster the Congolese government
with volunteer Cuban exile pilots, but chaos in the capital of Leopoldville impeded the
central government’s response. In July, following the dismissal of Adoula, Congo’s
President, Joseph Kasavubu, tapped Moise Tshombe to fill the office.42 Tshombe, the
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former leader of Katanga, bore substantial responsibility for Lumumba’s murder.
Without hyperbole, he was the most hated man in Africa in 1964.
Amplified by this ill-starred appointment, the rebellion continued to spread. In
August, the eastern capital of Stanleyville fell before the Simba rebels, who took the
staff of the US consulate and other Americans in the city hostage. Alongside the
broader problem of defeating the rebels, who enjoyed some degree of support from
the Communist world, the Johnson White House fretted over the lives of the hostages in Stanleyville. These anxieties, over time, pushed Washington toward tacit
acceptance of Tshombe’s choice to employ white mercenaries in a counterinsurgency
role. Under the command of a Belgian colonel named Frederic Vandewalle, a miscellaneous column of Congolese, Belgians, and mercenaries began a long march toward
Stanleyville.43
The Stanleyville problem tied Americans and Africans alike to actors whom they
might otherwise have wished to banish to an isolated desert island. In the privacy of
their offices, African leaders sometimes hinted at a less than total regard for the rebels, who seemed both brutal and disorganised. A State Department circular termed
Tshombe a ‘gifted opportunist’ and noted with concern his open courtship of
‘extremist and leftist’ Congolese factions.44 A decree of expulsion he issued targeting
citizens of four African opponents, including Mali, brought a direct rebuke from
Washington, and elicited outrage from the OAU.45 Another chastisement followed:
Tshombe and Kasavubu were instructed that the United States could not allow their
refusal to engage their African neighbours to harm its own bilateral ties.46 The expulsions galvanised Tshombe’s African opponents. Mali’s Keita requested an emergency meeting of the OAU Council.
Keita had his own grand design with regard to the Congo. In June, to the surprise
and vexation of African observers, he had hosted Tshombe in Bamako. African diplomats in Mali professed outrage that the most hated man in the Congo had been
welcomed in Mali, and Keita’s explanation of the visit, emphasising the ‘particular
importance of the Congo in the struggle for African freedom and dignity’, did not
appease his African peers. Ghana’s President, Kwame Nkrumah, wrote to Keita that
he had been ‘somewhat disturbed and surprised’ by reports of the visit, noting that
he had, himself, had refused to meet with Tshombe. He continued: ‘How could I …
hold discussions with a man who not only betrayed his country but a great number
of his own compatriots including our late beloved Lumumba.’47 By the account of J.
P. Waterfield, the British Ambassador at Bamako, Keita had hoped, ‘after the
Morocco/Algeria dispute, that he could do himself some good as a genuine African
mediator’. Building upon his existing ties to the rebels in the eastern Congo, Keita
once again believed he could craft a lasting peace accord, which might prevent the
disintegration of the Congo.48 Regrettably Keita would find that a year in exile had
not brought Tshombe closer to his African rivals.
Even as Keita attempted to employ the OAU to reconcile the warring parties in
the Congo, the Africans also sought a cessation in US military assistance for the Leopoldville government. Here the OAU conceived of itself as something well beyond a
mediating force, yet the United States proved reluctant to parley, or to encourage
African intervention. Responding to the prospect of OAU discussion of the crisis in
August, the State Department’s David Newsom contended that the
Congo problem is essentially [a] question of assisting a legitimate constitutional
government to maintain security and integrity of nation in face of externally
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assisted insurrection. Whatever may be African views of Tshombe, fact remains he
is Prime Minister.49

For its part, the OAU asserted broader rights than the US government was willing to concede. Besides deploring US support for the Tshombe government, OAU
Secretary General Diallo Telli asserted that his organisation’s existence had voided
the right of the United States to offer the Congo direct military assistance; all future
aid must be subject to OAU approval.50 The declaration reflected the aspirations of
the OAU, but it also set Washington on edge, and limited the already doubtful
capacity of the OAU to bridge the gap between the Leopoldville government and the
Simbas.
