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Two Conferences on Asian 

Matters in New Delhi
Julie Suares

This chapter examines Australia’s diplomatic representation in India 
with a focus on two conferences on Asian matters—the 1947 Asian 
Relations Conference in New Delhi and the 1949 New Delhi Conference 
on Indonesia. These were two defining moments in Australia’s early 
engagement with India that reveal a growing awareness by the Chifley 
Government of Australia’s regional identity and the need to understand 
and accommodate ‘Asian nationalism, non-alignment and incipient 
trends towards regionalism’.1 Australia’s attendance at these conferences 
was significant; an indication that the government understood that 
momentous change was occurring in the postwar world and that the old 
colonial order was ending in Asia. It was evident that by the end of the 
war the Labor Government’s approach to foreign policy had undergone 
a fundamental change. As E.J. Williams, the United Kingdom’s high 
commissioner in Canberra remarked in a 1946 report on Australian 
foreign policy, in the past:

Australia was prepared to follow the lead of the United Kingdom 
on all major issues of foreign policy and to accept in principle that 
… the initiative in foreign affairs should come from London.2

1  David Lee, ‘Indonesia’s Independence’, in David Goldsworthy (ed.), Facing North, a Century 
of Australian Engagement with Asia, vol. 1, 1901 to the 1970s (Carlton South: Melbourne University 
Press, 2001), 134.
2  Cited in Christopher Waters, ‘Australia, the British Empire and the Second World War’, War & 
Society 19, no. 1 (2001): 100, doi.org/10.1179/072924701791201620.
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In contrast, the Chifley Government and Dr Herbert Vere Evatt, as 
minister for external affairs, were determined to ‘create a more activist and 
forceful style of foreign policy for Australia’ in its own region.3 The idea 
of closer engagement with Asia at a governmental level was ‘barely on the 
agenda before World War II’.4 However, the dismantling of the European 
colonial world order meant that Australia needed to ‘engage with its region 
to all intents and purposes for the first time’.5 There was an urgent need 
for intelligence about Australia’s Asian neighbours and, in particular, on 
developments in Indonesia where a nationalist independence movement 
had developed. On 17 August 1945, two days after Japan surrendered, 
Sukarno and Mohammed Hatta proclaimed an independent Indonesian 
Republic. The Netherlands, with a national income reliant on the wealth 
obtained from the ‘economic exploitation’ of the Indies, refused to accept 
its loss of sovereignty.6 Chifley was highly critical of Dutch colonialism 
in Indonesia. As he told journalists in October 1945, Dutch policy 
evidently was to let others ‘do the reconquest and then step in and resume 
possession’ of their former colony.7

Needing more information about its region, political scientist, academic, 
journalist and author, William Macmahon Ball, was appointed Australia’s 
political representative to the commander of the Allied Forces in the 
Netherlands East Indies.8 Ball had been a radio broadcaster with the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission since 1934.9 He became a popular 
authority on Asia and international affairs and Prime Minister J.B. 
Chifley was one of his ‘keenest listeners’.10 Ball travelled to Batavia in 
early November 1945. His role was to gain firsthand intelligence on 
the situation in Indonesia. He was to determine ‘how far the Republic 
was a genuine nationalist movement and to assess the calibre of the 
Republican leaders’.11 In his reports from Batavia, Ball dismissed British 

3  Christopher Waters, ‘War, Decolonisation and Postwar Security’, in Goldsworthy, Facing North, 
108.
4  David Goldsworthy, ‘Introduction,’ in Goldsworthy, Facing North, 9.
5  Joost Cote, ‘Review: Redefining the History of Australia’s Asianness’, Asian Ethnology 67, no. 1 
(2008): 142.
6  Lee, ‘Indonesia’s Independence’, 135–36.
7  Harold Cox Reports, 12 October 1945, National Library of Australia (NLA): MS 4554.
8  Philip Dorling (ed.), Documents on Australian Foreign Policy (DAFP) 1937–49, Diplomasi: Australia 
& Indonesia’s Independence, vol. 1, Documents 1947 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing 
Service, 1994), xiii.
9  Ai Kobayashi, W. Macmahon Ball: Politics for the People (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 
Publishing, 2013), 46.
10  ‘In Canberra Today’, Cairns Post, 31 May 1948, 5.
11  Dorling, Diplomasi, vol. 1, xiii.
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intelligence because it was reliant on Dutch information, which was mere 
‘propaganda’.12 He believed that if the Dutch returned to reoccupy Java 
under the protection of the British military, ‘unlimited trouble’ would 
result.  Indonesian nationalist opposition to Dutch reoccupation was 
extensive.13 Intelligence obtained from Ball’s mission to Batavia, plus 
subsequent information gathered at the Asian Relations Conference, 
together with reports of the situation on the ground by Australian diplomats 
stationed in Indonesia, meant that Australia, together with India, would 
mobilise the United Nations in support of the Indonesian Republic.14

