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This background history of the 
1955 Asia-Africa Conference in 
Bandung, Indonesia, is an edited ex-
tract from the author’s earlier article, 
“Britain’s Cold War against FDR’s 
Grand Design: The East Asian The-
ater, 1943-63,” published in EIR,  
Vol. 26, No. 41, October 15, 1999.

In the first war-time meeting be-
tween U.S. President Franklin Roos-
evelt and British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill in August, 1941, 
Roosevelt famously told Churchill 
that the U.S. was not fighting the 
Second World War to preserve the 
British Empire, or any other Euro-
pean colonial domains, but would develop those 
former colonies with American System methods. Un-
fortunately, Roosevelt died before the end of the war, 
and his successor, Harry Truman, proved to be a tool of 
Wall Street and the British Empire. U.S. ships were 
provided to the British, the Dutch and the French to 
help return their armies to their former colonies in 
Asia.

Anti-colonial wars ensued, in Indochina against the 
French, and in Indonesia against the Dutch. Indonesia 
had declared its independence, led by their nationalist 
leader Sukarno as President, two days after the Japa-
nese surrender to the United States on August 15, 1945. 
The Dutch, however, with direct military support from 
the British, reoccupied the main cities. They fought a 
bloody war against the forces of the new republic, fi-
nally giving up in 1949. In Indochina, the French re-
fused to give up Vietnam, Cambodia, or Laos, and 
fought another bloody war against the nationalist forces 
under Ho Chi Minh. As they were unable to defeat the 
nationalists, and as the U.S. under President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower was not willing to continue supporting the 
colonial war, they agreed to a peace conference in 
Geneva in April 1954, with representatives from 
France, Britain, U.S., USSR, China, and Ho Chi Minh’s 
Viet Minh.

The Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence
Just before the Geneva Conference in April 1954, 

China’s Premier Zhou Enlai initiated bilateral agree-
ments with India and Burma which established the first 
expression of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexis-
tence. The Five Principles declared mutual respect for 
sovereignty; territorial integrity; equality of nations; 
non-interference in internal affairs; and peaceful coex-
istence. This initiative by Zhou, Indian Prime Minister 
Jawaharlal Nehru, and Burmese Prime Minister U Nu, 
would become a central concept motivating the Spirit 
of Bandung in the famous 1955 Asia-Africa Confer-
ence in Bandung, Indonesia. 

The day before the opening of the Geneva Confer-
ence, the Vietnamese Army under General Vo Nguyen 
Giap overran the crucial French position at Dien Bien 
Phu, marking the defeat of the French on the battlefield. 
Zhou Enlai, rather than gloating, used his influence to 
persuade Ho Chi Minh to accept a compromise, allow-
ing a temporary division of Vietnam with a continued 
French presence in the South, pending a national elec-
tion within 24 months.

Zhou believed that any more militant stance would 
push the United States toward the policy advocated by 
Eisenhower’s Secretary of State John Foster Dulles to 
continue supporting the French, and U.S. forces would 

The Spirit of Bandung
by Michael Billington

Delegates at the Asian-African Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, April 1955.
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simply move in to replace the 
French. He hoped that a tempo-
rary peace based on a divided 
Vietnam and neutrality in Cam-
bodia and Laos, as was estab-
lished at Geneva, would allow 
time for broader agreements on 
regional and international de-
velopment, even though the 
Vietnam settlement itself was 
full of loopholes and uncertain-
ties, and wasn’t even signed by 
most of the participants. The 
stage was set for Bandung.

The original idea for an 
Asian-African meeting came 
from Indonesian Prime Minis-
ter Ali Sastroamidjojo at a 
meeting of the Colombo group, 
comprising India, Pakistan, 
Ceylon, Burma, and Indone-
sia—an alliance of formerly 
colonized nations. The proposed conference was to be 
the first time that nations of the Third World had met 
together, without the Western powers present. Sukarno 
described it in his opening speech as “the first interna-
tional conference of colored peoples in the history of 
mankind.”