As the violence in the Congo escalated, the OAU convened a meeting of its Council of Ministers in Addis Ababa in early September. Tshombe, who had been
excluded from the annual meeting of OAU heads of government in July, was invited.
The Congolese Prime Minister had met at length with Selassie at the imperial palace
upon his arrival, and the Emperor attempted to set a conciliatory tone in his remarks
before the gathering, urging the attendees to shelve their common animus against
Tshombe:
We are not here to indulge in polemics or questions of personalities. This is the moment
for the application of principles to which we all subscribe. In this manner alone can the
Congo escape the shadow, which has for too long been cast over there …
… Only by insisting upon adhering to clearly articulated principles, only by eschewing
recrimination, only by viewing the Congo situation objectively and dispassionately, can
we escape the pitfalls which would render us captive to emotion and prejudice, slaves to
our own defects and weaknesses, at the mercy of hostile external influences by whom
African interests would be ill served.51

Although the ensuing deliberations were often heated, the OAU conference reached
a surprisingly conciliatory accord, one which US observers deemed favourable to
Tshombe. The final resolution affirmed Congolese sovereignty, while Tshombe committed himself to expelling foreign mercenaries from his country. An OAU commission to be chaired by Kenya’s Prime Minister, Jomo Kenyatta, was charged with the
task of fostering reconciliation within the Congo and between Leopoldville and its
neighbours. Individual member-states held profound doubts, but the OAU had
embraced a diplomatic approach - for the moment.52
The African dialogue with Tshombe collapsed soon after the Addis meeting after
the Congolese leader reneged on his prior pledges to meet with the rebel leaders. The
OAU still sought to intervene, declaring its intention to dispatch a delegation under
Kenya’s Minister of State, Joseph Murumbi, to Washington, ostensibly to meet with
Johnson. The proposal met with a frosty reception. William Attwood, now Ambassador at Nairobi, suggested that the OAU was hoping to derive additional leverage
from the unfolding US presidential election; LBJ would be reluctant to court an
open argument with the leadership of Africa. Yet Attwood warned against a categorical refusal to meet with the delegation.53 The OAU’s insistence on discussing US aid
to the Congo without Congolese representation in attendance was unacceptable to
Rusk, who cabled Attwood on 23 September: ‘We must reiterate in strongest terms
[that] we do not want OAU Mission [to] come to Washington and you should make
every effort [to] prevent it.’54 Opinion in Washington ran strongly against the
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Ambassador at Nairobi. William Brubeck of the NSC staff wrote: ‘I feel strongly
that Attwood is and has been consistently wrong. He has been concerned entirely
with trying to please Kenyatta and the OAU.’ The consolidation of central authority
in the Congo required collaboration with both Tshombe and the Belgian government, and not being ‘gulled’ (as Attwood purportedly had been) into ‘an African radical enterprise’.55
Compounding the unfolding farce was the sudden, unannounced departure of the
OAU mission on a flight to London, en route to Washington. Struck by this fait
accompli, Attwood frantically sought some kind of reception for the delegation,
while the State Department asked him to have it withdrawn. Guinea’s President,
Sekou Toure, complained that the OAU had exceeded its role, yet advised against
rejecting the visitors.56 An awkward dance ensued when the Africans landed in
Washington. Williams explained to them that their publicly declared terms made it
impossible for Rusk to receive them. Murumbi proved willing to affirm the right of
the Congo to receive military assistance from the United States, insisting that he simply sought US assistance for the OAU effort to resolve the Congolese crisis. Williams
insisted upon a public clarification, which Murumbi subsequently issued. The final
hoop cleared, Rusk welcomed the OAU group for a luncheon on 30 September,
engaging in civil but ineffectual dialogue. LBJ declined to make time for the delegation and the Africans departed with the chasm between them and the White House
unbridged.57 The failure of the mission to Washington inclined some African states
to bolster their support of the Simbas.58
The US OAU debate suggested fundamentally different outlooks about political
legitimacy in the Congo. Tshombe’s reversal had depleted the scant willingness of
many African governments to treat the Congolese government as legitimate. Simultaneously, the OAU asserted a special and exclusive responsibility for the continent:
one that called for the United States to accept a diminution of its own perceived sovereign rights. Each side in the dialogue was driven by an intensifying sense of
urgency: the Americans by concern for the fates of the hostages in Stanleyville; the
Africans by their concern over the activity of white mercenaries. These duelling
moral imperatives served to diminish the divisions between the Africans and the Simbas, on the one hand, and between Washington and Tshombe on the other. Tellingly
Attwood - who had been an enthusiastic proponent of Kennedy’s engagement policy
during his service in Guinea - drew closer to hawkish opinion in Washington, as his
dealings with the Kenyatta government became increasingly testy.