Chifley believed that India would be the ‘leader of the Asian peoples’ 
in the postwar world.15 In 1947, the Australian Government supported 
independence for India and Chifley would play an important role at 
the 1949 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference in facilitating 
the process whereby the Commonwealth was able to accommodate 
a republican India.16 In addition, Chifley and Indian Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru agreed on the best ways to counter the spread of 
communism in Asia, believing that political reform and improved living 
standards, rather than a military response, was required.17

The Australian Government’s support for the Indonesian Republic 
in its struggle for independence demonstrated its ability to respond 
positively to the decolonisation of Asia. But the international conferences 
of the decolonising peoples of Asia were a significant challenge to the 
government. These meetings raised the question of whether Australia 
should attend, and in what capacity—as observers or participants. In 1947, 
Australia’s representation at the Asian Relations Conference in New Delhi 
was unofficial. An early example of public diplomacy, the representatives 

12  Ball to Burton, 17 November 1945, in WJ Hudson and Wendy Way (eds), DAFP 1937–49, vol. 
8, 1945 (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1989), 620.
13  Ball to Burton, 22 November 1945, in Hudson and Way, DAFP vol. 8, 628–29.
14  Philip Dorling and David Lee (eds), Documents on Australian Foreign Policy (DAFP) 1937–49, 
Diplomasi: Australia & Indonesia’s Independence, vol. 2, Australia and Indonesia’s Independence: The 
Renville Agreement: Documents 1948 (Canberra: AGPS, 1996), ix.
15  LF Crisp, Ben Chifley: A Biography (London: Longmans, 1963), 285. For an illustration of Chifley’s 
longstanding interest in India, see: Ivan Chapman, Iven G. Mackay: Citizen and Soldier (Melbourne: 
Melway Publishing, 1975), 301.
16  Frank Bongiorno, ‘British to the Bootstraps? H.V. Evatt, J.B. Chifley and Australian Policy 
on Indian Membership of the Commonwealth, 1947–49’ Australian Historical Studies 36, no. 125 
(2005): 38–39, doi.org/10.1080/10314610508682909.
17  Crisp, Ben Chifley, 292.
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were appointed by non-government organisations. These observers were, 
however, given significant support behind the scenes by the Australian 
High Commission in New Delhi. In 1949, career diplomats represented 
the Australian Government at the New Delhi Conference on Indonesia.

The Asian Relations Conference, New 
Delhi: 23 March – 2 April 1947
The 1947 Asian Relations Conference was a major event in Asia. It was—
as Nehru stated—a landmark occasion, in which ‘Asia, after a long period 
of quiescence, has suddenly become important again in world affairs’.18 
An ‘initiative’ of Nehru, the conference was convened in 1947 by the 
Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA).19 Its purpose was to consider 
the economic, social and cultural problems common to all postwar 
Asian countries.20 The most important issue was how to end the foreign 
domination of Asia, both politically and economically.21 At first, it was 
thought the conference should be restricted to South-East Asian countries, 
but, eventually, it was decided that all Asian countries be invited to send 
delegates from cultural institutions, individual scholars and government 
observers.22 The following countries sent delegations: Afghanistan, 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bhutan, Burma, Cambodia (including Cochin-
China and Laos), Ceylon, China, Egypt, Georgia, India, Indonesia, 
Iran, Kazakhstan, Kirghizia, Korea, Malaya, Mongolia, Nepal, Hebrew 
University–Palestine, the Philippines, Siam, Tajikistan, Tibet, Turkey, 
Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Viet Nam.

Observers from the Arab League and the United Nations organisation 
were also invited.23 In addition, a number of ‘non-Asian countries 
including Australia, New Zealand, Britain, the U.S.A. and the Soviet 
Union’ were invited to send representatives from cultural organisations.24 

18  Asian Relations: Being Report of the Proceedings and Documentation of the First Asian Relations 
Conference, New Delhi, March–April, 1947 (New Delhi: Asian Relations Organization, 1948), 21.
19  G Packer and JA McCallum, ‘Australian Observers’ Report on Asian Relations Conference, New 
Delhi - March 1947’, National Archives of Australia (NAA): A1068, M47/9/6/15 PART 3, p. 1.
20  Asian Relations, 3.
21  Ibid., 1.
22  Ibid., 4–6.
23  Ibid., 8.
24  Ibid., 5
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They were given the ‘status of observers’.25 The New Zealand Institute 
of International Affairs also received an invitation, but decided against 
sending an observer to the conference.26

