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The Commonwealth and the Cold War, Neutralism, and Non-Alignment
Sue Onslow*

In the Cold War era, the Commonwealth represented a global sub-system which
both permitted and enabled multiple identities. Between 1949 and 1990, as a
direct product of British decolonisation, the Commonwealth came to include
forty-nine members of varying size with very different agenda and developmental
needs to those larger members from the global ‘North’. Its heterogeneous
membership included: NATO countries; ANZUS; the Non-Aligned Movement;
the OAU; CARICOM; and the Organisation of East Caribbean States. As a
‘unique sovereign regime’, the Commonwealth defied ideological typecasting. It
possessed organisational structure and bureaucratic support; it combined
economic, financial, technical, and scientific association, and privileged the role of
diplomacy through the latitude permitted to its Secretary-General. The
Commonwealth’s two sustained ‘grand strategies’ were the pursuit of racial
justice (in Rhodesia, South West Africa/South Africa) and social justice through
the promotion of development, focusing on the principal preoccupations of newly
independent states and their nation/state-building projects. These intersected
with, but were by no means defined by, the Cold War, and represented a
collaboration of West/South, rather than the confrontation of East/West.
Keywords: Commonwealth; neutralism; non-alignment; development; Ramphal

In the history of neutralism and non-alignment in the Cold War era, the
Commonwealth’s role as a diplomatic actor has been significantly overlooked.1 Yet
with the formation of the Commonwealth Secretariat and appointment of a Secretary-General in 1965, this unique sovereign regime, which emerged out of the earlier
British Empire and Commonwealth, came to assume the trappings of a modern international organisation.2 Under the leadership of Arnold Smith (1965 75) and Shridath Ramphal (1975 90) as Secretary-General, its areas of activity refused to
conform to Cold War divides of East/West, and promoted collaboration of West/
South and South/South on a range of power-political and developmental issues.3 In
sum, the association carved out a distinct identity that was valued by heads of government of its middle-ranking powers, African and Asian newly independent
nations, and Pacific and Caribbean small island states. Indeed, in the Cold War era,
it embodied ‘soft/smart’ power.
Based on an extensive series of elite interviews with former Commonwealth heads
of state, diplomats, politicians, and political commentators4, this article considers the
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range of the Commonwealth’s role and activities, which had a determinedly neutral
and non-aligned bias, and raises the question of why it has been so overlooked. This
is indeed surprising given its innovative role in international summitry (described as ‘a
master class in geopolitics’ by one Commonwealth head of Government), its contribution to the resolution of the long-running crises of Rhodesia5 and South Africa6 (each
of which had Cold War dimensions), the Commonwealth’s consistent promotion of
nuclear disarmament, and its determined stance of non-involvement in Cold War
issues. The lack of scholarly attention to the Commonwealth and neutralism (outside
the literature of the Commonwealth itself) is possibly because of the political and
bureaucratic culture of discretion - secrecy, in some people’s books - that permeated
its workings in the Secretariat; possibly, too, because of the association’s multiple identities, its declared twin grand strategies of racial and social justice, its problematic typecasting, and the very fact that its diplomatic activities were primarily not concerned
with the ‘big’ issues of the day - nuclear armaments and superpower relations7- but
instead focused on developmental and state capacity-building issues for its newly independent members. Looking at the Commonwealth simply as the quintessence of
‘dilemmas of identity’ of post-colonialism8 stemming from its British antecedents and
shared historic inputs - the association certainly possessed areas of hybridity and transculturalisation - overlooks its relative significance in the Cold War context. The ideological battle of systems and ideas gave the Commonwealth a particular purpose in its
pursuit and support of decolonisation and post-independence nation/state construction. As such, it was a determined enabler of extra-European paths to modernity that
did not conform entirely to Western liberal-democratic capitalism, led by the United
States, nor Soviet-led socialism and central command economies.9
By using a combination of oral-history interviewing and memoir literature, as
well as government and Commonwealth Secretariat documents, to map the official
mind of this unique voluntary association, it is evident the Commonwealth indeed
encompassed varying shades and practices of neutralism in the Cold War era, particularly post-1965. As the leading Commonwealth historian and commentator Peter
Lyon set out in his book Neutralism10, the Cold War was ‘the setting in which neutralism occurs and is shaped’. He analysed ‘neutralism’ as an ideology and a doctrine,
providing the main precepts of the leading neutralists as well as the implications for
their state policy. Lyon went on to categorise neutralism’s varying forms: new-state
neutralism; pioneer neutralism; neutralisation; buffer status; traditional neutrality;
and previous isolationism. The Commonwealth was not synonymous with this political neologism, ‘neutralism’, but it demonstrated important characteristics of the phenomenon in what its member-states did and what their statesmen said. In the Cold
War era, the Commonwealth represented ‘a global sub-system’11 which both permitted and enabled multiple identities. Lyon defined neutralism as meaning ‘noninvolvement in the Cold War’.12 Yet individual Commonwealth countries were also
members of military alliances (Britain and Canada were members of the North
Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO); Australia and New Zealand were members
of the American/Australian/New Zealand treaty organisation ANZUS; and Pakistan
was a member of both CENTO and SEATO) or were preoccupied by Cold War geostrategic issues that impinged upon their national politics and polities (Singapore). It
included members whose leaders were identified as ‘Cold Warriors’ and passionate
socialists. On the other hand, a significant minority of Commonwealth states became
active members of the Non-Aligned Movement in the 1960s and 1970s.
For the Commonwealth, then, there was a degree of fluidity in positioning and
outlook in international relations, with vital accommodation through the practice of
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‘consensus’. For this unique voluntary association of sovereign states, neutralism was
not a doctrine, but a general policy, allowing for flexibility and initiative. Leaders
could be ‘conservative on East/West issues, but radical liberals on North/South
matters’.13 There were significant similarities as well as differences between various
neutralists in the Commonwealth. India, under Jawaharlal Nehru and his successors,
and Kwame Nkrumah’s Ghana initiated ‘pioneer neutralism’. Other Commonwealth
Afro-Asian states adhered to ‘new-state neutralism’ to underpin their post-independence nation-state construction and development: that is, their ‘neutralist’ stance
was associated with relative weakness in the international community. Britain,
although a stalwart member of NATO, did not view global geo-politics entirely
through Cold War lenses.14 Canada, a fellow member of NATO, certainly tended
towards ‘buffer status’ and international morality on Third World issues as a determined point of national differentiation against her larger southern neighbour.15 Australia, too, used the Commonwealth and neutralism on certain issues highly
deliberately as a vehicle to enhance her medium-power status and international prestige. For the Commonwealth group of nations, the Cold War was an ideological
struggle which meant different things to different actors and enabled varying configurations in the lattice of international relations, while its members still maintained a
marked degree of group identity.