The Bandung Conference of 1955
The unifying principles were anti-colonialism and 

the commitment to peace and development in nations 

which had won their independence. But the most cru-
cial strategic issue in the minds of the conference initia-
tors was the threat of a U.S.-China war. The initial state-
ment calling for the conference to be held in Bandung 
in April 1955, included a reference to “the desire of the 
five sponsors to lay a firmer foundation for China’s 
peaceful relations with the rest of the world, not only 
with the West, but equally with themselves and other 
areas of Southeast Asia peripheral to China.”

George Kahin, an American scholar who attended 
Bandung and interviewed many of the lead-
ing participants, said that the conference ini-
tiators were concerned both with war avoid-
ance, especially in regard to U.S.-China 
relations, and the curtailment of Chinese and 
Vietnamese military and political sponsor-
ship of subversive activities in Southeast 
Asia. This was hardly a “pro-communist 
China” grouping, but, as Nehru told his Con-
gress Party after the 1954 China-India agree-
ment on the Five Principles of Peaceful Coex-
istence, China should have a chance to prove 
itself.

The twenty-nine nations from Asia, the 
Arab world, and sub-Saharan Africa who at-
tended the conference had many serious dif-
ferences, especially in regard to alliances with 
either the West or with the Soviet bloc, which 

Some of the leaders at the Bandung conference in 1955. From left: Indonesian President 
Sukarno and his wife; Indonesian Vice President Hatta and his wife; Prime Minister U Nu 
of Burma and his wife; and Indian Prime Minister Jawarharlal Nehru. In his opening 
speech, Sukarno described the conference as “the first international conference of colored 
peoples in the history of mankind.”

Museum KAA Bandung 
At the Asia-Africa Conference in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1955. Left to right: 
Chinese Foreign Minister Zhou Enlai; Indonesian President Sukarno; and 
Egyptian Prime Minister and Chairman of the Revolutionary Command 
Council Gamal Abdel Nasser.
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threatened to disrupt their unity of 
purpose. These conflicts resulted in 
an extraordinary process of con-
structive dialogue and diplomacy, 
with Zhou Enlai, the head of Chi-
na’s delegation, exerting excep-
tional leadership.

Sukarno’s Opening Speech
But before examining that dia-

logue, a review of the opening 
speech by President Sukarno, the 
host, will demonstrate the level of 
consciousness of the world historic 
nature of the undertaking by the 
participants themselves.

Sukarno, speaking in the city 
where he had been introduced to 
the struggle against colonialism, 
called on the nations of Asia and 
Africa to take world leadership to 
project reason and moral strength 
into a world of chaos: 

Great chasms yawn between nations and groups 
of nations. Our unhappy world is torn and tor-
tured, and the peoples of all countries walk in 
fear lest, through no fault of their own, the dogs 
of war are unchained once again.... The nations 
of Asia and Africa cannot, even if they wish to, 
avoid their part in finding solutions to these 
problems.... We have heavy responsibilities to 
ourselves, and to the world, and to the yet unborn 
generations.

The peoples of Asia and Africa wield little 
physical power.... What can we do? We can do 
much! We can inject the voice of reason into 
world affairs. We can mobilize all the spiritual, 
all the moral, all the political strength of Asia 
and Africa on the side of peace. Yes, we! We the 
peoples of Asia and Africa, 1.4 billion strong, far 
more than half the human population of the 
world, we can mobilize what I have called the 
Moral Violence of Nations in favor of peace.

He referenced Franklin Delano Roosevelt, without 
needing to speak his name: 

We are living in a world of fear.... Perhaps this 

fear is a greater danger than the 
danger itself.

Sukarno’s tribute to the Ameri-
can Revolution was a stirring call 
to arms:

Today is a famous anniversary 
in that battle [against colonial-
ism]. On the 18th of April 1775, 
just 180 years ago, Paul Revere 
rode at midnight through the 
New England countryside, 
warning of the approach of the 
British troops and of the open-
ing of the American War of In-
dependence, the first successful 
anti-colonialist war in history. 
About this midnight ride the 
poet Longfellow wrote: 
“A cry of defiance and not of 
fear,
A voice in the darkness, a knock 
at the door,

And a word that shall echo for evermore!”