On 2 January 1947, the Department of External Affairs (DEA) informed 
Dr Evatt that the Australian Institute of International Affairs (AIIA) and 
the Australian Institute of Political Science (AIPS) intended to accept 
the ICWA’s invitation to attend the Asian Relations Conference and had 
requested financial support from the Australian Government to cover 
costs. The department thought it ‘very desirable that these Australian 
organisations should be represented by observers’, because, firstly, the 
conference, although unofficial, was ‘undoubtedly regarded as important 
by the Indian Government’, and secondly, the ‘Conference should provide 
considerable information regarding the prevailing political trends in Asia’. 
The observers would be required to provide full reports on the conference 
‘which would be of great value to the Department’. The DEA emphasised 
that financial assistance from the Commonwealth did not change the 
status of the observers, who would be representatives of their respective 
organisations and not the Australian Government.27

The DEA’s anxiety about the status of observers arose from its fear that 
Australia would be targeted because of its White Australia policy. Canberra 
wanted to ‘avoid the risk of a government official being stood against the 
wall on the White Australia policy or something of that kind’.28 At the 
same time, the department wanted to ensure that the observers were 
provided with all the support they required. The secretary of the DEA 
emphasised that the Commonwealth Government wanted to assist the 
observers in every way and would ask the Australian high commissioner 
in New Delhi, former soldier and university lecturer, Sir Iven Mackay, to 
provide this support.29 Colin Moodie, secretary to the high commissioner, 
was informed that the ‘Minister himself is most anxious that your office 
should keep the closest watch on the Conference and report precisely on 
it’. Moodie should probably have regarded it as close to a full-time job 
because of the quality of reporting expected. He was asked to ‘protect’ and 

25  Ibid., 6.
26  Cable 5, Australian High Commissioner in Wellington to Department of External Affairs 
(DEA), ‘Inter-Asian Conference’, 9 January 1947, NAA: A1068, M47/9/6/15 PART 1.
27  DEA for the Minister, 2 January 1947, ibid.
28  DEA to CT Moodie, 4 February 1947, ibid.
29  Secretary of the DEA to Chair of the AIIA and to FR Barraclough (two letters), 8 January 1947, 
ibid.
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‘assist’ the observers and a full report was expected from him.30 Moodie 
would be detached from his other duties to allow him to review the 
conference, as ‘its proceedings are bound to be very important’.31

AIPS chose John McCallum to represent it at the conference.32 ‘Kindly, 
quiet and scholarly’, McCallum was a history lecturer and former 
schoolteacher. He was also a well-known international affairs commentator 
and frequent contributor to the AIPS journal, The Australian Quarterly.33 
Previously a leading figure in the Australian Labor Party—a man of ‘high 
intellectual attainments’, according to Chifley34—he had changed his 
political allegiance to become a founding member of the Liberal Party in 
1944.35 The AIIA chose as their representative Gerald Packer, former army 
and air force officer, businessman and adviser to the government. Packer 
was vice-president of the AIIA in 1946 and served as associate editor on 
the institute’s journal, Australian Outlook.36 He was also a member of the 
Round Table group,37 as was McCallum.38 Packer thought the assignment 
promised to be a ‘sticky one’.39

The conference opened on Sunday, 23 March 1947, in ‘spectacular 
fashion in a huge pandal [marquee] within the walls of the Purana Qila 
(Old Fort), New Delhi’. There were 230 delegates and 10,000 visitors at 
the first plenary session.40 According to the Australian observers, Nehru 
delivered a very ‘impressive’ speech, the most ‘significant part’ of the 
opening ceremony.41 The conference combined a ‘mass appeal’ to Asian 
nationalism, together with ‘expert’ deliberation in discussion groups 
on problems of common concern.42 A number of practical suggestions 
from the discussion group on ‘Cultural Problems’ were noted to be of 
interest and worthy of consideration by Australian institutions, including 

30  DEA to Moodie, 4 February 1947, ibid.
31  Cable 70, DEA to Australian High Commissioner in New Delhi, 5 March 1947, ibid.
32  FR Barraclough to Secretary of the DEA, 21 January 1947, ibid.
33  Michael Easson, ‘McCallum, John Archibald (1892–1973)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
vol 15, 1940–1980 (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 2000), 164–65.
34  ‘Australian Labor – What It Stands for – the Martin Campaign Opened by Mr. J. B. Chifley’, 
National Advocate, 30 June 1934, 1.
35  Easson, ‘McCallum, John Archibald (1892–1973)’, 164–65.
36  CD Coulthard-Clark, ‘Packer, Gerald (1900–1962)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography, vol. 15, 
556–57.
37  Ibid., 557.
38  Easson, ‘McCallum, John Archibald (1892–1973)’, 164.
39  Gerald Packer to Peter Heydon, 7 February 1947, NAA: A1068, M47/9/6/15, PART 1.
40  Packer and McCallum, ‘Australian Observers’ Report’, 6.
41  Ibid., 7.
42  Ibid., 2.
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the appointment of teachers of Asian languages and the establishment of 
scholarships for foreign students.43 The ‘lines of cleavage’ between South-
East Asian countries and the emergent powers, India and China, were also 
very evident in the discussion group on ‘Racial Problems and Inter-Asian 
Migration’.44 Delegates were urged by the chair to avoid politeness when 
discussing issues such as the situation of Indian immigrants in Burma and 
Ceylon and Chinese immigrants in Malaya, Burma and Indonesia. It was 
very clear that there was resistance to Chinese and Indian immigration in 
South-East Asia.45