The Commonwealth as practical neutralism and non-alignment ‘made flesh’?
Between 1949 and 1990, as a direct product of British decolonisation from the Indian
sub-continent, Sub-Saharan Africa, and its salt-water empire in the Pacific, the Commonwealth came to include forty-nine member-states16 of varying size, twenty-three
of whom were small states, with very different agenda and developmental needs to
those larger members from the global ‘North’. As indicated above, its heterogeneous
membership included NATO countries (UK and Canada); ANZUS members (Australia and New Zealand); the Non-Aligned Movement (India, Guyana, Ghana, Tanzania, Zambia);17 members of the Organization of African Unity, the only
international organisation which stipulated that all members must be non-aligned;
CARICOM; and the OECS (Antigua, Dominica, St Kitts and Nevis, St Lucia,
St Vincent, Grenada). Bound by a common philosophy, a degree of shared historical
culture stemming from British imperialism, and common use of language, it defied
ideological typecasting in the Cold War era. Indeed, for the overwhelming majority
of its members, the Cold War was not the defining feature of the international system. As indicated above, leading members - in terms of size, political, military, and
economic power - most certainly did not espouse ‘neutrality’. The United States continued to value the ‘old Commonwealth’ because of the ‘Five Eyes’ intelligence-sharing network.18 Other insidious Cold War linkages existed across Commonwealth
states from the transition of intelligence-gathering from MI5 to MI6, seen in Alan
Rowley’s work as MI6 Station Chief based in Addis Ababa to establish new networks of intelligence in newly independent southern African states.19 Prime Minister
Lee Kuan Yew determinedly interpreted Cold War geostrategic challenges to his
city-state. In contrast, Jawaharlal Nehru and his daughter, Indira Gandhi, were leading lights in the Non-Aligned Movement. The leading Pan-Africanist Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana joined India in the ‘Initiative of the Five’ at the founding NAM
conference in Belgrade in 1961. Indeed, by the late 1970s, there was a remarkable
similarity of membership of the Commonwealth and the NAM: twenty-two nations
within the larger organisation of eighty-seven. Diplomats at the US Embassy in
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London commented, only half-jokingly, that they regarded the Commonwealth ‘an
English-speaking Non-aligned Movement’.20
The Commonwealth did not conform to bloc politics, nor did its members vote as
a pack in international fora, although the association certainly contained a vocal
Afro-Asian minority voice at the UN General Assembly and in the Committee of 24:
the Special Committee on Decolonization.21 Furthermore, Commonwealth permanent representatives would convene an informal meeting before major votes in the
UN Security Council.22 So unique, and unusual, and with membership agenda so at
variance, many commentators thought it would break apart, or become ‘an irrelevant talking shop’. The Times of London once famously described it as ‘a gigantic
farce’.23 The potential for schism between old and new Commonwealth was considerable (primarily newly independent African states), and the necessary speed of
adjustment required for a post-colonial age placed further strains on the
organisation.
Notwithstanding the multiple identities of the Commonwealth, the association’s
non-aligned and neutralist initiatives in Cold War international politics, as well as its
economic diplomacy, are significantly under-appreciated.24 Indeed, the Cold War
was itself a remarkable enabler for the Commonwealth, as the ideological stand-off
between East and West gave the Commonwealth as a quintessential West/South
association a distinct identity which has dissipated since 1989 91. This clarity of
identity in the Cold War era was enabled by a number of inter-connected factors
which evolved over time: the Commonwealth’s structure; the expanding role of the
Secretary-General; the regularity of extended meetings of heads of government,
which developed into ‘a pilot fish in international summitry’25; international discourse and the realm of ideas; and individual specific events, all of which provided
platforms for a distinctive Commonwealth response and which set the association
apart from Cold War tensions.
Firstly, its structure. I must underline that the Commonwealth was not a British-led organisation. Certainly, it had evolved from the British Empire and Commonwealth26, but from 1949 the label ‘British’ was formally dropped.27 While there
might be a British hangover which continued to see the Commonwealth as a wider
British world, in the view of the other seven Commonwealth members - Australia,
New Zealand, Canada, India, Pakistan, South Africa, and Sri Lanka - their coming
of age and sovereign independence meant parity, not hierarchy. (This was despite
the continued hard-power realities of British economic and military capability, and
the venue of London for Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ meetings where the British Cabinet Secretary acted as Secretary-General.) This sense of independence from
British influence and control was most starkly underlined by the threatened schism
in the Commonwealth over the Suez adventure in October/November 1956, as
India and Canada publicly criticised British intervention in the UN General Assembly, and India threatened to leave the association. In his fence-mending tour of the
British Empire post-Suez in 1957, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan publicly
stressed how he had been ‘greatly impressed by the friendship and strength of common purpose which still bound [India, Pakistan, and Ceylon] to the rest of the
Commonwealth’:
The Commonwealth was not breaking up, it was growing up. The Commonwealth as a
whole still had great influence in the world, and there was no reason why that influence
should not increase … The material strength of the Old Commonwealth members, if
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joined with the moral influence of the Asiatic members, meant that a united Commonwealth would always have a very powerful voice in world affairs.28

So while the modern Commonwealth had its roots in British imperial history and
continued to reflect a wider British world, to regard it as a clapped-out vehicle for
British neo-colonialism is a fundamental misrepresentation. In the early 1960s Macmillan envisaged the Commonwealth as a magnet for newly independent African
states to resist the siren call of Soviet-led socialism, as well as to underpin Britain’s
Great Power standing in the international community. The growing number of Commonwealth members, however, had other ideas. The expansion of its membership in
the 1960s with newly independent African states, as well as the emergence of an
Afro-Asian bloc, saw a fundamental reconfiguration of the international system in
the UNO. India and Ghana provided critical input in the Non-Aligned Movement’s
founding conference in Belgrade in 1961, as key members of ‘the initiative of Five’.
