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The Bangladesh Crisis Seen 

from New Delhi
Ric Smith

Introduction by Eric Meadows
The author of this chapter, Ric Smith, has had a distinguished career 
in Australian diplomacy and public service. After various postings 
including at Tel Aviv, Manila and Honolulu, and senior appointments 
in the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade in Canberra, he held 
ambassadorial positions in China and Indonesia before being appointed 
secretary of the Department of Defence.

At the time of the events that he describes in this chapter, which follows, 
Smith was on his first posting in New Delhi (1970–73), and was thus 
well placed to report on the evolving crisis in East Pakistan. His chapter 
gives a firsthand account of a major military and diplomatic crisis 
and the different perspectives of Australian diplomats in New Delhi and 
in Islamabad.

The Bangladesh crisis had its roots in the Partition of colonial India in 
1947. This created two independent states based on confessional lines: 
a largely Hindu India and a mostly Muslim Pakistan, which itself was 
divided into two separated by the bulk of India. West Pakistan held the 
political power; the Muslim elites of pre-independence India had mostly 
moved there at Partition. East Pakistan was Muslim Bengal and had the 
greater economic power of the two parts.
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Since independence, Pakistan had had a series of military dictatorships, 
but in 1970 national elections were held in which the Awami League, 
a  Bengal-based party led by Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, won a clear 
majority. Pakistan’s military dictator, General Yahya Khan and the leader 
of the Pakistan Peoples Party, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, which had won the 
majority of the seats in West Pakistan, refused to accept the outcome: for 
them power in Pakistan could only come from the western half of the 
country. The Awami League for its part had made no secret of its policy 
of autonomy for the east, and the creation of a federation. In 1966 it had 
published its ‘Six Points’ which made that abundantly clear.

Talks between the leading parties failed to resolve the impasse and by early 
March 1971 Yahya started moving troops to the east. Student groups in the 
east had called for independence, and at the end of March Yahya launched 
a ruthless military crackdown, which became increasingly brutal; Sheikh 
Mujibur Rahman was arrested but not before he issued a declaration of 
independence. A Bangladesh government in exile was created based in 
India. India began helping a guerilla movement, the Mukti Bahini, which 
was leading the resistance to the Pakistan Army. At first India provided 
arms, supplies and safe refuge, and resisted domestic pressure to be more 
involved. As the fighting increased and the refugee flow became greater, 
India started providing training facilities for the guerillas and covering fire 
support for actions in the border areas. Eventually Indian commandos 
were sent into combat with the guerillas.

There is no agreement on the number of civilians killed in the war, which 
has been dubbed by some ‘genocide’.1 What is not disputed is the savagery 
of the Pakistan Army’s crackdown, in particular, against the intelligentsia, 
the press and the Hindu minority.2 A huge flow of refugees into India, up 
to 10 million people by the end of the war, created a major humanitarian 
crisis.3 In August a ‘Concert for Bangladesh’, the first rock event to 
raise money for an international humanitarian crisis, was held in New 
York. It did much to raise awareness internationally of the scale of the 
refugee problem.

1  For the best history of the war, see: Srinath Raghavan, 1971: A Global History of the Creation of 
Bangladesh (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013). He avoids a definitive statement on 
the number of casualties; Bangladeshi sources put the figure at 3 million, but others say it was up to 
100,000.
2  See: Gary J Bass, The Blood Telegram: Nixon, Kissinger, and a Forgotten Genocide (New York: 
Alfred A Knopf, 2013).
3  See: PN Dhar, Indira Gandhi, the ‘Emergency’, and Indian Democracy (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2001), 146–86.
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The United States was unwilling to put pressure on its ally, Pakistan, to 
stop the savagery of its military action, despite having eyewitness reports 
of the brutality of the Pakistan Army’s action in Dacca from its consulate-
general. Nor did it pressure Pakistan to reach a political agreement with 
the Awami League on the future of the east. The Nixon administration 
ignored its own advisers. There was a much bigger strategic objective: 
Yahya was acting as the main channel of communication between the 
Nixon administration and the government of China as Kissinger sought 
to lay the ground for his own secret visit to Beijing in July 1971. Détente 
with China was of far greater strategic consequence to the United States 
than intervention to stop Pakistan’s actions.

Other governments initially viewed the conflict as an internal matter and 
were also unwilling to pressure Pakistan. India, feeling isolated, finalised 
a Treaty of Peace and Friendship with the Soviet Union in August 1971. 
The Indian Government sent out envoys, including to Australia, to put 
its side of the dispute; the plight of the refugees was a powerful persuader 
of international public opinion.

Full-scale war between India and Pakistan broke out in early December 
when Pakistan attacked India in the west. The war was all over in less 
than two weeks with Pakistan’s surrender. But, in a twist to the tail end 
of this crisis, the United States deployed the Seventh Fleet into the Bay 
of Bengal, ostensibly to be ready to evacuate American citizens. The 
threatening nature of this symbolic act only spurred the Indians to reach 
Dacca with greater speed, but it left a lasting legacy of distrust of the 
United States in India.

India’s war aims had always been modest, despite the frantic imaginings 
of Kissinger and Nixon who seemed to think India had wanted to destroy 
Pakistan. Its aims were the withdrawal of Pakistan’s troops from the east 
leading to eventual independence for Bangladesh and the return of the 
refugees.4 In this, India was successful. Australia’s recognition came early 
and, as Smith points out, the view that the Australian Government took 
of the crisis stands as an example of independent thinking that had no 
adverse effect on its relations with the United States. Moreover, it reflected 
an Australian foreign policy that gave priority to Australia’s long-term 
interests in the region.

4  See: Raghavan, 1971, 236 and 262.
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* * *

The following is an extract from Ric Smith’s monograph, India, 
the  United States, Australia and the Difficult Birth of Bangladesh 
(pages 44–77 and notes from pages 83–85), published by the Australian 
Institute for International Affairs in 2019, in their ‘Diplomatic History’ 
series. This publication also benefited from support provided the 
Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

Untold History: An Independent 
Australian Policy
26 March 1971: In the late afternoon Don Hook, the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission’s New Delhi–based South Asia correspondent, 
is talking to Sheikh Mujibur Rahman at his home in Dhaka when news 
comes that the army will shortly be coming for Mujib. Hook departs 
by a back door; a veteran in his field having reported on Indochina and 
Papua New Guinea for 20 years, he had taken the iconic photograph of 
Mujib, from behind, addressing a million Bengalis at Dhaka Racecourse 
on 7 March.

Driving back into Dhaka, Hook calls by the university. All is quiet, 
his contacts nowhere to be seen; the army has been there already, only 
bodies are to be found. Back at the Intercontinental Hotel, after a short 
sleep interrupted by gunfire and explosions in the adjoining streets, he is 
invited to a press conference at Dhaka Airport. Escorted there, he finds all 
the other foreign correspondents waiting; they are placed on a Pakistani 
aircraft and flown out to Karachi, via Colombo (where The New York 
Times’s Sydney Schanberg unsuccessfully seeks political asylum).

Hook’s reception at Karachi airport is unfriendly as the army seize his 
notebooks, maps and several precious rolls of film taken by the legendry 
ABC cameraman, Willie Phua, of the brutality of the Pakistan Army in 
Dhaka’s streets. A day later Hook is released and placed on an Air France 
flight to New Delhi.
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Figure 6.1. ABC correspondent Don Hook with Bengali refugees, 
Calcutta, 1971.
Source: Image supplied courtesy of Don Hook.