Hostile criticism of the White Australia policy was also expected at the 
conference by both the Australian Government and the Australian press.46 
The government had been warned repeatedly by diplomats and departmental 
officers of the resentment incurred by the policy,47 but, according to the 
observers’ report, Australian immigration policy was mentioned only once 
and was not contested. The report noted that the right of all countries to 
‘determine the future composition of their population was freely admitted 
and emphasized’, and a quota system was advocated by some delegates. 
It was stressed, however, that any total exclusion of peoples of an Asian 
country would create ill feeling.48 Although Australia escaped criticism at 
the conference, McCallum warned that it was a mistake to assume that the 
White Australia policy did not cause great offence.49

Significance of the 1947 Asian Relations 
Conference
The Asian Relations Conference generated a massive amount of 
information that had previously not been available in Australia. In his 
report to the DEA, Colin Moodie wrote that a ‘steady bombardment of 
cables, Rapporteurs’ Reports and newspaper articles’ was sent from the 

43  Ibid., 13.
44  Cable 138, Australian High Commissioner to unknown [Letter incomplete, probably to Min & 
DEA], ‘Asian Relations Conference’, 26 March 1947, NAA: A1068, M47/9/6/15 PART 1.
45  JA McCallum, ‘The Asian Relations Conference’, The Australian Quarterly 19, no. 2 (1947): 
16–17, doi.org/10.2307/20631455.
46  Memorandum, McMillan per Secretary of the DEA to Secretary of the Department of Immigration, 
19 December 1946, NAA: A433, 1950/2/1570; ‘Inter-Asian Conference’, The Argus, 15 February 1947, 
NAA: A1068, M47/9/6/15, PART 1.
47  Including Sir Iven Mackay, who was ‘known to favour a quota system’. See Chapman, Iven G. 
Mackay, 296.
48  Packer and McCallum, ‘Australian Observers’ Report’, 13–15.
49  McCallum, ‘The Asian Relations Conference’, 17.
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office of the Australian high commissioner in New Delhi to the DEA.50 
Each discussion group had a ‘highly qualified’ expert or rapporteur who 
presented their report to a plenary session on that topic, summing up 
the discussion and the conclusions reached by the group.51 These reports 
provided a representative section of ‘Asian informed opinion upon Asian 
problems’.52 The conference also presented opportunities for the Australian 
observers to meet and observe significant and influential Asian nationalist 
leaders. McCallum wrote that he had many opportunities to observe 
Nehru, the ‘author, architect and presiding genius of the Conference’.53

He spoke with great dignity, clarity and force without the 
slightest suggestion of artificiality. His oratory was that kind of 
elevated conversation which holds and convinces, and charms like 
Kreisler’s playing. His manner in public and private is that of a 
great gentleman—an aristocrat and yet the kind of man we call 
Nature’s gentleman—a polished diamond yet with the merits we 
imply when we call a man a ‘rough diamond’.54

In addition, special attention was paid to the views of the Indonesian 
delegation.55 According to Packer and McCallum, Indonesian Prime 
Minister Sutan Sjahrir gave a ‘very statesmanlike’ address56 that ‘indicated 
a sagacious outlook on foreign affairs’.57

Although patronising and caustic at times, the Australian observers’ report 
provided important information about conditions in Asia. On reading 
this report, and, in particular, the accompanying rapporteurs’ reports 
on the discussion groups, the great diversity in the ‘political, social and 
economic development of the various Asian countries’ was very evident.58 
Conference delegations were, however, united in their condemnation 
of ‘political and economic imperialism’ and their demand for the total 
withdrawal of the old European colonial powers from Asia.59 Yet, while 