This approach of bridging the developed and the developing world, as well as a determined independent line in international affairs, was underlined by vehement Commonwealth opposition to South Africa’s re-application to join the Commonwealth
in March 1961 and equally firm Afro-Asian views on the iniquities of the Rhodesian
unilateral bid for independence before transition to black majority rule in 1964 5.29
Despite its heterogeneity, by the 1970s the Commonwealth possessed clear organisational structure and bureaucratic support. The creation of the Commonwealth
Secretariat in London in 1965 brought an important new element to the Commonwealth as an organisation, ‘changing its structure, function and image’.30 The original intention was for the Secretariat to provide conference support for the regular
heads-of-government meeting, which had previously been provided by the British
civil service. The parallel creation of the Secretary-General’s position was initially
viewed to be the equivalent of a senior High Commissioner, and there was suspicious
attention among some Whitehall mandarins. (Arnold Smith thought it was highly
likely that his phone was bugged).31 However, over the next decade the Commonwealth underwent a significant transformation. Rather than continuing to meet in
London, its biennial heads-of-government meetings rotated round the Commonwealth from 1971. By 1979 it had clearly identified legal-institutional form; there
were designated resources for the incumbent; and the personality of the SecretaryGeneral and his ‘idiosyncrasies’ and political agenda were a factor in international
relations, although there remained important systemic challenges confronting the
head and his staff.32 The political culture was deliberately ‘informality’, underlined
when from 1973 the heads’ meeting included a ‘Retreat’ for leaders: an extended
weekend of informal, private discussion and exchange, expressly without their publicity teams, advisers, and officials. Moreover, the main business was conducted at
the Retreats. For example, Sheikh Mujib, the Prime Minister of newly independent
Bangladesh, was able to secure the support of the Australian Prime Minister, Gough
Whitlam, for Bangladesh’s application for membership to the UNO, which was
being blocked by The People’s Republic of China and Pakistan.33 Leaders ‘actually
got to know each other’. This did not happen in any other international forum, and
engendered a critical degree of familiarity and trust.
The bureaucratic support structure similarly grew and developed its own autonomy and identity. This expanded from two people at the start in August 1965 - the
Secretary-General and his Canadian Personal Assistant, Joyce Tilsey - to approximately 420 supremely qualified and committed civil servants by the late 1980s,
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recruited from all over the Commonwealth to cover international affairs, economic
affairs, development, technical assistance and trade issues, women and gender, education, health, human rights, and youth.34 It is notable that individual Commonwealth governments sent high-calibre diplomats to the Secretariat in London, in
addition to their High Commissioners.35 This reinforced ‘daisy chains’ of officials
and their networking capabilities36, quite apart from the demonstration of the importance Commonwealth governments attached to the association’s work. This was
reflected in individual heads’ prior preparation: the evidence of extensive briefing,
assiduous attendance, and engaged debate - the practice of reading long prepared
statements in the executive sessions only emerged in the 1990s as well as the commitment of time to these meetings, which lasted seven to ten days, and their diplomatic follow up.37 The biennial heads-of-government meeting was supported by a
corresponding meeting of senior officials in alternate years. Ministers of Finance met
annually before IMF/World Bank annual meetings in Washington; Ministers of
Health, Education, and Law met triennially. This practice of ‘networking’ reinforced
a transnational communication that transcended ideological boundaries.
Although neither a treaty organisation nor a military alliance, through its leaders,
as well as the Secretary-General and his staff, the Commonwealth developed institutional functions, form, and norms. In practice, this ‘official’ Commonwealth combined international summitry, diplomatic activism, and conflict mediation, and
privileged the role of diplomacy through the latitude permitted to its Secretary-General embedded in the Commonwealth Secretariat’s founding Memorandum of 1 July
1965. The inter-governmental heads meetings also established the practice of working committees on specific issues (most notably, sanctions on South Africa in the
Commonwealth Committee of Foreign Ministers on South Africa, CCFMSA) as
well as task groups - for example, the Eminent Persons Group which toured South
Africa for four months in 1986 and made recommendations on a Possible Negotiating Concept for both the ANC and the P.W. Botha government38, climate change,
and the vulnerability of small states.39
Therefore, although not a separate political entity, the Commonwealth possessed
important attributes of international organisation and one which - arguably - had a
greater degree of organisational cohesion and administrative backup than the NonAligned Movement, precisely because it possessed permanent administrative support
for its roving conference organisation and systematic and detailed, rather than
ad hoc, note-taking which was the practice at Non-Aligned meetings. As stated
above, the original intention had been that the London-based Commonwealth Secretariat would simply provide organisational support for biennial meetings, as the
British civil service had done before 1965. Originally the intention had been that it
begins modestly and remains careful not to trespass on the independence and sovereignty of the member governments whose servant it will be … In particular the Secretary
General will from the outset establish close relations with Commonwealth governments.
By this means the Secretariat will gradually accumulate.40

The energy and drive of the new Secretary-General, Arnold Smith, ensured any idea
that his role was confined to being a note-taker in heads’ meetings died a rapid
death.41
This is another important distinction of the Commonwealth in organisational
form from the Non-Aligned Movement: the association possessed a titular head (the
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British Monarch); a deliberate rotation of ‘host’ and thereby enhanced publicity and
standing of the host government42; and, in the position of Secretary-General, a permanent elected official with the standing of a senior High Commissioner, but who
increasingly was accorded the respect and latitude of a Foreign Minister. The international civil service based in London drew directly on British administrative norms,
and permanent administration was provided by Commonwealth diplomats and civil
servants, both appointed and head-hunted to serve at the Secretariat in London.43
At the start there was clearly designated financial support from members, with the
principal bulk of funding from ABC countries: Australia, Britain, and Canada.44
Therefore, the Secretary-General had resources at his disposal, and a remarkable
degree of autonomy on expenditure.
The Commonwealth as a bureaucratic entity was also sufficiently small to avoid
international bureaucratic inertia. The challenge to the new Secretary-General
Arnold Smith was to create this international bureaucracy from scratch, as well as to
carve out a distinct identity and areas of multilateral activity for the Commonwealth.
Therefore, in the 1960s, early Commonwealth initiatives in the context of the Cold
War were confined to heads of government. One such example was the proposal in
June 1965 for Commonwealth mediation in the Vietnam conflict. This was a reflection of US pressure on the British Labour government for active participation in the
Vietnam conflict. At the June 1965 London meeting Prime Minister Harold Wilson
told the assembled Commonwealth Prime Ministers that he was acutely concerned
about a ‘further build-up of forces … and that the Vietnamese conflict could escalate
with … incalculable effects’:
The World now looked to the Commonwealth Prime Ministers to take some action …
The fact that Commonwealth had different views about the conflict would make any
action taken by the Commonwealth collectively all the more significant and [able] to
take any initiative to bring the participants in the conflict round a table that would end
the fighting.45

Wilson’s proposal was that the meeting should request three Prime Ministers
‘representing all shades of opinion in the Commonwealth to go, not as individuals or
as representatives of their own countries but as delegates of the Commonwealth
Prime Minister’s meeting, visit all capitals, and then report back’. The suggestion
was that ‘the three Prime Ministers should discuss with the Heads of Government
concerned the basis on which a conference could be convened and a peaceful honourable and lasting settlement achieved’.46
This innovative suggestion provoked intense debate among his fellow Prime Ministers. As the debate continued throughout the afternoon, a consensus emerged for
swift action. The Canadian PM commented: ‘He had never attended a conference
where there had been such a meteoric action, but the gravity of the situation in Vietnam justified it … The Commonwealth as a whole should take a neutral line.’ Debate
revolved around whether the emissaries should go to Moscow, Peking, or Washington first, as the dispute lay essentially between ‘China and the USA’, as well as
whether UNO should be involved (because this would antagonise China). Although
nothing came of this Commonwealth exploration of its ‘good offices’, as reported to
the next Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ meeting in London in September 1966, it
established a precedent for pro-active Commonwealth diplomacy.47
The Commonwealth as a diplomatic actor and its place in international diplomacy evolved rapidly, in large part due to the use of the policy space the association
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provided. The association certainly faced a mounting series of internal crises: the
Rhodesian UDI issue and the Indo-Pakistan war.48 It is tempting to conclude that
the Commonwealth was fatally riven by this concatenation of crises, and thus was an
international non-entity. Sceptics continued to predict the demise of regular meetings, yet these persisted: because the Commonwealth existed, it was used. Without
minimising the public damage to the cohesion of the organisation, these crises provided important institutional mediation-learning experiences. India and Pakistan resolutely refused such international arbitration on the Kashmir issue, and the
Rhodesia issue was essentially one of Rhodesian defiance of British formal power and weakness. It threatened to rupture the association, and was the principal reason
why there was a prolonged gap between the September 1966 and January 1969 London meetings.