Back at the Intercontinental, Peter Rodgers, third secretary at the Australian 
Deputy High Commission, had been awakened by the sound of gunfire. 
He has been in Dhaka for a month as the Department of Foreign Affairs, 
anticipating the crisis, enhanced its presence in East Pakistan. This is his 
first overseas assignment.

Looking down from his hotel window, Rodgers is stunned to see Pakistani 
soldiers shooting up a newspaper office across the street, and then setting 
fire to the building. Later that day in the ruins he sees the charred bodies 
of a least a dozen people, presumably staff of the newspaper. The incident 
is reported in a cable to Canberra. None who read it fail to be shocked. 
Thus, from an early point in the crisis the Australian Government has 
firsthand advice of the depredations that have been unleashed.5

My own experiences of the early days of the crisis are not as direct or 
vivid as those of Don Hook or Peter Rodgers, but the Australian High 
Commission in New Delhi, my home from 1970 to 1973, nevertheless 
proves a privileged vantage point from which to view the tumultuous 

5  Peter Rodgers, interview with author, 2015.
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events of 1971. It was also incidentally the first haven for Bengali 
officers of the adjoining Pakistan high commission who, after months of 
harassment, began literally to jump the wall in about August 1971.

* * *

From an early stage, the Australian Government showed a realistic 
appreciation of the situation in the subcontinent as it unfolded in late 
1970 and early 1971. An assessment prepared by the Department of 
Foreign Affairs (DFA) in early March 1971 concluded that the division 
of Pakistan into two states was ‘nigh inevitable’, though the prospects for 
an independent Bangladesh were not considered bright. The paper also 
noted the challenges that the emergence of a new, impoverished nation of 
70 million people in South-East Asia would pose for Australia, as well as 
for Japan, the wealthiest countries in the region.6

In April 1971 Prime Minister William McMahon wrote to Pakistani 
President Yahya Khan, urging him to consider releasing the Awami 
League leaders as a step towards a political solution. McMahon also wrote 
to Prime Minister Indira Gandhi assuring her that he was seized of the 
gravity of the refugee problem and making the point that ‘the transfer 
of power to elected representatives of the people offers the best hope of 
progress towards a solution’.7

Government statements reflected this concern about Pakistan’s disregard 
of the election outcome, and about the impact of the outflow of refugees. 
Siddhartha Shankar Ray, a senior Cabinet minister close to the prime 
minister and himself a West Bengali, visited Australia in June as one of 
a number of envoys sent abroad to explain India’s position. He was well 
received, made a good impression and helped consolidate the case for 
more humanitarian aid. On his return to New Delhi, he noted the evident 
sympathy in the Australian community for India’s position. Foreign 
Minister Leslie Bury remarked to him ‘you are in a hell of a jam’; for the 
beleaguered Indian Government, this idiomatically expressed judgement 
was taken, rightly, to reflect understanding and even sympathy.8

6  Policy Planning Paper of 9/3/71 held in the National Archives of Australia (NAA), cited in 
Raghavan, 1971, 170.
7  McMahon to Gandhi, 3 June 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 18.
8  Quote cited in Raghavan, 1971, 171.
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The crisis attracted strong parliamentary and media interest in Australia, 
as abroad. Kim Beazley senior, a leading figure in the opposition 
Labor Party, visited India and East Pakistan and spoke on the issues in 
parliament and publicly. The ABC had covered the crisis in detail from an 
early stage, with its South Asia correspondent, Don Hook, active in New 
Delhi, along the borders and in occasional visits to Dhaka. Australian 
current affairs program, Four Corners, had also run in-depth pieces on it, 
and Gerald Stone had done thoughtful interviews with Prime Minister 
Gandhi and Zulfikur Ali Bhutto that had attracted interest in Australia 
and beyond. Other Australian correspondents, including the foreign 
editor of The Australian, drifted in and out of the region, some visiting 
from Vietnam. And of course the international mood as reflected in the 
Concert for Bangladesh on 1 August carried through to the Australian 
media and public opinion.

The Role of the Diplomats

Australia was well served during this period by its high commissions 
in New Delhi and Islamabad, headed respectively by Patrick Shaw and 
Francis Stuart, both senior and very experienced diplomats; and by small 
but professional deputy high commissions in Dhaka, headed by Jim Allen, 
and in Calcutta by Doug Sturkey. Allen’s parents had been missionaries in 
Bengal before the Second World War; he was born in Noakhali and spoke 
Bengali, and had been secretary to Richard Casey during Casey’s time as 
governor of Bengal (1944–46).

From the outset, Patrick Shaw in New Delhi emphasised India’s concerns 
about the refugee inflow and the political and economic challenges it 
engendered. Drawing on his access to Indian ministers and officials, he 
also reported on the Indian Government’s disappointment with the UN 
and the non-aligned movement’s responses to the crisis, and—reflecting 
his close contact with the US ambassador—on India’s concerns about 
American policies.

Shaw advocated busily for Australian aid to help India cope with the 
refugees. An amount of A$500,000 was announced on 27 May, followed 
by another A$500,000 on 8 June. Following a visit to refugee camps in 
West Bengal in July, and the experience of others of us elsewhere, Shaw 
reported that the Australian-provided poly-fabric was being well used as 
shelter and that this, and the medical supplies being delivered, had been 
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welcomed by Indian authorities on the ground, but that our aid to date 
had amounted to less than 2 per cent of all international aid. He urged 
another aid tranche, which was forthcoming.

Shaw reported that ‘Australia’s timely refugee assistance has been greatly 
appreciated … Apart from its humanitarian aspect … our contribution 
has had favourable impact on Indo-Australian relations generally, out of 
all proportion to its magnitude’. He noted that the fact that the supplies 
had been delivered directly (by RAAF C-130 aircraft) had added much to 
its value and to the Indian Government’s appreciation of it.9

From Islamabad, Francis Stuart shared the department’s judgement about 
the likely demise of Pakistan and the poor prospects for an independent 
state in East Pakistan. On 8 April he reported that:

the evidence of the last month has confirmed [Canberra’s] view that 
the present state of Pakistan will split into two … the Army will 
almost certainly be forced to withdraw itself from the East Wing.10

Figure 6.2. Dacca family fleeing the city with their staff and luggage 
piled on an oxcart on the way to the countryside, 29 March 1971.
Source: Image supplied courtesy of Associated Press/AAP Image.

9  Shaw to Minister, 6 August 1971, Despatch 7/71, NAA: A4231, 1971/ASIA DESPATCHES. 
The Royal Australian Air Force undertook seven C-130 relief supply flights directly into India, 
most to Calcutta but at least one to Agartala, on 24 or 25 June. In addition, one flight came from 
Butterworth to assist the repair of an aircraft that became unserviceable in Calcutta. The last of them 
flew into Calcutta in late August. QANTAS aircraft were also used to carry relief supplies.
10  Stuart to DFA, 8 April 1971, NAA: A1838, 144/10/1 PART 1.
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This of course was a sound judgement shared in Canberra, but different at 
that time from the view held in Washington, at least in the White House.

But Stuart was gloomy about the viability of a successor state, and this 
remained a theme in his reporting as the crisis unfolded. He reported on 
15 July that ‘I see diminished prospects of East Bengal being able to rule 
itself under any arrangements’, a view that was apparently consistent with 
the assessment of Australian intelligence agencies.11

Shaw and Stuart met to exchange assessments on three occasions during 
the crisis. After their second meeting, in Islamabad on 22 July, they 
reported that:

it is our judgement that the Pakistan Government will be unlikely 
to maintain its control over East Pakistan for very long … In the 
long term, the Pakistan Government will have to abandon East 
Pakistan, and perhaps to its advantage.12

But as 1971 progressed, Shaw and Stuart developed different perspectives 
on some key issues. The events of July and August—Kissinger’s visit to 
China and the Indo–Soviet Treaty—took Australia’s diplomatic missions 
(and most others) by surprise.