As the autumn progressed, growing violence in the eastern Congo drove the
disparate actors toward more forceful solutions. When Tshombe flew to Cairo in
an ill-advised bid to attend the second non-aligned conference, he received an
unfriendly reception. Nasser confined him for four days in a Cairo palace, and
barred him from attending the conference. Tshombe subsequently claimed that he
had fasted during his captivity, for fear of being poisoned.59 He had arrived in
Cairo intending to denounce the OAU to the Non-Aligned Movement; he left,
decrying the movement to the OAU. Where the one ended and the other began
was not entirely clear. The State Department warned African states that the rejection of Tshombe at Cairo stood to impede the efforts of the OAU to foster reconciliation within the Congo, while pushing Leopoldville toward greater reliance
upon mercenaries.60
As South African mercenaries marched further into the eastern Congo, and as
threats to the lives of the Stanleyville hostages grew more explicit, a last round of
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peripatetic diplomacy unfolded in Nairobi. Murumbi asked Attwood for a one-week
ceasefire, which he claimed would enable Kenyatta to aid in releasing the hostages.
Yet Murumbi seemed to despair of negotiating with the Simbas. ‘How can you deal
with these people?’ he asked, ‘You can’t even tell who is in charge.’ The rebels had
consistently refused to allow the International Red Cross access to the hostages.61
The dispatch of Belgian paratroopers to British-held Ascension Island signalled to
all parties the likelihood of military action. Increasingly heated discussions in Nairobi transpired between Attwood and Kenyatta, Telli, and Thomas Kanza who represented the Simbas in Kenya. Aware of the imminence of military action, Attwood
sought access to the hostages; the Africans sought a halt to the mercenary offensive.
In a final meeting on the 23rd, Kenyatta seemed to accept the Simba contention that
an International Red Cross inspection of Stanleyville would serve as a pretext for
espionage.62 Even had a glimmer of hope shone through the eleventh hour talks in
Nairobi, it is doubtful that the Johnson administration would have been willing to
risk any further delay.
The advance of the Vandewalle column toward Stanleyville brought renewed
Simba threats to the Belgian and US hostages. The Simbas sentenced one American,
the missionary doctor Paul Carlson, to death, while preparing the consulate staff for
ritual sacrifice. At the urgings of Belgian Foreign Minister Paul-Henri Spaak, Johnson authorised Operation Dragon Rouge, giving a final go-ahead order on 23
November.63 Johnson spent a long night at the Texas White House in Johnson City,
receiving initial word of the mission’s success and the death of Carlson - executed by
the Simbas as the operation unfolded - in a 3am phone call from his National Security Advisor, McGeorge Bundy, in Washington.64
The fall-out was considerable and the Congolese experience proved embittering
to Africans and Americans alike. In the wake of Dragon Rouge, Attwood warned
that a ‘serious debacle’ might have befallen relations with Kenya. Attwood halfexpected to be declared persona non grata within days and recommended that he be
recalled to Washington for consultations.65 Africans were incensed at overt US support for the Tshombe government and complicity in the atrocities committed by
white mercenaries. For their part, Americans held the Africans indirectly responsible
for the murder of hostages in Stanleyville. Particular press attention focused on
Carlson’s murder. Initial testimony from Michael Hoyt, the rescued Stanleyville
Consul General, left the White House in an unapologetic mood. ‘We have very
important confirmation of the wisdom of your decision,’ Bundy told Johnson the
morning after Dragon Rouge, reporting that Hoyt had believed on the day of his rescue that he and the other hostages would be executed within twenty-four hours.