In addition to the challenges of Rhodesian UDI, Secretary-General Smith was
confronted by an internal Commonwealth crisis in the Nigerian civil war, which
assumed important Cold War dimensions.49 His failure to bring the warring sides to
compromise was not for lack of trying. There were repeated probes by Secretariat
officials; Smith used Nigerian diplomat Chief Emeka Anyaoku, himself an Igbo, as
an important source of intelligence and fact-finding50 and Anyaoku’s house in London was a regular meeting point for both federal Nigerian and Biafran politicians.
Smith himself was not involved in the protracted attempts at mediation in Kampala
in 1968, which were chaired by President Milton Obote.51 The humanitarian catastrophe in Biafra had a direct impact on Smith’s determination to mediate in the Pakistan civil war of 1970, which saw the emergence of the independent state of
Bangladesh. Smith’s arguments lay in the fact that the humanitarian crisis of 4 million
refugees in neighbouring India could not be addressed unless there were rapid diplomatic recognition of the new state of Bangladesh; the Secretary-General played an
important proactive role in gathering international support for internationally recognised independence.52 This was over and above the originally intended terms of reference of his post. Smith consequently dispatched Anyaoku as his special envoy
around three crucial African states to secure their support - or at least agreement not
to oppose. Nigeria was expressly left until last, and President Gowan was persuaded
not to object, as Tanzania and Ghana had already given their support.53
Again, directly associated with the growing authority of the Secretary-General,
Smith took the initiative to contact both FRELIMO and the Portuguese government
of General Agostino Spinola, as well as his successors, in 1974 5. Following the
‘Carnation Revolution’ in April 1974, Smith got in touch with Spinola in Lisbon,
encouraging him to accept full decolonisation before Spinola himself was prepared
to consider this, as well as offering to discuss the model of a Commonwealth relationship between Portugal and its former colonies. Smith also contacted Samora Machel,
head of FRELIMO.54 Again, Smith’s approach was to operate outside the context of
the Cold War, as he was determined to support independent nation-state-building.
The Secretary-General clearly appreciated that the abrupt departure of the Portuguese colonial administration, ‘white flight,’ and widespread destruction to
Mozambique’s infrastructure and already limited industrial installations left substantial challenges for the new Mozambique government post-independence.55 Its geographic proximity to Rhodesia made it a particularly important regional player, and
Smith clearly perceived that Machel’s determination to sever trade with Rhodesia
would further exacerbate the colonial legacies. Again, it was Smith’s initiative to promote Commonwealth financial and particularly technical assistance via the
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Commonwealth Technical Cooperation Fund to remedy these gaps in state power.
The British Labour government registered its particular appreciation of a Commonwealth initiative, rather than a bilateral enterprise or ostensibly Western aid projects,
precisely because of the neutralist credentials of the Commonwealth.56 Overall,
Smith’s work in the first decade of the Commonwealth Secretariat’s existence laid
vital foundations for his successor’s foreign-policy activism.57
1975 90: leaders
The Commonwealth’s autonomy and identity in the international system gathered
cogency and importance in the 1970s because of a particularly charismatic group of
post-independence leaders. These were international statesmen whose views commanded international attention and respect: Lee Kuan Yew58, Pierre Trudeau,59
Julius Nyerere, Kenneth Kaunda, Indira Gandhi, Malcolm Fraser and Michael
Manley.60 The importance and visibility of this cohort of Commonwealth leaders
was further underlined by their longevity in office, as well as the extent to which they
were able to command international press coverage.61 By the early 1980s, this list
had been joined by Margaret Thatcher, Robert Mugabe, Brian Mulroney, Bob
Hawke, and Rajiv Gandhi. This was an era of elite politics, underlined by individual
leaders’ roles in their nation’s independence, as well as their inclusion of G-7 leaders.
Therefore the structures of the Commonwealth both enabled and benefited immeasurably from this personal network of heads. Furthermore, for the smaller states of
the Commonwealth, this high-level personal access offset their own country’s limited
administrative and technical capacity. In an era of the telephone and telex, personal
contact and friendships engendered that critical but intangible element of ‘trust’ in
international diplomacy which provided the continuing glue for the Commonwealth
as an active association.
These meetings rapidly developed a distinct political culture: as Julius Nyerere
put it, ‘a family gathering, where it was possible to be frank about one’s
difficulties’.62 Heads actually got to know each other, and the main business was conducted at the Retreats, where no official notes were taken.63 In Malcolm Fraser’s
words: ‘That doesn’t happen in any other international forum. You meet people and
come to understand them, and to trust them. And things become possible in international affairs that previously were not possible.’64 The Commonwealth as a vehicle
for foreign policy enabled leading figures. International news agencies and networks
were largely ignorant of the Commonwealth, apart from the showcase of heads’
meetings, and considerable care was taken to ensure maximum press accreditation even including South African journalists.65 Heads themselves used the media coverage of Commonwealth biennial meetings to boost their international exposure and
domestic standing. In the view of the former Director of Information, Tony Eggleton, it was ‘a ready made vehicle to raise Malcolm Fraser and Australia’s standing in
the world in international affairs’.66 (That is, it also served the domestic agenda of
the Liberal Party, which was particularly important as the Australian constitution
required elections every three years. This meant there was a constant electioneering
atmosphere in national politics.67) News agencies such as Reuters, Agence France
Press, and Associated Press certainly did not view the international news environment through this prism, but the leading news agencies did pay attention to the
highly respected Commonwealth-focused independent news agency, Gemini Press,
under the leadership of veteran journalist and long-standing Commonwealth
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commentator, Derek Ingram.68 Ingram himself was assiduous at using the informal
policy space of Commonwealth heads meetings, as well as the regular breaks in executive sessions, to interview leaders.69 The Secretary-General’s reception at the start
of a CHOGM was another ideal point for journalists to interact with political leaders, as the guest list was deliberately designed to enhance this interaction between
heads and accredited journalists.70
In this earlier era of a marked lack of international meetings, African and Asian
Commonwealth heads particularly valued the ‘international summitry’ for its visibility, the quality of debate, and the access to world leaders. As the association operated
entirely by consensus, there was no risk of meetings being stalled by ideological veto.