50  Iven Mackay to Evatt, 16 April 1947, Moodie – ‘Report on Asian Relations Conference, 
23 March–2 April, 1947’, NAA: A1068, M47/9/6/15 PART 2, p. 1.
51  Packer and McCallum, ‘Australian Observers’ Report’, 2.
52  Gerald Packer, ‘The Asian Relations Conference: The Group Discussions’, Australian Outlook 1, 
no. 2 (1947): 4, doi.org/10.1080/00049914708565300.
53  McCallum, ‘The Asian Relations Conference’, 13.
54  JA McCallum ‘Personalities at the Asian Relations Conference’, The Australian Quarterly 19, no. 3 
(1947): 43.
55  Iven Mackay to Evatt, 16 April 1947, Moodie – ‘Report on Asian Relations Conference’, 2.
56  Packer and McCallum, ‘Australian Observers’ Report’, 4.
57  Ibid., 10.
58  Ibid., 25–26.
59  Ibid., 17.
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the discussion group on ‘National Movements for Freedom’ generated 
a ‘strong emotional reaction’ that was ‘anti-European, anti-American and 
possibly anti-Russian’,60 differences between South-East Asian countries 
and India and China were also apparent. It was feared that India and 
China would supplant the Western imperialists to become the new 
‘Imperialist powers exploiting Southeast Asia’.61

Throughout the conference, the Australian observers had also detected 
an ‘undercurrent of distrust of Russia’,62 which, together with the United 
States, was one of the ‘nascent Imperialisms’ to be avoided.63 This distrust 
challenged the view that Russian influence and communist agitation were 
the driving forces behind Asian nationalist movements. This intelligence 
informed and supported Chifley’s belief that nationalist aspirations 
throughout Asia were real and deep-seated, and could not be ignored.64 
Further, it provided supporting evidence for the Australian Government’s 
decision to back the Indonesian Republic in its struggle against the 
Netherlands, after the Dutch launched their first ‘police action’ or military 
offensive at midnight on 20 July 1947.65

On 30 July 1947, Australia, together with India, referred the Indonesian 
conflict to the United Nations Security Council. Australia’s submission was 
given priority because it was stronger, in that it alleged that the peace had 
been breached.66 The Chifley Government requested council intervention 
under Article 39 of the United Nations Charter, the first instance that the 
article had been used and the ‘first ever ceasefire resolution adopted by the 
Security Council’.67 This was the start of a combined effort ‘by two smaller 
powers, Australia and India’, to mobilise the United Nations ‘to protect the 
beleaguered Indonesian Republic’.68 The Chifley Government’s actions 
were opposed, however, by the British Government, which supported 
the Netherlands, a ‘fellow colonial power’.69 The Australian Government 

60  Ibid., 25.
61  Ibid., 17.
62  Ibid., 26.
63  Ibid., 11.
64  Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 2 September 1948, 66, 
‘Governor-General’s Speech’ (B Chifley MP).
65  Lee, ‘Indonesia’s Independence’, 154.
66  Dorling and Lee, Diplomasi, vol. 2, x.
67  David Lee, ‘Australia and the Security Council’, in James Cotton and David Lee (eds), Australia 
and the United Nations (Canberra: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2012), 70.
68  Lee, ‘Indonesia’s Independence’, 154.
69  Lee, ‘Australia and the Security Council’, 70.
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justified its action because of the ‘very great importance of accepting 
[the] challenge put forward by Asiatic peoples’ and because ‘Australia’s 
geographical position must always be kept in mind’.70

The situation in Indonesia became increasingly volatile as negotiations 
dragged on. Economically, the naval blockade imposed by the Dutch 
was having a devastating impact on Indonesia.71 In November 1948, 
Chifley informed Evatt that the government had received reports from 
Java that the Dutch were preparing to launch a second military offensive 
against the Republic. An irate and exasperated Chifley wrote that if the 
United Kingdom and the United States had been more forceful earlier 
on in pressuring the Dutch, a settlement might well have been reached. 
However, they had ‘held off because of the position of the Netherlands 
in Western Union’.72 The Australian Government’s intelligence proved to 
be accurate, with the Dutch unleashing a second brutal military offensive 
against the Indonesian Republic on 18 December 1948.73 Chifley acted 
swiftly, issuing a press statement that condemned the Dutch action74 and 
Australia charged the Netherlands with carrying out the first outright 
violation of the United Nations Charter, the consequence of which, if 
the Security Council deemed it so, would be expulsion from the United 
Nations.75 However, the Security Council’s response was weak and 
ineffectual. This led Nehru to propose a conference be held in New Delhi, 
at ministerial level, in January 1949. The Indian Government hoped that 
the Chifley Government would ‘respond favourably’ to this proposal.76

Chifley, who was acting minister for external affairs, thought it ‘only 
logical and reasonable’ for Australia to accept the invitation to join such 
a conference, but believed there were certain ‘political considerations’ to 
weigh.77 These included concerns that Australia would be perceived as 
‘ganging up’ against Britain, America, the Netherlands and other western 
European powers, with Asian countries pursuing extremist agendas. 
In addition, the government was apprehensive that the conference would 
seek to override the Security Council when its longstanding position 