Bundy remarked: ‘It’s pretty clear to the civilized world what kind of people we were
dealing with here.’66
Bundy erred on the side of optimism, and the dialogue of the deaf continued into
December, as non-aligned states excoriated the United States for the Stanleyville
operation and the on-going presence of South African mercenaries in the Congo. Still
fairly healthy at the time of Kennedy’s death, the relationship between the United
States and the non-aligned world stood on shaky footing in the wake of Dragon
Rouge. Here, the non-aligned states had veered too close to one side, failing to discern the sense of humanitarian urgency that animated the Johnson administration.
To their credit and in their defence, it may be said that they attempted to deal sincerely with Tshombe; his volte face made it difficult for them to regain the middle
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ground, particularly after the failure of the OAU mission. Yet, strikingly, a commitment to mediation endured in non-aligned capitals.
IV. Mediation’s last gasp: Vietnam, 1965 6
The final noteworthy instance of non-aligned mediation in the cold war occurred in
1965 and 1966, as Lyndon Johnson fully committed his nation to the defence of
South Vietnam, and rapidly Americanised the war. Something of the Belgrade spirit
still endured in the non-aligned caucus. Considerable strain had been added to bilateral ties between Washington and the non-aligned capitals by other geopolitical
forces, yet one is struck by the conscious rhetorical restraint and moderation with
which the bulk of the Non-Aligned Movement sought to act.
The question of a common approach to the war in Vietnam served to further
divide the non-aligned states after their apparent disunity at Cairo. Sukarno, according to the Indonesian Minister at Belgrade, wrote to Tito that there were two paths
to follow: non-alignment and peaceful coexistence on the one hand, and militant confrontation on the other. Yugoslavia, Sukarno wrote, lacking any direct imperialist
enemies, had chosen the first option. Indonesia, engaged in its struggle against
Britain and Malaysia, had no choice but to take the second.67 Yugoslavia’s standing
within the non-aligned caucus was, at this point, uncertain. The proposed ‘Bandung
II’ meeting in Algiers - premised around Afro-Asian solidarity - loomed ahead,
threatening to deprive Belgrade of the prestige it had previously enjoyed within the
non-aligned caucus. Facing Sukarno’s starker and geographically exclusive model of
militant solidarity, Tito redoubled his efforts to promote his own concept of nonalignment, which embraced a mediating role in world politics.68
To that end, the Yugoslavian opted to convene an ambassadorial level conference
of non-aligned countries in Belgrade in March 1965. Some seventeen non-aligned
countries accepted invitations to participate, with Indonesia the most visible holdout.
Ten were represented in Belgrade when the meeting convened, culminating in what
became known at the ‘Seventeen Nation Appeal’. The statement was succinct, carefully worded, and devoid of specific condemnation. At its heart lay ‘an urgent appeal’
to the combatants ‘to start negotiations as soon as possible, without posing any preconditions’. Troublingly for US readers, however, it did comment, albeit vaguely, of
‘the consequence of foreign intervention in various forms’.69
Thus, the Johnson administration largely perceived the appeal as an opportunity
to advance its own public-diplomacy strategy. Rusk termed it ‘full of implications
and even innuendo which we cannot accept’, but continued: ‘We feel much more to
be gained from emphasizing the positive and picking up credits in world propaganda
battle where we are, in some quarters, in difficulties today.’70 In its response, which
Rusk approved, the State Department seized upon the language within the appeal
affirming the right of self-determination, calling for a cessation of violence, and
affirming the terms of the 1954 and 1962 Geneva Accords.71 India’s Radhakrishnan
Plan, which suggested interposing an Afro-Asian peace-keeping force between the
two Vietnams, to coincide with a bombing halt, also received public acclaim and private disregard.72 Consequently, the State Department communicated greater enthusiasm for the non-aligned appeals than it truly felt. In so doing, it may have
unwittingly helped to foster the ensuing wave of non-aligned mediation initiatives.