In New Delhi, the high commission had been aware that an agreement 
of some sort had been under discussion with Moscow for some time. But 
they did not know that the negotiations had come to embrace a mutual 
security component. Nor of course was the high commission aware of the 
conversation between India’s ambassador in Washington, Lakshmi Kant 
Jha, and Kissinger on 17 July in which Kissinger, seemingly contradicting 
earlier advice, had said that in the event that China became involved in 
a  conflict between India and Pakistan, India could not expect support 
from the United States.

Shaw wrote sympathetically to Canberra about the treaty’s context, 
pointing out that India maintained a deep anger toward the United 
States for not cutting off military supplies to Pakistan. He reported to the 
minister that ‘in certain places, particularly Articles VIII, IX and X, the 
document bears the signs of hasty drafting’. He said the ‘immediate effect 

11  Quoted by Shaw, 6 August 1971, Despatch 6/71, NAA: A4231, 1971/ASIA DESPATCHES.
12  Shaw to Minister, 6 August 1971, Despatch 6/71, ibid.
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of the [treaty] was to relieve internal pressure on the Indian Government 
… Mrs. Gandhi showed that India had a powerful friend in a time of 
need. The security articles … were taken as a warning to Pakistan’.13

Shaw and Stuart disagreed on the treaty’s impact. Shaw contended that the 
‘effect of the Treaty had been to reduce the possibility of war’. But Stuart 
felt that with India’s confidence now restored, it was more likely. In the 
end this difference was essentially one about the timing of any conflict. 
As Shaw put it, Mrs Gandhi has been able to ‘buy time in which to consider 
what she can do to relieve the financial burden on India and the political 
pressure on herself ’.14 As the distinguished historian Margaret MacMillan 
wrote in discussing the treaties concluded between the European powers 
in the years before WW1: as ‘so often in international relations … what is 
defensive from one perspective may appear a threat from another’.15

Most fundamentally, Shaw and Stuart also differed over India’s motives 
and ambitions. Stuart—who had served in New Delhi earlier in his 
career—considered that India was pursuing a long-held strategic ambition 
to dismember Pakistan, so weakening it as a state and placing India in 
a situation of supremacy in the subcontinent. He felt strongly that it was 
all part of India’s aspiration for great power status.

From New Delhi, Shaw was aware of India’s growing support for the Mukti 
Bahini and its cross-border operations. But he nevertheless rejected the 
notion that India’s aspirations went beyond resolving the situation in the 
east. He saw no evidence within the government of any more ambitious 
agenda. He was aware of what Indian hawks and jingoists were saying, 
but did not consider these views to represent mainstream Indian opinion, 
and took at face value the assurances of Indian Government spokesmen 
about India’s limited objectives. Shaw’s opinion was supported by, among 
others, James Plimsoll, who had been Australia’s high commissioner in 
India from 1962 to 1965, secretary of the Department of External Affairs 
from 1965 to 1970, and, in 1971, ambassador to the United States.

Prime ministers McMahon and Gandhi met in Washington on 
4 November 1971 while on respective official visits. McMahon told Mrs 
Gandhi he was concerned that the United States did not understand what 
was happening, and that the administration did not sufficiently appreciate 

13  Shaw to Minister, 20 August 1971, Despatch 8/71, ibid.
14  Ibid.
15  Margaret MacMillan, The War That Ended Peace (London: Profile Books, 2013), 546.
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that the basic problem was within East Bengal, not between India and 
Pakistan. He told her he would write to Yahya again, expecting, he said, 
that his ‘message might have added weight coming from Washington’.16

In this letter to Yahya—his fourth17—McMahon again urged a ‘political 
settlement based upon negotiation with the Awami League and its leaders, 
particularly Sheikh Mujibur Rahman’.18 In this, he was reflecting advice 
from Foreign Minister Nigel Bowen and his department, and from Jim 
Allen in Dhaka, which consistently emphasised that the ‘release of Mujib’ 
was the key to resolving the crisis.

Following the declaration of war on 4 December after the Pakistan Air 
Force attacks in the west the previous evening, Foreign Minister Bowen 
said in a formal statement that Australia ‘deeply regrets that events in 
the Indian subcontinent have led to full-scale warfare between India and 
Pakistan’. Australia, he said, regretted that its:

repeated efforts to try to influence the leaders of Pakistan and 
India in the direction of reaching a political settlement … have 
been unsuccessful … Our view is that the first requirement is an 
agreed ceasefire with a disengagement and withdrawal of opposing 
forces. This must be accompanied by a political settlement directed 
towards removing the underlying causes of conflict. Meanwhile, 
Australia’s position, as a friend of both Pakistan and India, will 
continue to be that of a neutral.19

Staff and families of Australia’s deputy high commission in Karachi 
were evacuated on 8 December, after the Indian Armed Forces agreed 
to an Australian request through the high commission in New Delhi 
for a  temporary halt in the bombardment of Karachi airport to allow 
a Qantas aircraft to land and fly out 154 Australian and other foreign 
citizens. Families of Australian staff in Islamabad moved up to Kabul early 
in the war, and all but Allen and his wife, Marion, and one staff member 
were evacuated from Dhaka to Singapore. There were no evacuations 
from Australian missions in India.

16  Australian Embassy in Washington to DFA, 6 November 1971, Prime Minister to DFA, NAA: 
A1838, 169/10/1 PART 19.
17  The official record indicates four, but McMahon told Mrs Gandhi it would be his fifth.
18  McMahon to Yahya Khan, 4 November 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 19.
19  Press Statement, Foreign Minister Bowen, 7 December 1971, Current Notes on International 
Affairs 42, no. 12 (1971): 629.
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Shaw was unconcerned by Pakistani threats to slice through to New Delhi 
with an armoured blitzkrieg. He was confident that India’s war aims were 
limited and that the war would be over within in two weeks. Once again, 
there was disagreement with Stuart who contended on 6 December that 
‘Pakistan has been the victim of calculated and graduated aggression’. 
India, Stuart argued, would probably ensure the ‘complete annihilation 
… of the Pakistan Army [in Bangladesh]’ and ‘then turn its forces to the 
West and seek to destroy Pakistan’s Western Army’.20 This judgement was 
consistent with that of the White House.

Australia was not a member of the UN Security Council at the time 
and so did not have to take a position on the December resolutions. 
When the matter was referred to the General Assembly on 8 December, 
Australia supported a resolution that called for a ceasefire and the 
withdrawal of troops. The resolution was adopted by a vote of 104 
to 11, with 10 (including the UK and France) abstaining. In response to 
Indian expressions of regret about Australia’s vote, which was seen to be 
inconsistent with our earlier more sympathetic positions, it was explained 
simply that it was not possible to avoid supporting a call for a ceasefire 
in a war.

‘Not Just Any Ship’

14 December 1971: I answer the phone in my high commission office 
to hear the stentorian but furry tones of Peter Hastings: ‘The Yanks have 
gone nuts! They’ve sent in the bloody Enterprise! Not just any ship—the 
“Big E”! We’ll all be nuked!’