The ‘old’ Commonwealth heads also took these meetings seriously. Mrs Thatcher - a
quintessential Cold Warrior - was a stalwart supporter of Commonwealth meetings,
even if she found herself increasingly at odds with her fellow Commonwealth leaders
over the issue of economic and financial sanctions against South Africa in the midto late 1980s.71 She prepared assiduously and attended seven heads-of-government
meetings; she stayed throughout the length of each CHOGM, took detailed notes
during the executive sessions, and intervened actively.72 Furthermore, she ensured
that she was accompanied by the Foreign Secretary, the Secretary of the Cabinet,
and the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office. Australian Prime Minister
Malcolm Fraser regarded the organisation as the ideal vehicle to pursue his idealism
for racial and social justice, in addition to providing an important platform for Australia as a middle-ranking power in the international community.73 He formed a
close personal friendship with Jamaican Prime Minister Michael Manley - an
unlikely combination of Australian conservative and Jamaican socialist - as both felt
that development was a key factor in promoting international security. Although
their initiative in 1979 for a Common Fund failed - it had been designed as a buffer
fund to ease fluctuations of commodity earnings for developing countries - it was
symptomatic of the Commonwealth as a unique umbrella organisation but also an
international forum for economic ideas and activity.
The focus and attention of individual heads is underlined by the quality of discussion at executive meetings. The historian is immeasurably helped by the assiduous and detailed note-taking: individual heads are identified, and their remarks
extensive. The Zimbabwe initiative of 1979 80 convinced Fraser’s successor, Bob
Hawke, that the Commonwealth was far more than the talking shop depicted by
sceptics. ‘Used properly it could be an instrument for achieving peaceful transformation in dangerous situations - of giving a glimpse of “the light on the hill” to
the oppressed in many parts of the world.’ It included ‘nations at every stage of
economic development’. The bonds ‘forged by a common heritage of British
imperialism survived decolonization’; they ‘remained vibrant thanks to the Secretariat, programmes of training and assistance … and the biennial heads of government meeting’.74
Hawke’s opening speech at Nassau stressed ‘trying to unlock the Commonwealth’s
strength (with) the essence of that strength (as) understanding the limits of power,
which in turn was crucial for the work of the conference (on South Africa).’ This
reflected the growing stature of the middle powers (Canada and Australia) in international and multi-lateral fora as the ‘lattice work of international politics’.75 Hawke
swiftly became convinced meetings between heads helped exchange ideas and reinforce
attitudes. This global interchange is further illustrated in the recollections of Mike
Codd, Bob Hawke’s special adviser, on the network of leaders/international experts
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for an international bank boycott of South Africa at the Vancouver CHOGM meeting
in 1987, as well as Hawke’s dispatch of his private emissary to see James Wolfensohn,
the leading Australian-American banker, in Washington DC to get US support for
sanctions.76
This calibre of international leadership and commitment to the Commonwealth
was matched by the appointment of Shridath (‘Sonny’) Ramphal as Secretary-General at the Kingston Heads of Government meeting in 1975. The former Attorney
General and Foreign Minister of Guyana, Ramphal had risen to prominence in
Non-Aligned Movement meetings in 1971 and 1973. In politico-cultural terms, Ramphal was part of a wider Indian world within the Commonwealth, which permeated
his outlook and certainly enabled his activities. Indira Gandhi had been a key supporter of his candidacy and one of Ramphal’s first personal appointments was to
recruit the former head of the Indian Prime Minister’s office, the intellectually brilliant but abrasive Moni Malhoutra, to run his private office in London. Ramphal
brought a charisma and intellectual vigour to the post of Secretary-General, as well
as a particular outlook to his new position as a policy initiator in co-ordination with
heads, rather than simply responding to their instruction. Building upon Arnold
Smith’s legacy, this produced a particular dynamism in Commonwealth diplomacy
and activities in a critical period of the cold war, between 1975 90.
In terms of the Commonwealth, neutralism, and non-alignment, therefore, the
mid-1970s onwards represented a particular constellation of forces: the changing
Cold War international environment and decade of d
etente, the extent to which the
Commonwealth as an idea, a movement, and a practical association ameliorated the
enduring aspect of race and racial sensitivities in international politics, and the political personality, philosophy, and deliberately public leadership of the Secretary-General.77 During Ramphal’s stewardship, Marlborough House marked the crossroads
of a particular constellation of forces: first, the leadership by an activist SecretaryGeneral who occupied prominent positions on major international commissions of
enquiry on social justice and climate change: the Independent Commission on International Development Issues, chaired by Willy Brandt (the former Chancellor of
West Germany) in 1980;78 and the Brundtland Commission report ‘Our Common
Future’ in 1987.79 Second, there was the aspect of elite politics and the role of Heads:
the permeating influence of a non-aligned and neutralist outlook from key international leaders. These Commonwealth linkages were further underpinned by the network of High Commissioners in London, such as the Commonwealth Committee on
Southern Africa, which met regularly at Marlborough House. Furthermore, in each
Commonwealth country, High Commissioners would meet regularly, providing avenues of information and exchange not available to other ambassadors.80 Third, there
was the aspect of communications: Ramphal relied heavily on personal diplomacy
and the telephone. While heads of small Commonwealth states might hesitate to telephone Downing Street, or to speak to another international leader81, Ramphal had
no such compunction. His relationship with Prime Minister James Callaghan and
the Foreign Office under David Owen was good, and although relations during the
Thatcher era were clouded by the British Prime Minister’s highly public aversion to
economic sanctions, each respected the other. The Commonwealth as an organisation therefore relied importantly upon tangible as well as intangible elements necessary for diplomacy: personal contact; longevity of leadership; and trust.82
There was also the aspect of Ramphal’s intellectual acumen: the quality of headhunting and appointments was impressive, particularly in his first two terms of office.