These occurred, by and large, during Johnson’s ‘peace offensive’, which commenced amid much fanfare on 27 December 1965, and lasted until the end of the
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following January. While temporarily halting the bombing of North Vietnam, Johnson dispatched envoys around the world, seeking to open possible channels to Hanoi
and Beijing. The two Communist powers received the offensive scornfully - the
hawkish faction associated with Le Duan was ascendant in North Vietnam, and
Mao Zedong’s government was unremittingly hostile to third-party mediation - but
the offensive elicited proclamations of relief throughout the non-aligned world.73
During the peace offensive, the spirit of Belgrade experienced a last hurrah of
sorts. Once again, Modibo Keita sought to make himself useful, despite the previous
year’s acrimony over the Congo. Anxious to repair relations with the United States,
as well as to secure another sale of surplus grain under the Food for Peace programme, Keita dispatched a special delegation to Washington in June 1965, composed of his half-brother and Minister for Youth and Sports, Moussa Keita, and his
Minister for Economic Cooperation, Hamacire N’Doure. The Malians hoped to see
Johnson during their visit, but were told that the President’s busy schedule precluded
even a cursory meeting.74 They met, instead, with Rusk, who received them graciously, but perhaps condescendingly, complimenting N’Doure on the clarity of his
presentation. On the subject of Vietnam, Rusk informed his guests that, as a nonaligned nation, Mali should wholeheartedly support the Geneva Accords of 1954
and 1962.75
Afterward, Bamako remained anxious to make itself useful to Washington. In
August 1965, after US diplomatic personnel withdrew from the Republic of the
Congo (Brazzaville) following weeks of mistreatment by their host government,
Bamako urged Washington to reconsider. Mali’s Foreign Minister, Ousman Ba,
remarked that Congo-Brazzaville was ‘very young’ and might benefit from the counsel of an ‘older’ state. Ba offered to send a representative to Brazzaville to make the
case for the return of US diplomats.76 His offer was politely declined, but the Malians remained interested in achieving a negotiated settlement in South-East Asia. In
December, Keita reportedly expressed his optimism that a peace agreement might be
in reach, in accord with the Geneva Accord of 1954.77 Rusk had suggested much the
same framework to his envoys during the summer. In a February 1966 letter, Keita
urged that Johnson recognise the National Liberation Front (NLF), both as his
main adversary in South Vietnam, but also for the ‘preponderant’ role the revolutionary organisation enjoyed in the country.78 Predictably, the suggestion garnered
little interest; LBJ had lifted the bombing halt the preceding week.
In other instances, the State Department responded warily to initiatives that
might have facilitated non-aligned mediation. The post-coup Algerian government
appeared particularly eager to mediate. After a ninety-minute meeting with Algeria’s
President, Houari Boumedienne, and Foreign Minister Abdelaziz Bouteflika, US
envoy G. Mennen Williams cabled Washington: ‘I sincerely believe we hit pay dirt.’
Boumedienne and Bouteflika appeared ‘genuinely interested and [appreciative]’ of
the peace offensive, and expressed a ‘strong desire to be of any assistance possible’,
including in passing messages to North Vietnam and the NLF.79 The Algerian government sought clarification as to Washington’s willingness to accept NLF representation. Washington refused to elaborate on the point in question. ‘We do not want
to appear to be “negotiating” our position on this important and fundamental question with third parties only peripherally involved,’ Rusk wrote in his reply.80 It was a
strange remark, considering the long-standing ties between the Algerian and Vietnamese revolutionary movements. In response, the US Ambassador at Algiers, John
Jernegan, asked, with apparent irritation, if those instructions applied more broadly
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to each of Johnson’s fourteen points. If so, ‘this would seem to mean that we are
refusing to clarify matters for [the Algerian government’s] benefit and are willing to
say something only if [Algiers] is acting purely as a post office.’ Most likely, Algiers
would receive such a response as a ‘rebuff’, and lose interest in abetting a negotiated
settlement.81 In any event, after initial promises to assist, little else was heard from
the Algerians, and the end of the bombing pause brought the peace offensive to an
end.