Hastings, The Sydney Morning Herald’s veteran foreign editor, is in New 
Delhi covering what he has assumed is an intraregional scrap. His more 
measured report in the Herald on 15 December reflects a busy day among 
the diplomats in Chanakyapuri.21 ‘Some foreign missions’, he writes, ‘are 
strongly convinced that President Nixon has threatened US intervention 
… unless India accedes to the UN call for a ceasefire and troop withdrawal 
… those who are convinced that Mr. Nixon has threatened US intervention 
are unwilling or unable to say what this threatened action is and under 
what circumstance’.22

20  Stuart to DFA, 6 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 20.
21  The Diplomatic area of New Delhi.
22  The Sydney Morning Herald, 15 December 1971.
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Suddenly the crisis has gone global. And while the high 
commission does not share Hastings’ initially apocalyptic tone, 
we are surprised and a little concerned about what direction the 
war might now take and begin to wonder whether our World War 
II-like contingency preparations—papered-over windows, buckets 
of sand and water in every room, makeshift air-raid shelters under 
dining room tables—will be adequate. Nor can our friends in the 
US Embassy across the road shed light on what it is all about.

President Nixon had ordered the Enterprise battle group to the Bay of 
Bengal on 10 December, and it was revealed by The New York Times on 
12 December (the news reaching New Delhi on 13 December).

While it did not comment publicly, the Australian Government was 
taken by surprise.23 A cable sent to Ambassador Plimsoll in Washington 
on 15 December instructed him to seek advice about the decision (among 
other matters).24 The senior State Department official to whom Plimsoll 
spoke told him that decisions were being made elsewhere (meaning the 
White House, Plimsoll noted) and that he could throw little light on the 
deployment other than to note that it might be part of a contingency plan 
for the evacuation of Americans. Plimsoll reported no reference to the 
far more significant geopolitical dimensions to the crisis that had driven 
Nixon and Kissinger.

Of particular note was Foreign Affairs Secretary Keith Waller’s record of 
the view of Foreign Minister Bowen, who commented on 16 December 
that ‘if the presence of the Seventh Fleet in the Bay of Bengal was purely 
humanitarian, then it was clearly excessive. If it were gun-boat diplomacy, 
it was deplorable’.

23  On 7 January 1972, in response to a media report of an American decision to maintain a task 
force in the Indian Ocean, Nigel Bowen stated: ‘We have no official confirmation yet of this apparent 
announcement … but a development of this kind would be consistent with American objectives as 
the Government knows them and we should naturally welcome it’. This statement was not related to 
the Enterprise deployment three weeks earlier, which the foreign minister and his department clearly 
saw in a different context. Rather, it reflected Australia’s persistent concerns, canvassed, for instance, 
during Prime Minister McMahon’s visit to Washington in November 1971, about the Soviet naval 
presence in the Indian Ocean.
24  DFA to Plimsoll, 15 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 20; Waller to Anderson, 
16 December 1971, ibid.
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Figure 6.3. Recognise Bangladesh Rally in Trafalgar Square,  
8 August 1971.
Source: Image supplied courtesy of Keystone Press.

The cable to Plimsoll had also asked him to follow up reports from New 
Delhi ‘about [the US] invoking treaty obligations with Pakistan if India 
seized territory in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir’. In fact, as Kissinger was 
reportedly surprised to learn, the US did not have any treaty obligations to 
Pakistan—SEATO (the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization) and CENTO 
(the Central Treaty Organization) did not apply. In a subsequent letter to 
the deputy high commissioner in London, Waller—a former ambassador 
to the United States, and generally measured in his language—recorded 
his view that the Americans had ‘behaved with egregious stupidity, 
especially so far as the last gesture of sending half the Seventh Fleet to the 
Indian Ocean’.25

Within days of the war ending, Bowen began to review the events and 
to think ahead. On 20 December, he cabled Shaw and Stuart to say 
that he had ‘concerns about the isolation of India from many of her 
traditional friends, and in particular the breach with the United States’, 
and sought their views. ‘Can we build on [our positions to date] and our 
aid to refugees to reinforce in Indian minds the picture of a friendly and 

25  Waller to Pritchett, 22 December 1791, NAA: A1838, 144/10/1 PART 2.
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understanding country?’ he asked. Shaw thought we could, and so did 
Plimsoll, but Stuart was ‘sceptical of Australian ability to bring India back 
[sic] to the West’.26

Later, in January, Bowen asked Waller’s advice on whether Australia ‘should 
not in present circumstances be thinking of some new initiative with the 
Indians, such as proposing a treaty of friendship’. Waller’s view—with 
which First Assistant Secretary David Anderson quickly concurred—was 
that ‘we should let matters rest for the time being, as such a gesture would 
be somewhat contrived’.27 The matter was taken no further.

Recognition of Bangladesh
Shaw, Allen and Plimsoll advocated early recognition of the new state, both 
to capitalise on the goodwill Australia had attracted by its policies, and to 
help ensure that the field in Dhaka was not left to the East Europeans 
and other communist governments. Stuart was concerned about how 
Pakistan might react, and anyway remained sceptical about the new state, 
describing Bangladesh as ‘a hopeless case’.28 He had earlier predicted 
that it ‘will be well on the way to becoming a communist-dominate [sic] 
trouble spot and [will] add to our South East Asian worries’.29

The government addressed the question of recognition soon after Mujib 
returned to Dhaka.30

Waller told Anderson on 11 January that he thought Australia should 
recognise Bangladesh ‘fairly soon’ and was prepared to take a ‘bit of a risk’ 
on it. He said he had already had some pressure on the matter from Prime 
Minister McMahon, though the minister (Bowen) was not attracted to 
the idea of precipitate recognition.31

On 14 January, McMahon told Waller he was not unduly perturbed by 
the possibility that Pakistan might cut off diplomatic relations if Australia 
recognised Bangladesh (as it had with a number of East European early 

26  Cable exchange, Bowen-Shaw-Stuart, 20/21 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 20.
27  Minute, Waller to Anderson, 11 January 1972, ibid.
28  Stuart to Minister, 21 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 199/10/1 PART 20.
29  Stuart to DFA, 6 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 20.
30  Don Hook recalls that Jim Allen was among the first people Mujib greeted on this arrival back 
in Dhaka airport, embracing him warmly and thanking him. Australia’s recognition was of course 
welcomed in Dhaka and New Delhi, and also by South-East Asian governments that recognised the 
importance of Canberra’s independent view of a regional issue.
31  Waller to Anderson, 11 January 1972, NAA: A1838, 144/10/1 PART 2.
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movers). ‘We have done a lot already. These people will be important to us 
in the future’, he said.32 Nor, apparently, was he concerned by advice from 
the British that Kissinger had warned their ambassador in Washington 
that it would be ‘premature’ to recognise Bangladesh before the president’s 
visit to Beijing (scheduled for May), and would be ‘taken amiss’.33

In the event, Australia announced its recognition of Bangladesh on 
31 January 1972, a couple of weeks later than first contemplated. It was 
delayed by the desire to move in company with ‘like-mindeds’. The United 
Kingdom and others were canvassed—in what now would be described as 
an ‘activist middle power’ diplomatic initiative—but for various reasons 
they all delayed and so Australia moved with only New Zealand and Fiji 
to become the ninth, and first non-eastern bloc, government to recognise 
the new state.