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(This was helped by Secretariat management practices which, unlike the UNO, did
not require national ratios in appointments.83) This was further augmented by visibility, information systems, and networks. Ramphal had important connections with
the Anti-Apartheid Movement and radical nationalists, both based in London and as
regular visitors. Marlborough House provided training for South African journalists,
although the ANC was suspicious when the white liberal Donald Woods was
recruited as a consultant.84 The Information Division was consistently attentive to
ensure liberation-movement representatives, the ANC, ZAPU, ZANU, and SWAPO
received accreditation to heads-of-governments meetings from 1975 onwards. Gemini
News Service intersected with this ideological climate of a New Informational Information Order (NIEO) and its associated determination that the Western-dominated
press should not define and drive the news agenda. On the other hand, being based in
London was an important asset for the Secretary-General and his staff, as Ramphal
expressly used private briefings of particular British journalists as a means to exert
pressure on the British government on the issues of Rhodesia, South Africa, and
Namibia.85 Commonwealth foreign-policy activism on Rhodesia, and then South
Africa, in which Ramphal took a particularly prominent stance, has been described
as the organisation’s ‘grand strategy’ - or the closest it came to having one.86
Economic diplomacy and development was the second grand strategy of the
Commonwealth, particularly in the Ramphal years.87 There was the aspect of
‘delivery’, most notably through the Commonwealth Fund for Technical Cooperation (CFTC) and the Technical Assistance Group (TAG).88 This provided West/
South or South/South functional co-operation underpinning diplomatic relationships, as well as supported much-needed manpower-skills development. CFTC was
funded by voluntary contributions, with Canada and Britain providing the ‘lion’s
share’. Set up in 1971 with an initial budget of US$1 million, it was expanded to
US$44 million by the end of Ramphal’s term in 1990. TAG was known jocularly by
Commonwealth Secretariat staff as ‘Dial an Indian’; it enabled swift dispatch of technical experts from a similar legal/business culture to point of need.89 This provided
an important practical underpinning to the public international political diplomacy,
and drew expressly on ideas of South South co-operation which had emerged at the
Asian-African movement’s meeting in Bandung in 1955.90 Indeed, for African,
Caribbean and newly independent small Pacific states, this nimble technical assistance was the Commonwealth working at its best.91
Not only was the Commonwealth demonstrating marked traits of the NonAligned Movement, and non-alignment under Ramphal’s stewardship, by the late
1970s the Commonwealth members had contributed to the alteration of the NAM’s
goals and outlook. Writing in 1978, the Commonwealth Secretariat International
Division noted:
Whilst the original impulses for non-alignment as conceived at Bandung in 1955 were
the unfettered independence of those nations emerging from colonial rule, and for their
peaceful development, for non-aligned countries at that time and up to the late sixties,
imperialism was the main threat: non-alignment countries therefore looked upon both
the Soviet Union and China sympathetically by virtue of their shared view of the threat
of western imperialism. In recent years, however, this premise has become increasingly
blurred and confused as a result of various factors ie. the growth of the Sino-Soviet split,
and after, Vietnam, the rapprochement between the US and China; global accommodations and mutually advantageous ‘understandings’ between the super powers: the large
increase in the movement’s membership including many with a history of a pro-Western
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bias; shifting alliances ie. Egypt and Sudan away from the Soviet Union and Vietnam
away from China; and the demonstrable growth of Soviet ambition and influence in various parts of the world particularly in Africa. Here, a majority of Commonwealth countries were increasingly disturbed about Cuba’s disruptive role within the NAM.92

The other area of Commonwealth diplomacy in the Cold War era, and its bridging
ideological divides between East/West and North/South, is in the realm of economic
diplomacy.93 This can be traced directly back to the Afro-Asian declarations of
South/South co-operation for developmental purposes at the Bandung Conference.94
For the majority of Commonwealth nations from 1965 (twenty-two by 1970), the
principal processes at play were transitions from decolonisation. The nominal date
of political independence might be deemed to confer political sovereignty, but
decolonisation was a process, not simply a date. New heads of government and their
small executives had the apparent structural trappings of statehood, and jealously
guarded their sovereignty and independence. Their equally important quest was
development and the associated search for economic sovereignty. For the new Commonwealth states, there were important communalities: a passionate attachment to
political and territorial sovereignty. Foreign policy remained the preserve of the executive head of State, the President or elected head of government and the Prime Minister’s office, and therefore privileged the role of special advisers and leading civil
servants, with small foreign ministries that focused upon day-to-day international
affairs and limited administrative expertise. This in turn underlined the importance
of the biennial Commonwealth heads of government meeting as a venue for discussion on foreign-policy issues and concerns - closely linked to issues of domestic legitimacy, such as support for racial justice and pursuit of social justice - as well as the
public image of international contacts and importance, which was played back into
the domestic sphere.
Despite their nominal political independence, the economic sovereignty of new
Commonwealth states however remained compromised: as ‘late developers’ with
immature or skewed political economies inherited from the colonial era, the majority
of African Commonwealth countries were mono-crop or mono-mineral. There was a
shared faith in the role of the state as the driver of development, and over-confidence
in the state’s ability to effect rapid change.95 Therefore, in terms of hard power and
associated influence in the international system, individually these new states were
significantly constrained. International association with the Commonwealth, and the
Non-Aligned Movement, materially advanced their ‘voice’ in international politics.
The Commonwealth also offered bilateral and multilateral networks of commercial
and financial support, as well as expertise, because it included Group B economies:
Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom (a permanent member of the UN Security Council).
Individual members of the Commonwealth had played a prominent part in the
emergence of the New International Economic Order debate, as well as the activities
of the G-77 group of developing countries, who were calling for fundamental
changes in the international political economy.96 (Prime Minister Michael Manley of
Jamaica was chair of the G-77.) This threatened to set individual developing-country
governments against the developed world. Given its political economy, Australia’s
interests were those of the Third World countries - agriculture and commodities and the extent to which Australia was locked out of world markets. ‘The developing
nations were pushing hard for financial institutions to have open access to world
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markets; they wanted the right to form trade associations, and regulate the activities
of multinational corporations. Not surprisingly, North/South discussions were full
of tension, resentment, distrust and difficulties.’ During Malcolm Fraser’s premiership, Australia consistently sided with the South to use its unique position to engage
with the North.97 However, Fraser’s attempts to forge an effective West/South axis
were largely frustrated.