Far from Washington, Jernegan can be forgiven for treating the peace offensive
more seriously than it had been intended. Johnson’s interest in pursuing peace was
channelled by his equally fervent desire to be seen pursuing it, while military complaints about the cost of the pause accumulated.82 Yet, for the non-aligned states,
the pause constituted predominant proof of Johnson’s sincerity. The North Vietnamese government loudly proclaimed that the pause was a charade intended to conceal
the Johnson administration’s plans for an ‘intensified war of aggression’.83 From
Bamako, the US Ambassador warned that the favourable impression conveyed by
the peace offensive would be entirely negated by a bombing resumption.84 Williams
echoed this verdict at the end of his African travels, warning that a bombing resumption would ‘destroy confidence and goodwill’.85 In Belgrade, meeting with Harriman,
Tito stressed repeatedly the need to give the pause time to work, allowing differences
within the North Vietnamese leadership to come to the surface.86 The resumption of
bombing at the end of January served to dissipate the goodwill that had facilitated
non-aligned efforts at mediation, yet one of the Belgrade envoys refused to concede
defeat.
Within the non-aligned leadership, Kwame Nkrumah seemed willing to make the
most dramatic efforts to mediate the conflict, yet - aside from Sukarno - there was no
prominent non-aligned leader whom Washington trusted less. The relationship
between Nkrumah and the US Embassy in Accra had become strained long before
Kennedy’s assassination, yet Nkrumah periodically seemed to be acting in earnest,
and attempting to mend relations.87 Franklin Williams, the newly arrived Ambassador at Accra, wrote that despite Nkrumah’s ‘general anti-U.S. and pro-communist
bias’ he was likely to make a ‘serious effort’ to bring Ho to negotiate.88
Nkrumah pursued his mediation agenda in spite of scepticism and resistance
from both sides. In July 1965, the North Vietnamese government rescinded an earlier
invitation for Nkrumah to visit, citing the hazards of US airstrikes and summer
storms.89 Yet Nkrumah’s envoys returned from Hanoi convinced that mediation was
possible. ‘It is clear to me that the gap which divides the parties to the conflict in Vietnam is very narrow,’ Nkrumah wrote to Johnson.90 He strove to appeal to both
Washington and Hanoi, suggesting to LBJ that a united Vietnam would pursue a
neutral course in the world, while offering his heartfelt ‘solidarity’ to Ho.91 The postponement dashed Nkrumah’s hopes, but his Foreign Ministry remained generally
optimistic that another opportunity would emerge. ‘What we need to do,’ wrote
Frederick S. Arkhurst of the Ghanaian Foreign Ministry, ‘is to keep watching for
the break in the clouds which would improve the possibility of negotiations
beginning.’92 That break seemingly emerged in early 1966.