The announcement was applauded in Australia. Amidst favourable 
editorial comment, The Canberra Times stood out: the recognition of 
Bangladesh, it said, was:

possibly the most significant exercise undertaken by this country 
since it befriended Indonesia in 1945 … Australia, by its early 
recognition, has enlivened its reputation as an independent 
participant in the affairs of the region.34

Australian Policy: An Analysis
While Canberra’s policy responses in the early days of the crisis might 
have been spontaneous, by the end of 1971 they had become quite 
deliberate. Australia’s position was distinctive among usually ‘like-minded’ 
governments. Early in the crisis, in light particularly of the tone and 
content of McMahon’s correspondence, a British official had remarked 
that the Australian position ‘went rather further than anything we had 
said to the Pakistanis’.35 Raghavan notes the more cautious approaches of, 
among others, the United Kingdom and Canada, each of whom was more 
reluctant to come out against Pakistan, lest they risked the effective use of 
the leverage they believed they had in Islamabad.36

32  Record of a telephone conversation between Waller and McMahon, 14 January 1972, ibid.
33  Australian High Commission in London to DFA, 10 January 1972, ibid.
34  The Canberra Times, 1 February 1972.
35  Raghavan, 1971, 171.
36  At a 2015 conference on Australia–India relations, it was remarked that, contrary to what has 
come to be expected in more recent times, on this issue Canada was closer to the United States and 
Australia more distant.
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In short, two strands of Australian policy had emerged quite early: 
acceptance of the reality that East Pakistan was finished, and well-
founded humanitarian concern. Realpolitik and moral right don’t always 
coincide, but on this occasion, for Australia, they did. Although there 
were occasional criticisms of India, and the traditional line about the need 
to balance the relationship between the two countries was not formally 
repudiated, in the broad our position was more sympathetic to India than 
those of most other Western governments. Future high commissioners 
would note how it was a position remembered and respected in New 
Delhi in the decades that followed, albeit other issues—in particular, 
ironically, that of India’s nuclear tests—arose to affect the relationship 
more seriously over the following three decades.

As the crisis unfolded, the nature of Australia’s policy interests broadened. 
Concern about India’s potential isolation and the determination to 
recognise Bangladesh early in order not to leave the field to communist 
governments reflected a mature sense of the sort of role Bowen, at least, 
saw for Australia in the world. His pride in this was evident when he told 
parliament in May 1972 that Australia had ‘taken not simply an active 
interest but also a positive role, and in some aspects a leading role’.37

New Delhi’s appreciation of Australia’s position was evident in the access that 
continued to be available to the high commissioner and visiting Australians, 
and was reflected particularly when Bowen visited India in May and was 
warmly received by Indian Minister of External Affairs Swaran Singh.

Nor did Australia’s activism on behalf of Bangladesh end with the 
McMahon Government. Australia’s first ambassador to the People’s 
Republic of China, Stephen FitzGerald, records in his memoir that in his 
first meeting with Premier Zhou Enlai after taking up duty in Beijing in 
early 1973, he ‘explain[ed] Australia’s recognition of Bangladesh and urges 
China to do the same’. Zhou, he says, ‘repli[ed] that China will refuse to 
recognise Bangladesh while it fails to carry out two UN resolutions on 
the repatriation to Pakistan of POWs’. FitzGerald records that a Chinese 
vice minister later asked why Bangladesh had aroused such interest in 
Australia, and that when Prime Minister Whitlam visited China in 
October 1973, Bangladesh was one of only two issues on which there 
were ‘sharp disagreements’.38

37  Commonwealth, Parliamentary Debates, House of Representatives, 9 May 1972, ‘Australian 
Foreign Policy’, 2218 (NH Bowen MP).
38  Stephen FitzGerald, Comrade Ambassador: Whitlam’s Beijing Envoy (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 2015), 100–02, 111.
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In short, Australian policy in response to the events of 1971 placed 
Canberra at odds with both Washington and Beijing.

Australian and US Policies: ‘Markedly Divergent’

Australia’s policy responses through this crisis were different from those 
of the United States from the outset. This was acknowledged explicitly by 
Foreign Minister Bowen when he said, in a letter to US Secretary of State 
William Rogers on 22 December: ‘I have noticed that during the past 
few weeks differences have developed between American and Australian 
policies in relation to the present crisis on the Indian sub-continent’. 
In  strong language that seemed to capture Australian policy thinking 
rather better than those used in DFA’s cable to Shaw and Stuart two days 
earlier (see below), Bowen went on:

I know you feel that attempts being made by the United States to 
produce a political settlement were wrecked by India … it cannot 
be overlooked that the Government of Pakistan by its repressive 
actions in East Pakistan caused the deaths of hundreds of thousands 
of its own citizens and the flight into India of about 10 million 
more. Pakistan’s military regime by many acts of brutality created a 
situation which was intolerable for its own people. It was Pakistan 
that mounted the pre-emptive air attack on India.39

Plimsoll took the letter to Rogers, who pointed out that the United States, 
as a matter of principle, was opposed to breaking up states. Plimsoll 
responded that sometimes states do nevertheless break up, and in this 
case ‘the people had broken away and this had to be recognised’.40 Again, 
Rogers did not allude to the global or geopolitical context in which 
Kissinger had come to see the crisis. Later, in his embassy’s Annual Review 
for 1971–72, Plimsoll reported that the East Pakistan issue was ‘the only 
issue on which Australian and US policies have diverged markedly’.41

Three questions arise. Did the United States notice or care about these 
differences between its positions and those of its ally? Did Australia 
influence the United States in any way, or attempt to? And why were the 
positions of these two allies so different?

39  Bowen to Rogers, 22 December 1971, NAA: A1838, 144/10/1 PART 1.
40  Plimsoll to DFA, 22 December 1971, ibid.
41  Jeremy Hearder, Jim Plim: Ambassador Extraordinary: A Biography of Sir James Plimsoll (Ballarat: 
Connor Court, 2015), 235.
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Figure 6.4. ‘Once we’ve worked out how to recognise them, let’s try it out 
on China!’ Stewart McCrae, Courier Mail, 1971.
Source: National Library of Australia: nla.gov.au/nla.obj-145844331.

On the first question, the differences would have been noted within 
the State Department and would have been referred to in the briefing 
prepared for Nixon’s meeting with McMahon on 4 December (though 
in the event the matter was apparently not raised in that meeting). But 
overall, as matters relevant to the security relationship between the two 
countries were not considered to be in play, the reality is that Canberra’s 
position did not matter much to the Nixon administration. Indeed, 
Kissinger notes in his memoir that ‘the President would be reluctant 
to confront Yahya, but … the White House would not object to other 
countries’ efforts to dissuade him from using force’.42

As to whether Canberra sought to influence Washington, it is easy to 
think that any advocacy would have been ineffectual given that policy 
was being made in the White House, where the attitudes of the president 
and his national security adviser were firmly entrenched. Plimsoll did, 
however, try.

42  Henry Kissinger, White House Years (Boston: Little, Brown and Co, 1979), 852.

http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-145844331
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Jeremy Hearder, in his biography of Plimsoll, records that, in an oral 
history recorded in 1981, Plimsoll had said he spoke to Secretary of State 
Rogers and other officials ‘to try to hold them back from any violent 
support for Pakistan’, though he could not be sure that his message was 
getting through to the White House. Plimsoll may have been referring 
here to an occasion on which, he told his staff, he had received a personal 
message from Mrs Gandhi asking him to intercede with Kissinger to try 
to persuade him to a more balanced view of India’s position.43

Yet Hearder also adduces some tantalising evidence that Plimsoll’s modesty 
at the time might have been misplaced. He notes that Plimsoll said in 
his 1981 oral history that, at a function at the White House in 1973, 
the president had said to another guest that Plimsoll had been ‘of great 
value to us in recent troubles in India and Bangladesh’. And Nixon told 
Plimsoll on another occasion that: ‘I will never forget what you did for us 
on Pakistan, India and Bangladesh. I will always be grateful. We owe you 
a great deal’.