Ramphal’s particular contribution to international collaboration was his determination to act as a bridge between North and South, or, as his Assistant SecretaryGeneral (Economic) put it, West/South. In Sir Peter Marshall’s view, the Soviet central
command economy had ‘nothing to offer’ to the debate about development; the confrontation was between the NIEO/G-77 national governments and the Western developed nations. Following the lead of Michael Manley, host at the Kingston CHOGM
in 1975, Commonwealth heads had agreed to set up a series of expert groups to examine the underlying issues, as well as to make recommendations for international collaboration in multilateral organisations and frameworks. These focused on the key issues
in the North/South dialogue: ‘the shape of the international economic order, commodity agreements and the Common Fund, industrialization, protection, market access,
economic recession, debt problems and financial institutions’.98 Ramphal had taught
himself economics precisely because of his awareness that too many politicians did not
understand the dynamics of the international political economy.99 Ramphal recruited
leading economists from around the Commonwealth to serve at the Secretariat’s Economic Affairs Division and to energise its position as a leading ‘intellectual think
tank’: these included Peter Marshall and the brilliant Caribbean economist, Dr Vishnu
Persaud.100 Again, the network of officials is important. Marshall had served at the
UNO and the mission in Geneva, and thus had an acute understanding of the politics
of New York (the preserve of heads and their foreign ministers), as well as contacts
with the separate world of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (the
world of economic/finance ministers). Once Ramphal had gained observer status for a
Commonwealth Secretariat official in both New York and Washington, the Secretariat
was situated in the different nexus of Geneva, Washington, and New York.101 The
benefit of Marshall’s contacts with Downing Street and Whitehall were immeasurable.
The Economic Affairs Division provided briefing material for Commonwealth Ministers of Finance before annual IMF/World Bank meetings, as well as to Non-Aligned
Movement meetings.102
How much of an impact did this expert group activity, and Ramphal’s own participation in wider commissions, have in the realm of debates about restructuring the
international economy? While this debate improved awareness of the issues, each had
little lasting impact.103 The more radical members of the G-77 did not view the Commonwealth with universal approval, as it was felt that more moderate Commonwealth
proposals undercut the possibility of favourable outcomes correcting international economic and financial asymmetry.104 The Melbourne Declaration on economic issues
proved ephemeral, as the World Economic Summit at Cancun in 1981 spelt the beginning of the end of hope for a NIEO. The 1980s were the era of ‘African crisis’ in their
political economies, the Berg Report and a prescriptive framework by the World
Bank/IMF of STABs/Structural Adjustment Programmes. Commonwealth attempts
to straddle the ideological divide of African socialism/state sovereignty and forces of
globalisation and free market, therefore, ran up sharply against the power of the international financial institutions who, armed with the hammer of economic liberalisation
and deregulation, believed all problems ‘looked like a nail’.105
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Similarly, caution should also be exercised against presenting too rosy a picture
of bureaucratic effectiveness of this mini-UNO. Fully aware that the size of the Secretariat’s supporting administration would always be small, both Arnold Smith and
Ramphal were determined to ‘recruit the best’106 and the calibre of a number of their
appointments was certainly outstanding. However, to its contemporary critics, the
Commonwealth - at intergovernmental level as well as in the Secretariat - seemed to
have a political penchant for declarations and process, rather than substance and
clear policy outcomes. The Commonwealth Secretariat’s budget, and the separate
and autonomous Commonwealth Fund for Technical Cooperation (administered by
the Canadian government), amounted to ‘the UNO cafeteria, or annual car parking
expenditure’.107 Nevertheless, the achievements in terms of development technical
assistance, legal and constitutional advice, was out of all proportion to these limited
funds.108 The organisational structure of the Secretariat was Byzantine, as the Secretary-General operated with personal coteries and privileged access.109 This complicated information-sharing in the Office of the Secretary-General and International
Affairs division, while it made those outside the ‘magic circle’ feel ignored and demoralised; this diminished the effectiveness of the organisation itself.110 There was scant
financial record-keeping, as well as an undertow of tensions over regional diplomatic
allocations and appointments. Ramphal himself was acutely aware of the dichotomy
between the African Commonwealth’s harsh criticism of apartheid, but evident
failure to improve political and human rights in their own countries. This came to
the fore over Idi Amin’s murderous regime in Uganda. At the 1977 London Summit,
Ramphal persuaded heads to make an early tentative move towards universal
human rights.111 This seems more significant with the benefit of hindsight than it did
at the time.
The Commonwealth, therefore, as an inter-governmental organisation and
bureaucratic entity was not caught up in East West confrontation, although individual members might take a robust stance on ideological issues. By 1976 it had
become a unique organisation in international politics and institutions. Unlike the
UNO, it did not include either of the superpowers, and there was no P-5 veto
arrangement. Did this make it irrelevant? Leading politicians Malcolm Fraser and
Bob Hawke of Australia, Pierre Trudeau and Brian Mulroney of Canada, and Julius
Nyerere of Tanzania did not think so. Similarly, Dr Mahathir of Malaysia and Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe were persuaded of the utility of the Commonwealth.112
They regarded it as a vehicle for foreign-policy activism, and as a source of national
and international strength. The Singapore Declaration of 1971, in which the members declared their opposition to racism, effectively placed it outside the Cold War
contestation. ‘As an association linking four developed states with a rapidly growing
number of newly independent developing states, its major concerns from the 1960s
onwards reflected those of the Third World: decolonisation and the eradication of
white minority rule in Southern Africa; economic development and the redress
of global economic inequality. These same themes featured prominently in the work
of the United Nations and its agencies; they were also in the forefront of concern for
the Non-Aligned Movement and the Organization of African Unity.’113 As the NonAligned Movement fractured with Cuba’s ideological assertion that the Soviet Union
was the natural ally of non-alignment and the invasion of Afghanistan (itself a NAM
member) in December 1979, the Commonwealth acquired even more of an image as
‘an English speaking Non-Aligned Movement’. The year 1983 seems to represent the
culmination of a particular nexus of alignments and strategic preoccupations, as
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India hosted both the Non-Aligned Movement triennial meeting in March, and then
the CHOGM in Delhi in October. Like her father before her, Mrs Gandhi had
always concentrated India’s foreign-policy strategy and international diplomacy on
the Non-Alignment Movement rather than the Commonwealth.114 Yet it was hoped
that hosting the CHOGM in India in the same year would strengthen India’s interest
and public commitment to the Commonwealth platform.115 Ramphal himself had
initially anticipated that Delhi would be a ‘boring’ meeting - the briefing papers are
focussed largely on the international economic situation116 - but the US invasion of
Grenada earlier that month put paid to that. The Commonwealth did not regard
‘Operation Urgent Fury’ as a Cold War crisis; instead, it was seen as a violation of
international law and the sovereign territory of a Commonwealth country.117 But
this was against the backdrop of the superpower strategic standoff and current
impasse on strategic-weapons negotiations. The dynamics of discussion were further
complicated as the meeting now contained two nuclear states, as well as ardent opponents of nuclear proliferation. The Australian government had already registered
concern at the proposal for a nuclear-free Indian Ocean118, as this implied to the residents of Western Australia that the US nuclear umbrella of ANZUS no longer covered them. Host Indira Gandhi opened the proceedings with a stark warning that the
standoff between Washington and Moscow on arms limitations was a serious challenge to world peace. Trudeau publicly called for a reinjection of energy into the
stalled START talks between Washington and Moscow. This idea, according to the
Commonwealth press spokesperson Patsy Robertson, had ‘really taken root among
heads’ as they focused on his peace initiative.119 Buoyed up by the reception of his
fellow heads and the Goa Declaration on International Security which proclaimed
[a]t this time of crisis, we believe it to be imperative that the Soviet Union and the United
States should summon up the political vision of a world in which their nations can live in
peace. Their first objective must be to work for a resumption of a genuine political dialogue between themselves leading to a relaxation of tensions. We believe that Commonwealth governments can make a practical contribution in encouraging them to do so
and in promoting a larger measure of international understanding than now exists,120

Trudeau’s next stop was Moscow, to urge a resumption of negotiations.