A few weeks before his departure, Nkrumah inaugurated his largest industrial
project: the US$400 million Volta River complex, funded in considerable part by US
assistance. In a gesture that hearkened back to long-ago days, he unveiled a memorial plaque to Kennedy. Perhaps he envisioned his trip to North Vietnam and China
much the same as he had his post-Belgrade visit to Moscow. For all the turbulence
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that had plagued Ghanaian US relations during his tenure, Nkrumah seems to have
intermittently hoped for rapprochement. The Ghanaian leader had been deeply
struck by Kennedy’s late embrace of civil rights and was horrified by his assassination.93 Even as the relationship deteriorated - as much because of Nkrumah’s actions
as Washington’s - he appeared emotionally invested in it, and pained by its decline.94
The potential glory of acting as a peace-maker - and the dividends that the feat
would accord him - also impelled Nkrumah onward. One of his cabinet ministers
reported from Yugoslavia, on the eve of his departure, that diplomatic opinion in
Belgrade supported Nkrumah and believed he could bring peace to South-East
Asia.95 Thus bolstered, Nkrumah dismissed counsel to remain in Accra, where
rumours of a coup circulated. On 24 February, three days after he departed Accra
for Beijing, the Ghanaian Army seized power. Nkrumah had persisted in his quixotic
mediation campaign, weeks after the resumption of bombing. By any reckoning,
among his non-aligned peers, he paid the highest price for his efforts.96
This was not the last effort at mediation by a non-aligned state. As Mark Lawrence writes, India, under Indira Gandhi, conveyed messages from Hanoi to Washington in early 1967. The NIRVANA channel, as it was nicknamed, was not
exceptionally promising. As in earlier instances, North Vietnamese intermediaries
seemed to blow hot then cold, perhaps in correspondence with the battles between
factions in Hanoi. After eliciting the State Department’s interest, NIRVANA petered
out.97 Within months, a new squall dispelled any lingering sense that Washington
and New Delhi might collaborate in South-East Asia. After Gandhi sent birthday
greetings to Ho Chi Minh, Rusk personally dispatched an irate telegram to New
Delhi, writing:
Perhaps my struggle here makes me a bit edgy but I really do think that those who pretend to be non-aligned should in fact be non-aligned and stay away from questions on
which they are not prepared to take any serious responsibility. Gandhi has no constituency in North Viet-Nam and Ho Chi Minh has no constituency in India but Mrs. Gandhi surely does have a major constituency among the American people and she had
better give some thought on how to nurse it from time to time.98

Rusk’s fury stemmed from the fact that he had just been testifying before Congress
about the necessity of food aid to India, but the Secretary of State neglected to consider the broader diplomatic context. India, lacking great standing in Hanoi and
seeking to forestall the expansion of Chinese influence in South-East Asia, was
bound to engage in such diplomatic niceties. Explosions of pique such as Rusk’s rendered doubtful the very utility of mediation, as the United States’ war in South-East
Asia ground onward.
Over time, expressions of sympathy for North Vietnam and the NLF became
commonplace within the NAM.99 Bolstering the outrage felt by would-be nonaligned mediators at the resumption of bombing was the sense that their efforts had
been discarded cynically. Hanoi’s condemnations of the pause as an empty gesture
had seemingly been validated. Further research is needed to determine the extent of
non-aligned diplomacy in Hanoi in early 1966, but to some US observers it appeared
substantial. Nor was it an activity undertaken lightly. Neither the North Vietnamese
nor Chinese governments were receptive to suggestions that they moderate demands
to facilitate serious negotiations. The Chinese government repeatedly told Ghana
that any attempt at mediation made it complicit in the US effort to maintain the
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division of Vietnam.100 Mali’s Ba - representing a government that enjoyed strong
relations with the PRC - complained that Beijing and Hanoi were ‘very difficult to
deal with’.101 When Nasser suggested formal mediation of the war to Zhou Enlai,
the normally genial Chinese envoy exploded. ‘He broke my head for two and a half
hours,’ Nasser lamented afterward.102 Participation in Johnson’s peace offensive
earned the non-aligned states scorn from Beijing and Hanoi, and little credit from
Washington.
To be sure, individual non-aligned states did undertake mediation after 1966.
Yugoslavia acted as an envoy between the United States and much of the Arab world
after the severance of relations in 1967. African states offered to mediate between
Israel and its neighbours in the wake of the war.103 Algeria played a truly invaluable
role in aiding indirect United States Iran negotiations over the Tehran Embassy
hostages in 1980 1. The US President Jimmy Carter went so far as to recommend
Algeria’s foreign minister, Mohammed Seddik Benyahia, for a Nobel Peace Prize.104
Yet the potential value of non-aligned mediators was often scorned or neglected.