70  Cable 194, Australian Government to Addison, 25 July 1947, in Dorling, Diplomasi, vol. 1, 154.
71  Cable 38, DEA to Officer, 20 May 1948, in Dorling and Lee, Diplomasi, vol. 2, 164.
72  Cable E.90, Chifley to Evatt, 3 November 1948, in ibid., 347–48.
73  Lee, ‘Indonesia’s Independence’, 164.
74  Press Statement by Chifley, 21 December 1948, in Dorling and Lee, Diplomasi, vol. 2, 461.
75  Cable 281, Hodgson to DEA, 23 December 1948, in ibid., 495.
76  Cable 1, Kevin to DEA, 1 January 1949, in David Lee (ed.), DAFP 1937–49, vol. 15, Indonesia, 
1949 (Canberra: Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 1998), 1.
77  Cable E128, DEA to Evatt, 31 December 1948, in Dorling and Lee, Diplomasi, vol. 2, 553.
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was that all disputes should be settled within the framework of the 
United Nations.78 However, Chifley was ‘characteristically definite’ that 
Australia should attend the conference and would not be budged from 
this decision.79

On 1 January 1949, Australia was invited to attend the New Delhi 
Conference on Indonesia. Nehru was convinced that the Dutch would 
continue their military aggression against the Republic. The Indonesian 
cause would be assisted, however, if ‘interested governments in the region’ 
considered what steps they could take to assist the Security Council to 
deal with Dutch intransigence and refusal to adhere to United Nations 
proposals to settle the Indonesian dispute in a just manner. The conference 
was in no way designed to supplant the authority of the Security Council; 
its aim was to assist the council through the special understanding of the 
region possessed by those countries attending the conference.80 Nehru 
‘desired particularly’ to emphasise that ‘communists cannot be permitted 
to be [the] sole protagonist of the Indonesian case’.81 Twenty countries 
were invited, including ‘Australia, New Zealand, Afghanistan, Persia, 
Egypt, Burma, Nepal, Pakistan, the Philippines, Ceylon, Saudi Arabia, 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, the Yemen, Ethiopia, Transjordan, China, Siam, and 
Turkey’. Only Turkey declined the invitation.82 Britain was not invited, 
because the Soviet Union would then have to be issued an invitation 
as well.83

On 5 January 1949, the Australian Government announced that two 
senior officers of the DEA would attend the New Delhi conference. 
These officers were the secretary of the DEA, Dr John Burton, and 
career diplomat, Colin Moodie, both of whom would report the views 
of the conference to the Australian Government.84 The status of the 
Australian representatives would depend on the situation at the time of 
the conference.85 The office of the Australian high commissioner in New 
Delhi was also asked to convey a message from Chifley to Nehru that, 

78  Cable 2, Burton to Gollan, 7 January 1949, in Lee, DAFP 1937–49, vol. 15, 32–33.
79  Cable E8, Burton to Evatt, 9 January 1949, in ibid., 47–48.
80  Cable 1, Kevin to DEA, 1 January 1949, in ibid., 1.
81  Cable 10, Kevin to DEA, 6 January 1949, in ibid., 30.
82  ‘Full Powers at Delhi – Australia’s Position’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 19 January 1949, NAA: 
A1838, 383/1/2/5.
83  Cable 27, Australian High Commission in New Delhi to DEA, 11 January 1949, in Lee, DAFP 
1937–49, vol. 15, 61.
84  Press Release, ‘Proposed Asian Conference’, 5 January 1949, NAA: A1838, 401/3/1/1 PART 6.
85  Letter, Burton to Bedi, 4 January 1949, in Lee, DAFP 1937–49, vol. 15, 9.
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although the government was not able to send a minister of Cabinet rank, 
the prime minister would be ‘following developments at the Conference 
with the closest attention and interest’.86 Sir Girja Shankar Bajpai was 
secretary-general of India’s Ministry of External Affairs. Nehru valued 
Bajpai’s candour and his expertise, and referred to him as his ‘tower of 
strength’.87 Bajpai had wanted Evatt to attend the conference, possibly 
as a ‘draw-card’. He was satisfied, however, when it was pointed out that 
the Australian representatives’ positions were as senior as his own.88 There 
had been some concern in Canberra that Australia had been ‘singled out 
as the only white nation invited to the Conference’. This was incorrect. 
Bajpai assured the government that ‘racialism’ did not play any part in 
India’s selection of countries to attend the conference. India was ‘primarily 
influenced by geography’, which is why Australia and New Zealand had 
been invited.89