In recording this later, Plimsoll said he was unsure what the president 
was referring to, but he speculated that if the United States had been 
contemplating some sort of military intervention in support of Pakistan, 
then ‘what I had been saying to people may have held them back’.44

Why the Difference?

The remaining question then is this: why were the Australian and US 
positions so different on an issue where they might otherwise have been 
seen to have shared interests? The question is especially pertinent given 
that this was a conservative (Liberal/Country Party) coalition, the direct 
successor to one on whose behalf Prime Minister Harold Holt had 
famously said that Australia was ‘all the way with LBJ’. It is all the more 
intriguing because Australia was still engaged in Vietnam alongside the 
United States. There are three plausible explanations.

43  Hearder, Jim Plim, 235.
44  Ibid. In advocating constraint on the part of a powerful ally, it can be said that Plimsoll had 
undertaken precisely that diplomatic role that Denis Stairs subsequently endorsed in his salutary 
work The Diplomacy of Constraint: Canada, the Korean War, and the United States (Toronto: Toronto 
University Press, 1974), doi.org/10.3138/9781487574260.

http://doi.org/10.3138/9781487574260
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1. Unaligned Interests
The first and most evident explanation is that the two countries’ interests 
were not the same. From the outset, American interests were shaped in 
good part by the impending rapprochement with China and Kissinger’s 
planned visit to Beijing, of which the Australian Government knew 
nothing until two hours before it was announced. And later, as the crisis 
reached its denouement, the eyes of the White House were very much on 
what Nixon and Kissinger saw as the geopolitical stakes. The Australian 
Government did not see things or operate at that level, and indeed may 
not have agreed that so much needed to be at stake.

In short, Australia’s view of the issues was simpler and less cluttered 
(including by personal perceptions) than that of the United States, 
probably more akin to what Kissinger had identified as the regional view 
taken by the State Department. As a result it was easier for Australia to 
base its positions on judgements about the moral issues and South Asian 
realpolitik than to take contrary positions.

2. Impact of the Diplomatic Voice
Yet there seems to have been more to it than this. Australian policy in regard 
to the subcontinent since 1947, frequently articulated and argued for by 
the Department of Foreign Affairs, had been to try to maintain a balance 
between India and Pakistan: to treat each the same. This hyphenation had 
its origins in the need to ensure neutrality on the Kashmir dispute, but it 
had come to pervade all areas of Australian interest in the two countries. 
While at the highest levels there was more sympathy for India, within the 
department at least the inclination was still to apply the template with 
apparently little consideration of the merits of the issues in play in 1971.

In August, First Assistant Secretary David Anderson had advised Foreign 
Minister Bowen that ‘our first concern is a reluctance to adopt a position 
which either openly or by implication would appear hostile to Pakistan’. 
And as late as 17 September, Peter Henderson, the assistant secretary 
responsible for South Asia, told the Indian high commissioner—who had 
called to thank Australia for its aid to the refugees and to request Australia 
to again urge Pakistan to seek a political settlement in the east—that:
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We should be careful to remember that in the context of exerting 
political pressure, there was a delicate balance to be struck; we 
needed to maintain a position in which we were listened to by 
both parties.45

The postwar cable of 20 December in which Bowen had sought the 
views of Shaw and Stuart again reflects the ‘delicate balance’ theme. 
Presumably drafted in the department, it took care to distribute blame in 
an even-handed way, noting at the outset that:

both sides have made serious mistakes. Pakistan by its brutal 
military regime in the East … and the pre-emptive strike on 
3rd  December … [while] India by its flagrant support for the 
Mukti Bahini contravened UN Resolutions she herself had helped 
to draft, and seriously jeopardised international attempts to 
produce a reasonable political settlement.

(As suggested above, it is interesting to compare these words with those 
used in Bowen’s letter to Secretary Rogers just two days later.)

At this level then, the commitment to balance or even-handedness seems 
to have been firmly embedded. At the same time, however, more senior 
officials, including at the permanent head level, had been thinking more 
broadly about Australia’s interests in the subcontinent. Keith Waller said 
after his retirement that, in coming to the office of secretary of DFA in 
1970, one of his three main objectives had been to ‘change the emphasis 
in our attitude to India and Pakistan’, where, he said, we had been ‘quite 
unrealistic’ in favouring Pakistan over India.46

Arthur Tange, one of Waller’s predecessors in DFA, who was by now 
secretary of the Defence Department and had served as high commissioner 
in New Delhi, had told Minister for External Affairs Paul Hasluck in 
1966 that the ‘delicate balance’ approach had had a ‘stifling effect on the 
development of policies to further our interests’. Tange criticised what 
he called ‘the over-simplified concept of parity … the  two countries 

45  Record of Conversation, 17 September 1971, NAA: A1838, 169/10/1 PART 19, quoted in Meg 
Gurry, ‘A Delicate Balance: Australia’s “Tilt” to Pakistan and Its Impact on Australia–India Relations’, 
Australian Journal of International Affairs 67, no. 2 (2013): 141–56, doi.org/10.1080/10357718.20
12.750641. Gurry argues in this thoughtful article that Australia had in fact ‘tilted’ to Pakistan over 
the years and was perceived in India to have done so.
46  Keith Waller, A Diplomatic Life: Some Memories (Nathan: Centre for the Study of Australia-Asia 
Relations, Griffith University, 1990), 45.
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are not equal’.47 Plimsoll, Waller’s predecessor and now ambassador in 
Washington, held very similar views.48 And of course Shaw became a vocal 
and respected advocate from New Delhi of the need to deal with the 
present issue on its merits and not through the prism of balance.49

It may be then that these—the real mandarins at the time—were the 
people whose views had most influence with the prime minister and his 
foreign ministers. McMahon had been foreign minister; he was known 
for his tendency to simplify issues and was certainly responsive to media 
and public interest. Leslie Bury, foreign minister from March to August 
1971, was not particularly effective but did listen to Waller and read the 
cables during his brief spell in office. Nigel Bowen, who succeeded Bury 
in August, was not noted for flair, but he was a thoughtful and thorough 
man—‘a hard and methodical worker’, according to Waller50—who 
approached issues with an open mind and with compassion.

None of these had any investment in the notion of balancing relations 
between India and Pakistan. While taking conventional advice from 
the Department of Foreign Affairs, they are likely to have approached the 
events that followed the Pakistani crackdown as a new issue in its own 
right, and to have seen both the realpolitik and the moral considerations 
of the day without the baggage of policy history: or the complexities that 
influenced the positions of other governments.

3. The Prime Minister’s Call?
There may also have been a third factor shaping Australia’s policies. 
Customarily in Australia the prime minister of the day ‘owns’ the 
relationship with the United States, and that seems to have been the case 
for McMahon’s three Liberal Party predecessors.51 That being so, it might 
have been expected that the prime minister would have been sensitive to 

47  Gurry, ‘A Delicate Balance’, 90–91. With considerable prescience, Tange’s parting advice to his 
successor as high commissioner, Patrick Shaw, in 1970 had been not ‘to echo the American point of 
view … [it] destroys respect for Australia as an independent nation’. See: Meg Gurry, Australia and 
India: Mapping the Journey 1944–2014 (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2015), 77.
48  For example, see: Gurry, Australia and India, 88; and Hearder, Jim Plim, 234.
49  This was also the view of most of those who served as Australian high commissioner in New 
Delhi, including Peter Heydon, who became secretary of the Immigration Department but died in 
May 1971 as the crisis was playing out.
50  Gurry, ‘A Delicate Balance’, 96.
51  Indeed, when John Gorton became prime minister following Harold Holt’s disappearance, Waller, 
then ambassador in Washington, asked his minister Paul Hasluck whether he should step aside to allow 
Gorton to appoint his own person to the job. See: Geoffrey Bolton, Paul Hasluck: A Life (Crawley: 
University of Western Australia, 2014).
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Washington’s positions, and concerned not to let Australian policy get 
too far from them. But McMahon himself was quite active on the issue, 
for instance in writing—as we have seen—to Yahya four times in fairly 
forthright terms, meeting with Mrs Gandhi in Washington when their 
visits coincided in November and then pressing for early recognition 
of Bangladesh.