Yes, it shall echo forevermore. That battle which 
began 180 years ago is not yet completely won.

He identified neo-colonialism at its roots—the free 
trade dogma of the British colonial system:

Colonialism has also its modern dress, in the form 
of economic control, intellectual control, actual 
physical control by a small but alien community 
within a nation.... It behooves us to take particular 
care to ensure that the principle which is usually 
called the “live and let live principle”—mark, I 
do not say the principle of laissez-faire, laissez-
passer, of Liberalism, which is obsolete—is first 
of all applied by us most completely within our 
own Asian and African frontiers.

As with Roosevelt, Sukarno knew that China’s Re-
publican hero Sun Yat-sen would be recognized by his 
words alone: 

Bear in mind the words of one of Asia’s greatest 
sons: To speak is easy. To act is hard. To under-

Official portrait, 1949
In his opening speech as host of the 
Bandung Conference, Sukarno, first 
President of Indonesia, called on the 
nations of Asia and Africa to take world 
leadership, to project reason and moral 
strength into a world of chaos.
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stand is hardest. Once one understands, 
action is easy.

Sukarno concluded with an appeal to 
the liberation of the human spirit, applying 
his Panca Sila (Five Principles) to the uni-
versal family of mankind: 

The highest purpose of man is the lib-
eration of man from his bonds of fear, 
his bonds of human degradation, his 
bonds of poverty—the liberation of 
man from the physical, spiritual, and 
intellectual bonds which have for too 
long stunted the development of hu-
manity’s majority. And let us remem-
ber, Sisters and Brothers, that for the 
sake of all that, we Asians and Africans 
must be united.

Aligned or Non-Aligned?
Although Bandung is generally considered to be the 

beginning of what came to be called the Non-Aligned 
Movement, the question of non-alignment was actually 
the most contentious issue at the conference. Prime 
Minister Nehru was the most passionate advocate of 
non-alignment, arguing that picking sides in the Cold 
War would prevent economic development and inevita-
bly lead to World War III:

If all the world were to be divided up between 
these two big power blocs ... the inevitable result 
would be war. Therefore, every step that takes 
place in reducing that area in the world which 
may be called the unaligned area is a dangerous 
step and leads to war.

Contrary to most Soviet historical accounts of Ne-
hru’s position at Bandung, he did not single out the 
Western military blocs as the only problem. NATO, 
said Nehru, “is one of the most powerful protectors of 
colonialism.” But he believed that it was equally true 
that the “Cominform”—the bloc of communist nations 
formed in 1947—“cannot in the nature of things fit in 
with peaceful coexistence.” Nehru told the Bandung 
delegates:

I belong to neither [bloc], and I propose to belong 
to neither whatever happens in the world.... India 

has stood alone without any aid against a mighty 
empire, the British Empire, and we propose to 
face all consequences....

Are we, the countries of Asia and Africa, 
devoid of any positive position except being 
pro-communist or anti-communist? It is most 
degrading and humiliating to any self-respecting 
people or nation. It is an intolerable thought to 
me that the great countries of Asia and Africa 
should come out of bondage into freedom only 
to degrade themselves or humiliate themselves 
in this way.

The resistance to non-alignment came primarily 
from the Asian members of the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO). SEATO was put together by 
the British and John Foster Dulles immediately after 
the Geneva agreement on Vietnam, as an anti-commu-
nist bloc. It served to place the United States in a direct 
military alliance with the colonial powers in Asia—
Britain and France—along with the Commonwealth 
countries Australia and New Zealand. The only Asian 
members were Thailand, Pakistan, and the Philippines.