In contrast to the Australian Government, which avoided the use 
of ‘observer’, instead emphasising the ‘official status’ of Burton and 
Moodie,90 the New Zealand Government stressed that their representative 
would attend the conference strictly as an observer.91 This question 
of status, whether the Australian representatives were ‘observers’ or 
‘participants’, took on considerable importance in both India and in 
Australia. In New Delhi, the effectiveness of Australia’s contribution to 
the conference hinged on this issue. Although Nehru ‘greatly appreciated’ 
the Australian Government’s decision to send representatives, he was 
concerned that criticism of his motives in Australia had been reported in 
the Indian press.92 Thus, Burton and Moodie were initially received ‘on 
trial and with the greatest reserve’ by Nehru. According to Burton, this 
was due to extensive coverage in the Indian media of domestic criticism 
in the Australian press concerning Australia’s presence and status at the 
conference and harsh comments by the Menzies Opposition ‘regarding 
Asiatics as being Communist inspired’.93

86  Cable 3, DEA to Kevin, 5 January 1949, in ibid., 20.
87  Srinath Raghavan, War and Peace in Modern India (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 21, 
doi.org/10.1057/9780230277519.
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The New Delhi Conference on Indonesia, 
20–23 January 1949
Australia was one of 15 countries with full powers attending the 
conference, while four nations, New Zealand, Siam, Nepal and China, sent 
observers.94 In an informal meeting at Prime Minister Nehru’s home, the 
evening before the conference began,95 the heads of delegations, together 
with observers, met to discuss conference procedures.96 The Australians 
put forward their proposals and, in the absence of any other suggestions, 
these were accepted.97 The Indian high commissioner in Canberra, 
Lieutenant-Colonel D.S. Bedi, had earlier asked the DEA for advice 
on conference procedure. The department had suggested that a ‘precise 
programme’ be adopted, based on British Commonwealth conference 
procedures, which also sought to discover the views of all participants and 
avoid any vote. A ‘composite statement’ would then be drafted and sent to 
the Security Council as a unanimous proposal. The DEA advised that the 
council and Western countries might be watching for any signs of discord 
or delay to discredit ‘effective Asian regional consultation in the future’. 
Therefore, a ‘positive’ approach was needed, rather than a ‘vindictive’ one. 
A unanimous statement reached after a meeting of two or three days using 
British Commonwealth conference procedures would ‘cut the ground’ 
from any criticism of the conference.98

At the opening plenary session on 20 January, Australia and New Zealand 
received a special welcome from Nehru, countries ‘whose interest in 
tranquillity and content in Indonesia’ was as great as any country present 
at the conference. Burton informed Chifley and Evatt that Nehru’s speech 
established the ‘tone for temperate discussion’. Nehru declared that 
the conference should focus on Indonesia and not be diverted to other 
situations. It was agreed that the conflict had to be settled by the Security 
Council or, if it refused to act, through discussions with those countries 
who were involved in the dispute. Burton wrote that Nehru wanted 
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‘concrete results’ and there was little emotional outpouring or anti-Dutch 
rhetoric.99 After observing that other delegates were participating, Burton 
decided it was appropriate for him to contribute to the discussion.100 
He declared that the Australian Government would take the earliest 
opportunity to consider the reports it received at the conclusion of the 
conference. There was little he could add to Prime Minister Nehru’s 
opening address, which was very much in harmony with the sentiments 
of the Australian Government.

Burton argued that the conference could make a real contribution to solving 
the Indonesian dispute. Wisdom did not rest solely with those countries 
with ‘great economic and military power’. The countries gathered together 
in New Delhi had a ‘special knowledge’ of the region and therefore had 
a duty to advise the United Nations. He added that Australia had, from 
the start, attempted to find a solution to the Indonesian conflict. Burton 
declared: ‘We will not rest content until peace is restored’.101 The Australian 
high commissioner in New Delhi, Roy Gollan, reported there had been 
a very favourable response to Burton’s speech; the reaction from foreign 
and local sources and from journalists, suggested a ‘good impression has 
been created by Australia’.102 By the time the private session was held that 
night, Burton wrote that it was obvious that the Australian representatives 
were ‘fully accepted’.103 This meeting was the ‘most remarkable attempt 
to deal with the subject matter objectively and on [the] basis of facts’. 
Nehru showed extensive knowledge of the situation and a common-sense 
approach to the issue was very evident.104

In a significant move, Australia, India, Pakistan and Ceylon—all members 
of the Commonwealth—were appointed to a Drafting Committee to draw 
up recommendations for the Security Council to aid in finding an early 
settlement of the Indonesian conflict.105 The committee’s three resolutions 
were agreed to at a private meeting on 22 January and presented at the 
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plenary session the following day.106 All delegates regarded their approval 
of the resolutions as ‘ad referendum’ to be forwarded to the Security 
Council and to their representative governments for approval.107 On 25 
and 27 January 1949, Australia, India and the Indonesian Republic 
urged the Security Council to include the first resolution from the New 
Delhi conference in a draft resolution that had been put forward by the 
United States, China, Cuba and Norway. An amended resolution was 
subsequently put to the Security Council.108 On 28 January 1949, the 
United States was able to gain majority support in the Security Council 
for a joint resolution. The main recommendations called for elections 
for a Constituent Assembly of Indonesia to be held by 1 October 1949 
and the full transfer of sovereignty to the United States of Indonesia by 
1 July 1950.109