In this, McMahon may have been moved by no more than his own 
appreciation of the situation and what he was hearing from his most 
senior officials. But there is likely to have been another consideration. 
McMahon was not reputed as a strategic thinker, but he was shrewd, 
media-sensitive and, according to his contemporaries, not inclined to let 
loyalty get in the way of his own interests. Having been embarrassed by 
Nixon’s sudden move to engage China, and with Vietnam looming as 
a toxic issue in the election due in 1972, he may well have judged it useful 
to maintain some distance from Washington on the South Asian issue.

Also, McMahon seems to have been feeling some pressure from the Labor 
opposition, led by Gough Whitlam, who was vocal about the need for 
Australia to adopt a more independent foreign policy. On the eve of his 
visit to Washington in November 1971, McMahon was reported to be 
‘at pains to stress that he would not relegate Australia to the status of 
“echo or satellite” of the United States’,52 and it is possible that he saw the 
crisis in the subcontinent as an opportunity to give some substance to 
this position.

Consistent with this, following McMahon’s visit to Washington and his 
meeting with Mrs Gandhi, one of the travelling press party, John Stubbs, 
presumably reflecting on a briefing from either McMahon himself or 
a senior adviser, wrote:

Mrs. Indira Gandhi found a new and active ally in Washington 
last week. Not President Nixon, who made no concessions to 
her case against Pakistan. The Indian Prime Minister’s ally is 
Mr  McMahon, who is expected to argue in [his forthcoming 
visit to] London that international pressure should be applied 
to Pakistan.

52  Melbourne Herald, 4 November 1971, cited in James Curran, Unholy Fury: Whitlam and Nixon 
at War (Melbourne: Melbourne University Publishing, 2015), 109.
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[Mr McMahon] appears to have taken a calculated position that 
runs counter to his Government’s strongly maintained policy of 
non-interference in the politics of other countries … On most 
topics he seems determined to adopt new and more independent 
approach than Australian Prime Ministers [visiting London] have 
done in the past.53

The superficial nature of this posturing on McMahon’s part was of course 
evident in the fact that he used his visits to Washington and London 
to seek closer engagement with both governments in response to what 
he saw as the danger of the Soviet naval presence in the Indian Ocean, 
among other things. The day after Australia announced its recognition 
of Bangladesh, McMahon wrote to Yahya Khan again saying that ‘Our 
recognition in no way detracts from the importance we attach to our 
friendship with Pakistan’, and expressing the ‘hope that good relations 
would continue’.54 But in a short-term sense, it had suited McMahon well 
for Australia to take positions on the India–Pakistan issue that differed 
from those of the United States.

In reflecting on Australia–US relations during this crisis, it is also worth 
noting that there is no indication in the available archival records or 
commentaries on this crisis to suggest that the McMahon Government 
was consulted or advised about what Kissinger described as a ‘decision to 
risk war’, or was even aware of the ‘decision’, notwithstanding that the US 
facilities in Australia would have played a part in any US–Soviet conflict.

Reflections and Reverberations
1985: Following a promotion in the Department of Foreign Affairs, I attend 
the obligatory week-long management course that is intended to prepare 
me for the level to which I have been elevated. Each course participant 
is required to do a project on an issue relevant to their department. The 
new secretary, Dr Stuart Harris, who had come to the department from 
The Australian National University, believed that dissent within the 
department about Vietnam policy in the sixties and early seventies had not 
been sufficiently heard, and wanted to ensure that dissent of this kind, from 
whatever level, would be properly considered in the management of future 
policy issues. Conscious of this, I decide that my project would be the 
creation of a ‘policy dissent mechanism’. Harris likes the proposal, and the 
progressive chairman of the Public Service Board, Dr Peter Wilenski, hears 

53  The Sydney Morning Herald, 8 November 1971, by-line John Stubbs.
54  The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 February 1972.
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of it and, himself the product of the pre-Vietnam generation in external 
affairs, also likes it. The birth of this imaginative piece of policy machinery 
is thus promulgated through a departmental ‘administrative circular’. In the 
event, the mechanism is very little used, handling, as I recall, only one case 
(an eccentric one at that) while it quietly withered.

Incongruities and Ironies
The East Pakistan–Bangladesh crisis and its aftermath were laced through 
with incongruity. The greatest of these was the fact that the autocratic, 
communist Soviet Union supported democratic India and urged Pakistan 
to respect the will of its elected representatives, while the democratic 
United States supported Pakistan’s military regime. For some at least, 
there are lessons here about the role of values in foreign policy when 
harder interests are engaged.

Irony is evident, too. At the strategic level, the United States is now more 
concerned than ever about the stability of Pakistan as it faces challenges 
from Islamic forces whose influence grew after the fall of Bhutto’s regime 
in 1977. Increasingly uneasy about the relationship between Pakistan and 
China that it had used so adroitly in 1971, and in response to the rise 
of China, the US has been courting India as a counterweight or balance 
to China in Asia.

India is even more concerned about China’s relationship with Pakistan 
and is especially wary of the extension of Beijing’s ‘One Belt-One Road’ 
strategy into Pakistan. India continues too to be concerned about America’s 
continued close relationship with Pakistan. Yet now, four decades on, 
with the rise of China, the passing of the post-independence Congress-
influenced generation and the advent of the Modi Government, India has 
found common ground with the United States and worked its way past 
the reservations fostered by US policies of the 1960s and 1970s.

The Soviet Union meanwhile died in the year the Indo–Soviet Treaty 
expired, though the treaty had ceased to have any meaning long before 
then. Mrs Gandhi, unhappy about the Soviet Union’s invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, declined to visit Moscow in 1981 to celebrate its 
tenth anniversary; any remaining chance of the treaty’s renewal in 1991 
was formally ruled out by President Yeltsin,55 though by then there was no 
chance of India wanting to extend it anyway.

55  Shyam Saran, interview with author, 2 March 2015.
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The ironies have compounded in other ways, too. At the level of 
international norms, India could not have won international support for 
any kind of humanitarian intervention in 1971, but when the concept of 
the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P) was developed by the International 
Convention on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) in 2001, the 
Pakistan Government’s brutal intervention in East Pakistan was one of 
the cases on which it based its ground-breaking work. Indeed, former 
Australian foreign minister Gareth Evans, as co-chair of the ICISS, wrote 
later that:

[India’s] intervention was ostensibly (and not entirely incredibly) 
a self-defence response to a pre-emptive air strike by Pakistan; but, 
in fact, the action was taken primarily to ensure that mass murder 
and displacement, especially of the Hindu population, would 
not continue.56

Figure 6.5. Sheikh Mujibur Rahman pictured in Dacca, Bangladesh, 
3 March 1971.
Source: Photo by Michel Laurent for the Associated Press, supplied by AAP Images.

56  Gareth Evans, The Responsibility to Protect: Ending Mass Atrocity Crimes Once and For All 
(Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2008), 23.
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‘R2P’ was subsequently endorsed by the UN General Assembly in its 
World Summit Outcome document in 2005. We can only speculate 
about what Washington’s position might have been had ‘R2P’ been an 
internationally endorsed concept in 1971.