When the exiled Cambodian prince, Norodom Sihanouk, attempted to negotiate
with the Nixon administration through the Mauritanian government, he was soundly
rebuffed. Henry Kissinger remarked: ‘The idea that we had to communicate with
Sihanouk through Mauritania was absurd.’105 Similarly, the Reagan administration’s distinct combination of Third World proxy warfare and, from 1985, direct
negotiations with the Soviet Union left the non-aligned world with little capacity to
influence the cold war’s bloody final decade. As the conflict finally ended, Americans
wondered aloud what meaningful purpose non-alignment held in a unipolar world.
V. Conclusion
The Non-Aligned Movement aroused the greatest unease from Americans when it
threatened to opine on the cold war. Yet the rift between Washington and its leading
members arose as US Soviet tensions diminished, and as colonial conflicts spread.
Perceiving the pluralisation of power since the Belgrade Conference - a process in
which it had actively participated - as well as the intensification of imperial violence,
the movement shifted toward different emphases. The proliferation of East West
contacts during the d
etente years - including Nixon’s triangular diplomacy, Vietnam
peace negotiations, and Ostpolitik - rendered offers of non-aligned mediation largely
redundant. With the cold war diminished in intensity, the struggle against imperialism in all its forms became most salient. The 1965 Rhodesian declaration of independence and Arab-Israeli Wars of 1967 and 1973 helped to demarcate this transition:
each bringing the wholesale severance of diplomatic relations in its immediate wake.
Emblematic of this shift, Nkrumah left for Hanoi scant weeks after he had severed
relations with the United Kingdom over Rhodesia. By the end of the October War,
Americans and adherents to the Third World project alike had adjusted to an atmosphere of mutual vituperation, which deepened despite the emergence of d
etente.
Perhaps this was largely inevitable. To a degree, the 1960s conception of nonalignment boded ill for sustained efforts at mediation. Non-aligned leaders often
declared that their shared foreign policy constituted far more than neutrality, or a
sustained effort to maintain equidistance from the two blocs. Establishing non-alignment as a positive, constructive force in the world required such assertions of independence; otherwise, it would have been a reactive endeavour, defined more by what
it was not than what it was. Yet mediation intrinsically requires a degree of
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equidistance, of apparent impartiality. It also often entails an abnegation of selfinterest that proved difficult for non-aligned states pursuing their own expansive
regional agendas. It is small wonder that some of the most accomplished mediators
have come from states practising neutrality in the disinterested, classical sense.
When they were combatants or disputants, moreover, non-aligned states often
felt differently about the propriety of mediation. The efforts of six non-aligned states
to mediate the autumn 1962 Sino-Indian border war in Colombo mainly elicited profound disaffection in New Delhi, which had expected a show of non-aligned solidarity.106 African delegates to a 1964 planning meeting for ‘Bandung II’ were sharply
rebuffed by Arab colleagues when they suggested direct negotiations with Israel.107
Much depended upon whose ox was being gored.
Although the mediating mission was undermined by the rise of militant solidarity, the conflict between the two was not always apparent. Statesmen like
Keita embodied the duality of non-alignment, and grappled with its conflicting
implications. At times they acted boldly, and in contravention with prevailing
sentiment within their caucus. While the mediating mission depended upon maintaining open channels of communication with Moscow and Washington, it cannot
be linked with great precision to the tenor of non-aligned relations with the superpowers. Even as ties with Washington became increasingly uncertain in the mid1960s, non-aligned states such as Algeria, Egypt, Ghana, Mali, and Yugoslavia
earnestly explored the prospects of a negotiated peace in South-East Asia. The
expectation of improved relations with Washington was surely a powerful inducement for these efforts, but more so were conceptions of ideals and identity: the
notion that the post-colonial world could act with an energy, morality, and creativity lost to the industrial North.
Mediation was key to both the identity of the emergent Non-Aligned Movement
and US perceptions of it. As a core tenet of non-alignment, mediation challenged
both superpowers to face the dangers of the nuclear age, and to engage with adversaries across a conference table. It also drove the non-aligned states to attempt
peace-making in their own immediate regions, sometimes at considerable political
risk. Once eclipsed, the ethos of non-aligned mediation would not easily be recovered. While Americans did not appreciate it fully in its heyday, they would soon learn
to deplore and lament its absence.
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