The other intense Cold War division between leading Commonwealth countries
was New Zealand’s passionate espousal of a nuclear-free Pacific in the 1980s. This
fractured the ANZUS alliance and the relations of the New Zealand Prime Minister,
David Lange, with the Reagan Administration, as well as with his Australian counterparts.121 The issue of New Zealand’s nuclear-free stance was not expressly
addressed at Commonwealth Heads’ executive sessions, but Lange found himself
excluded from the inner circle at the Nassau heads’ meeting Retreat; he sought to
persuade Mrs Thatcher on economic and financial sanctions against South Africa,
and he found himself with those ‘pressing our noses against the window’.122 Given
how much his government’s stance had antagonised the Australian Labour government, this was ‘not surprising’.123
Conclusion
Unlike the Non-Aligned Movement, the Commonwealth was not a direct product of
the Cold War, however it did represent disassociation from the Cold War contestation. The principal forces at play and preoccupations for the majority of its members
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were transitions from colonialism at a time of change in the international system:
namely, state-building, the pursuit of development and modernity. So the Commonwealth was with the Cold War, but not of it. It provided an alternative cross-ideological meeting point, and indeed the Cold War context of a battle of systems and ideas
gave the voluntary association’s shared agenda of social justice a particular purpose,
in addition to the grand strategy of opposition to apartheid. It pre-dated and survived the ideological struggle between Soviet-led socialism and Western-led liberaldemocratic capitalism. It possessed human and material resources, and was valued
by its members as an instrument and arena for pursuing foreign-policy goals. With
many of the attributes of a ‘soft-power’ organisation, on the issue of sanctions
against Rhodesia and subsequently South Africa, the Commonwealth also took on
‘hard power’ elements, satisfying Joseph Nye’s ‘smart power’ yardstick. It had several operational environments and contexts for action: the internal administrative
environment; the environment created by member-states and their heads; and ‘a
wider environment beyond the membership in which other states as well as other
international organizations [operate]’.124 As a voluntary association its principal
energies were devoted to promoting state strength and enhancing international influence and input: a ‘soft power’ force multiplier. Democracy and good governance
only belatedly featured as it evolved into an explicit values-based organisation with
the Harare Declaration of 1991. Particularly in the era of Ramphal, the Secretariat the brain of the Commonwealth, if its heads-of-government meeting were the showcase and beating heart - commanded a prominent position because of the range of
expertise in the realm of economic debates and diplomacy. As the ‘English speaking
non-aligned movement’ it reflected a combination of the agenda of an Indian wider
world of social justice and an African shared agenda of racial justice, bound by a
refusal to be corralled by what it saw as artificial constructs of a bipolar international
system. Thus the Commonwealth was manifestly an organisational heir to the AfroAsian movement of Bandung, as well as its ‘shades of grey’ from non-alignment.
Was the Commonwealth therefore an important neutral diplomatic actor in international politics in the Cold War era? Yes, in terms of the campaign to support racial
justice in southern Africa. It also sought to underpin African nation-state-building liberation-movement transitions to ruling parties of power - as well as the particular
needs of nation-building in small states in the Caribbean and Pacific.125 The position
and prestige of role of the Secretary-General accumulated, as successive office holders exploited the policy space provided by the Commonwealth to pursue conflict
mediation, as well as ‘outer diplomacy’. The Commonwealth also mattered in the
realm of ideas: economic diplomacy followed a different trajectory to political diplomacy, and again the association provided cumulative leadership, information-sharing, and accommodation between North and South. The Commonwealth’s role, as
well as that of individual Commonwealth diplomats and economists, in mediating
between the confrontational stance of the NIEO and G-77 agenda which set government against government was an important factor in establishing the collaborative
approach of the International Development Strategy.126
Therefore the Commonwealth in structure, forms, and norms demonstrated the
international system of 1965 90 was more multipolar and multi-dimensional than
IR theorists have postulated; it was also a living example of neutralism and neutrality
in the Cold War era. Those examining international organisations and soft power
have singularly failed to look at the Commonwealth, that unique and multi-dimensional voluntary association. The Commonwealth did indeed typify ‘power and
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persuasion in an age of networks’127 rather than simple ‘also-ran status’ in a bipolar
Cold War.
In terms of mitigating the Cold War, did the Commonwealth make a difference?
Its influence and activities should not be over-stated. Considerable attention has
been paid to the place of Commonwealth diplomacy towards southern Africa and
the pursuit of racial justice - first, in the Secretary-General’s contribution to the settlement of the Rhodesia issue, his work at the Lusaka CHOGM to persuade the British leader to accept an all-party conference on Rhodesia’s future, and his ‘outer
diplomacy’ around the Lancaster House negotiations September December 1979.
Ramphal was also the linchpin in the Commonwealth’s support for the anti-apartheid and liberation movements and negotiated transition in Namibia and South
Africa, before 1990. Less attention has been paid to Commonwealth contacts and
diplomacy in support of negotiations to end the Nigerian civil war, Bangladesh independence, Mozambique’s transition to independence 1974 6, and extensive international support thereafter; the overthrow of Amin in 1979; in support of Britain
during the Falklands War of 1982; and the Caribbean cold-war crisis in Grenada of
1983, where the Secretary-General was engaged in intense behind-the-scenes diplomacy first to prevent the military intervention, then not to endorse it whilst averting
a split in the organisation.128 Although not the ‘vertebrate with teeth’ originally
envisaged, neither was it ‘a jelly fish without a sting’; as an international organisation
it was a unique ‘sovereign regime’ and a subsidiary diplomatic global player which
skilfully exploited its filigree of formal and informal networks. The ‘official’ Commonwealth helped ensure leaders and diplomats were better informed about debates,
as well as helped spread ideas and attitudes through its intersection with other international meetings and bilateral summits. Its greatest contribution seems to have
been as a national confidence booster. Leaders and the Secretariat wanted to believe
in it, so they did; it existed, so it was used. But as Henry Kissinger has remarked, a
policy initiative is not important; its outcome is. Here the Commonwealth’s report
card is much less impressive - a victim of the ‘hard power’ calculations of the Cold
War era.
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