Finally, irony of a tragic kind extended as well to the dramatis personae. 
Of  the four key players in the saga in the subcontinent, three died 
violently.  Only Yahya Khan, who had instigated it all by calling an 
election whose result he could not manage, died in his own bed. Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto replaced Yahya as president on 20 December 1971, then in 
1973 became prime minister; displaced by a vengeful military leadership 
in a coup in 1977, he was then put on trial and executed. Sheikh Mujibur 
Rahman became prime minister and then president of Bangladesh, but in 
1975 was assassinated in a coup from which Khondakar Mostaq Ahmed, 
the foreign minister of the Bangladeshi government in exile through 
whom the United States had sought to establish an alternative channel to 
the Bengali leadership in 1971, emerged as president. Indira Gandhi, who 
lost office in 1977 and was re-elected in 1980, was assassinated by Sikh 
nationalists in 1984.

Diplomatic Lessons

Reflection on the events of 1971 suggests a number of lessons for 
diplomacy, in particular for Australia. The history of the 1971 crisis 
and the differing policy responses to it underline an overarching policy 
lesson of the ‘keep it simple’ kind. Australian policy was framed in an 
uncomplicated context: rarely in international affairs do morality and 
realpolitik coincide as easily as they did in this case. As well, for Australia 
the crisis was seen as a regional issue of a kind best resolved among the 
countries immediately concerned. American policy by contrast was more 
complex: it brought into play interests external to the immediate issue 
that cut across the values and interests that the United States might 
otherwise have pursued in the subcontinent; and, in the White House 
at least, the crisis was quickly placed in a geopolitical framework, which 
greatly complicated its handling and raised the stakes very significantly.

A second lesson is about the Australia–US relationship: it is possible 
to shape Australian policy on the basis of our own understandings and 
judgements and to differ from Washington without exciting a diplomatic 
crisis in the alliance relationship. Washington’s apparent lack of interest 
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in our views is a reminder that the United States doesn’t always care if we 
differ. At the same time, however, if we evaluate the evidence of Plimsoll’s 
influence on American policy, the least that can be said of it is that his 
efforts were respected. In historical terms, his endeavours are a reminder 
that there can be a role for Australia: as a respected ally of the United 
States; in urging constraint on the use of its power; or ‘speaking truth to 
power’, in the modern argot.

Third, there is a lesson about the role of diplomatic and consular missions. 
Throughout this crisis, Australia’s missions in South Asia, and indeed 
those in other capitals, not only reported fulsomely on the events as they 
unfolded, but also stimulated robust debate about Australian policy and 
participated actively in it. For those looking for lessons that might be 
relevant today, this is an important one: overseas missions can be critical 
not just in informing government and advocating Australia’s interests, 
but also in contributing to the development of sound—and authentic—
policy.

Significantly, Australia had a mission on the ground in Dhaka led by 
a diplomat who understood the mood and politics of East Pakistan and 
reported frankly on the events of the year as he saw them. This contrasts 
with, for example, the situation in East Timor in 1974, from which the 
Australian Government withdrew its consular mission in 1971 and was 
thus less well informed about the situation on the ground in the province 
leading up to the Indonesian invasion.

The role of Australia’s missions was of course made easier by the more 
open  policy framework within which they worked. The US Consulate 
in Dhaka was presumably at least as well informed as its Australian 
counterpart and certainly spoke plainly to Washington, but it was 
operating in a constrained policy framework. This was the context in 
which, amidst the chaos in East Bengal in April 1971, and with White 
House–led policy trending in ways that made it inconvenient to recognise 
the awfulness of what the Pakistan Army was doing, Consul General 
Archer Blood signed off on his ‘policy dissent’ telegram, and his career. 
For diplomats to conclude that challenging policy is fatal to their careers 
would be very much the wrong lesson to draw from the 1971 crisis!
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The final lesson in all of this might well be about the importance of 
policymakers knowing their history: the more we educate ourselves 
about the past, the more easily we can make sense of the present and thus 
manage its challenges.57

Nor does the process of historic discovery necessarily have an end—
had the  accounts of Nixon and Kissinger been the end of the story, 
understanding of American policy might have been different—but the 
opening of Washington’s archives has shed further light on the perfidy of 
the White House in 1971. Access to Canberra’s well-maintained archives 
has shed a better light on Australian policy and, in doing so, served 
a useful purpose in itself.

Four Decades On

As Australia’s mandarins had rightly foreseen, in the long term India was 
always likely to be a more significant player in world affairs than Pakistan, 
and its relative importance grew as a result of the vivisection of Pakistan. 
In the short term though, while Australia’s sympathetic position was well 
remembered in New Delhi for some time, the Australia–India relationship 
benefited little from the new promise it had briefly shown in 1971–72.

It was not until after the Cold War had ended and a process of economic 
reform began that India was able to begin to translate its importance 
onto a wider international canvas. Forty years after the 1971 crisis, with 
India having been through another round of nuclear tests, with the rise of 
China suggesting a new level of shared interest, and with India’s economic 
reforms beginning to show real returns, the Australia–India relationship 
began to realise the potential that wiser heads had foreseen in 1971.

Epilogue: Bangladesh

Meanwhile, the scars of 1971 remain evident on the South Asian body-
politic, and the politics of Bangladesh in particular are riven with tragic 
reminders of events of 46 years ago. The political parties that emerged in 
this turbulent democracy were defined originally by the country’s early 
history after independence. One major party—the Awami League—

57  Coincidentally, Australian journalist Laura Tingle published a thoughtful essay in 2016 arguing 
that a significant factor in the weakness of recent Australian governments has been ‘political amnesia’: 
a failure to know and learn from the past.
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is  led by Mujibur Rahman’s daughter, Sheikh Hasina Wajed, the other, 
the Bangladesh Nationalist Party, by Sheikh Khaleda Zia, the widow of 
General Ziaur Rahman, who succeeded Mujib after the coup in which 
he was assassinated in 1975 (and was himself assassinated in 1981). Both 
Hasina and Zia have served periods as prime minister, but neither can let 
go of their personal history.

Thus, in 2009, Sheikh Hasina’s newly re-elected government tried 
and executed nine military officers for their parts in Mujib’s 1975 
assassination. And in 2010, her government established two International 
Crimes Tribunals to prosecute crimes committed by Pakistan military 
personnel and others—including Bangladeshis—during the 1971 civil 
war. As  a  result of the tribunals’ trials, at least 26 people have been 
convicted on charges of genocide and crimes against humanity, and four 
Bangladeshi nationals have been executed, including a member of Sheikh 
Zia’s party.

As well as these personally vengeful touch points, the issue of how 
many Bengalis died in 1971 has, if anything, grown in importance in 
the poisonous political discourse. As The New York Times has put it, the 
belief that there were 3 million victims of the 1971 genocide is ‘totemic’ 
and a ‘foundational element’ for the ruling Awami League. In 2016, the 
Bangladesh Law Commission opened consultation on a draft law called 
the Liberation War Denial Crimes Act. The proposed law would outlaw 
any ‘inaccurate’ representation of the civil war’s history, and as reported 
would almost certainly be used to prosecute anyone who questioned the 
3 million figure.58

Increasingly, connections to 1971 go beyond personal party politics. 
Those executed since 2010 have also included members of Jamaat-e-
Islami, a party that because of its commitment to Islam is seen to be closer 
to Pakistan. Thus, through a linkage to 1971, the modern politics of Islam 
has come to provide another overlay in the machinations of the political 
elites in this struggling nation.

58  The New York Times, 5 April 2016.
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