Bandung Conference

The Bandung Conference, a meeting of Asian and African countries in Bandung, Indonesia, between April 18 and April 24, 1955, represented a landmark in the emergence of the Third World non-aligned movement, a movement that aimed to promote the political and diplomatic autonomy of less developed countries in the face of international Cold War politics. Convened as a broad-based initiative aimed at dealing with a range of issues facing newly independent countries, it directly addressed pressures the participating countries faced as a result of the rivalry between superpowers during the Cold War.

The prime ministers of the Colombo Powers—Burma, Ceylon, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan—initiated the gathering. They invited 24 states, including the People’s Republic of China (PRC), Japan, the Philippines, Thailand, Turkey from Asia, and Algeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Liberia, Libya, Sudan from Africa. Despite the claims about being inclusive, a number of countries were not invited because their participation would have been divisive. Therefore, no delegations from Israel and South Africa, or from either of the Korean regimes, participated. 

The purpose of the conference was to promote the highest aspirations of the peoples of Asia and Africa:  economic and cultural cooperation, human rights and national self-determination, and promotion of international peace. Aside from asking the superpowers to suspend their nuclear tests, reduce armaments, and increase economic aid, the conference passed the “Ten Principles of Peace.”  It was based on the 1954 Chinese-Indian declaration of “Five Principles of Peace,” and emphasized such themes as mutual respect for territorial integrity and sovereignty, nonaggression, noninterference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual benefits, and peaceful coexistence.

The conference was a milestone for the non-aligned movement. India, Indonesia and other new states, had achieved their independence only recently. They refused to choose sides in the Cold War confrontation and, instead, stressed the need to create an alternative international order. Having shed their colonial shackles, newly independent countries were fully aware that they did not belong to the Western world. They considered the Cold War definition of world affairs as nothing but a continuation of traditional Western-dominated diplomacy: pressures exerted by Cold War rivals in their balance-of-power strategies were viewed simply as an extension of direct imperialistic control. 

The very fact that Third World countries gathered together to discuss their own agendas was significant. The participants at Bandung insisted that their opinions and suggestions play a factor in international relations. They framed their most pressing issue as one of state-building, particularly economic development. To help state-building efforts, Western countries should not only maintain a peaceful international environment; they should also reduce their weapons buildup in order to free up money for economic aid to Third World countries. To continue the arms race, according to this view, was to ignore the wishes of the vast majority of the people in the world. In expressing this sentiment, the Bandung Conference constituted a significant development in postwar history: the first serious challenge by the Third World to the existing international order defined by the Cold War.

The United States and the Western European countries were very apprehensive about the conference, which they viewed as communist-inspired and thereby a possible platform for communist propaganda. U.S. officials, in particular, expressed concern about the PRC participation. They feared that the Chinese communists might exploit the meeting to organize and promote a Pan-Asian movement against the United States. To contain what they perceived as a Chinese threat, they encouraged their allies, especially Japan, Pakistan, and the Philippines, to participate in order to counteract any measures proposed by communists or their supporters. 

Judging by the resolutions adopted at the conference, Bandung did not produce the substantial impact that many had anticipated and the West had feared. Restricted by the presence of Japan, Pakistan, and the Philippines, denunciation of the Cold War was fairly muted, and even the anticipated condemnation of colonialism was not as shrill as expected. Moreover, the Cold War definition of international affairs was not fundamentally changed by the Bandung declarations. Washington and Moscow continued to conduct their foreign affairs as if the Bandung Conference had not taken place. The ineffectiveness of the conference largely resulted from the fact that the participants themselves were unable to maintain their unity. The PRC, for example, abandoned its moderate policy of peaceful coexistence by 1958 and resumed its militant anti-American policy, as manifested by its bombardment of the offshore islands of Quemoy and Mastu, both located in the strategic Taiwan Strait, power over which was held in dispute following the split between nationalist and communist China after the Chinese communists took over the mainland in 1949. Also, while the PRC and India had cooperated closely at Bandung, their relationship declined because of an ongoing border dispute, culminating in a war in 1962. In the Middle East, additionally, an identification of either side in the Cold War tended to replace neutralism. As a result, Lebanon depended upon American military assistance, while Egypt and Iraq leaned to the Soviet Union.

All such developments prevented the spirit of Bandung from lasting for long, and Cold War militarization and tensions continued. Although the Bandung idea--that economic development of newly independent states should become the basis of a more just and stable international order--did not exert a strong impact in the immediate future, it would, however, retain its influence through the subsequent decades to reassert its ideals through the United Nations and other international organizations in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
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