The opposition to non-alignment by these three 
Asian nations was not, however, merely paying obei-
sance to their Western allies. Several smaller nations 
argued that India was a huge nation, with the capacity to 
defend itself against powerful enemies, but that smaller 
nations could not afford the luxury of non-alignment in 
the Cold War environment of the 1950s. Thailand, in 

“NATO is one of the most powerful protectors of colonialism.” “The 
Cominform cannot fit in with peaceful coexistence” —Jawaharlal Nehru, 
Prime Minister of India, advocating non-alignment at Bandung.
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particular, was legitimately concerned about Chinese 
support for communist insurgency movements in the 
country and on its borders. 

Prince Norodom Sihanouk of Cambodia had similar 
concerns. Prince Wan Waithayakon, representing Thai-
land, told the conference that the Viet Minh forces had 
militarily occupied portions of Laos in 1953 and 1954, 
and were only a few miles from the Thai border. They 
could not be disregarded as a threat, said the prince, of 
either subversion or even direct aggression. He pro-
tested the fact that Pridi Bhanomyong, the former Prime 
Minister and Free Thai leader, was in exile in China, 
and was reported to be organizing Chinese of Thai eth-
nicity for subversion against the government of Thai-
land.

The Diplomacy of China’s Zhou Enlai for 
Peaceful Coexistence

Connected to the fear of Chinese-sponsored subver-
sion across Southeast Asia was the question of the Chi-
nese diaspora. Millions of ethnic Chinese lived through-
out the region, and, although a minority, they played a 
disproportionally significant role in the business activi-
ties in each country. Under the Chinese Nationalist gov-
ernment, both on the mainland before 1949, and later in 
Taiwan, the overseas Chinese were recognized as citi-
zens of China, regardless of their place of birth. This 
issue of “dual citizenship” posed a serious dilemma to 
Southeast Asia’s national leaders, who sometimes ques-
tioned the patriotism of the Chinese minority. The pos-

sibility that that minority might sup-
port communist insurgency, 
supported by the government in Bei-
jing, was not paranoid or racist spec-
ulation. Forming a military alliance 
with the Western powers, it was 
argued, was the only defense avail-
able to small nations against such 
dangers from China or from “world 
communism.”

At Bandung, Zhou Enlai did not 
try to deny that such concerns were 
legitimate. His critical contribution to 
the conference was the pursuit of so-
lutions to such problems based on the 
common interests of all nations—in-
cluding the Western powers. He ap-
pealed directly to participants to “fa-
cilitate the settlement of disputes 
between the U.S. and China by peace-

ful means,” and insisted, “We have no bamboo curtain.” 
He said that China’s “struggle against colonialism lasted 
more than 100 years,” and he pledged that China would 
not do anything for the expansion of communist activi-
ties outside its territory. He quoted Confucius, who said, 
“Do not do unto others what you yourself do not desire.”

Zhou met privately with Prince Sihanouk and Prince 
Wan, as well as the delegates from Pakistan, the Philip-
pines, and Laos, assuring them that China was anxious 
to reach agreements based on the Five Principles of 
Peaceful Coexistence. He invited Prince Wan to visit 
China, and to inspect the newly established Thai ethnic 
autonomous region of Sipsongpanna in Yunnan Prov-
ince, to confirm that there were no subversive activities 
or intentions.

He announced that China was prepared to solve the 
dual nationality problem, which he described as “some-
thing left behind by Old China.” Agreements were set 
in motion such that ethnic Chinese born in Southeast 
Asia would choose one or another nationality. (Such a 
choice was also complicated by the pretense of “two 
Chinas,” because the UN still followed the U.S. policy 
of recognizing the Nationalist government in Taiwan as 
the legitimate representative of all China.)

Historian Kahin’s appraisal at the conclusion of the 
Bandung Conference was that Zhou Enlai “had done 
much to convince previously skeptical delegates that 
Nehru’s thesis was plausible, and that peaceful coexis-
tence with Communist China might be possible after 
all.”

At Bandung, Zhou Enlai, Chinese Premier and Foreign Minister, pursued solutions 
based on the common interests of all nations—including those of the Western powers. 
Here, Zhou is seen at the Geneva Conference in 1954.