Significance of the 1949 New Delhi 
Conference
The ‘display of Asian unity’ and the ‘world-wide media attention’ that 
the conference received110 exerted pressure on the United States, which 
previously had been much more concerned to keep its European allies on 
side and saw Asia not on its own terms, but through the Cold War filter of 
American–Soviet relations. Because of popular support for the republicans, 
American policy became more supportive of the Indonesians.111 And just 
over four years after the declaration of the Republic, Indonesia would 
win its independence.112 Although a small to medium power with little 
influence on the world stage, Australia’s presence at the conference and the 
work of diplomats such as Burton and Moodie was recognised. The New 
York Times noted the ‘moderating influence of Prime Minister, Nehru, 
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of India and the Australian delegate, J. W. Burton’.113 For Burton, the 
conference itself was even more important than the Indonesian problem 
it was considering. It showed that Australia could work with this group 
of countries; they were eager and keen to work with Australia and would 
do so in accordance with the United Nations Charter. Burton wrote that 
no questions of ‘national prestige or political ideology’ were brought to 
bear on discussions, which were based on facts and careful deliberation. 
In future, he thought Australia should be represented at a ministerial level 
if the government wished to influence this group of nations.114

Burton’s sentiments were echoed by Roy Gollan and Colin Moodie. Gollan 
noted that India’s request for Australian participation at the conference 
derived from the close consultation between the two countries regarding 
initiatives on the Indonesian–Dutch conflict. In addition, Australia’s 
reputation for ‘brisk and frank treatment of international issues’ was 
recognised by the Indian Government. Australia’s presence was essential 
in order to prevent the conference from appearing as ‘purely an Asian 
conference’, and to avoid any perception of East–West polarity. The high 
commissioner noted the ‘political vacuum’ left with the absence of 
European, and especially British, power in South-East Asia. He suggested 
this vacuum could be filled by an association of India and Australia.115 
Colin Moodie wrote that the fact that the Australians did not limit their 
participation to an ‘observer status’ was proven wise in hindsight. He also 
commented on the ‘moderateness of all delegates’, which was attributed to 
the effectiveness of India’s work ‘behind the scenes’. According to Moodie, 
the success of the conference was due to the work of Nehru as chair and 
Bajpai as the primary adviser. Moodie wrote that ‘John Burton made 
an extremely good impression on Nehru and the other Indians he met’. 
Their attitudes changed from ‘suspicion and caution in the first place’ to 
‘smiles and friendliness at the end’.116 Burton had also impressed Bajpai, 
who wrote that he enjoyed meeting Burton and hoped they could work 
together again in the future.117
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Conclusion
Representation at the 1947 Asian Relations Conference by unofficial 
observers from the AIIA and the AIPS meant that the DEA received 
expert Asian opinion on Asian affairs. An ‘intelligence gathering exercise’, 
the conference generated a great deal of information that had previously 
not been available in Australia. It also provided opportunities for the 
Australian observers to meet, and convey to the government, their 
impressions of important Asian nationalist leaders, such as Nehru and 
Sjahrir. This information no doubt further ‘informed and supported 
Chifley in his resolve to back the Indonesian nationalists in their struggle 
against the Dutch’.118 The support provided to the Australian observers in 
1947 by Mackay and Moodie pointed to the pivotal role that the Chifley 
government hoped that Nehru and India would play in ensuring the 
economic and political security of the region.

Australia, together with India, was excluded from ‘effective participation 
in international relations’ because of the power politics deployed by 
the great powers.119 The 1949 New Delhi conference provided a forum 
through which pressure could be applied to the United Nations and the 
voices of small to medium powers could be heard. Furthermore, the 
relationships established at the conference promised new possibilities 
for Australian foreign policy in Asia; in particular, a sound foundation 
had been laid for a close working relationship with India in the future.120 
Through diplomatic representation at the 1949 New Delhi conference, 
Australia, together with India and other Asian countries, conveyed to the 
United Nations Security Council, their ‘special knowledge’ of the Indo-
Pacific region. Thus, Australia, in collaboration with India, contributed 
to one of the Security Council’s ‘earliest and most emphatic successes’. 
Instead of many years of ongoing warfare—as occurred in Indochina—
Indonesia achieved independence in December 1949.121
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