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NEHRU AND THE THIRD WORLD 

Don Dunstan 

Pandit Nehru has often been described in terms which 

emphasise those things which he opposed - as an anticolonialist, 

antiracist, anti-communalist, and anti-separatist, and as anti-

authoritarian. 

One should not overemphasise the negative. In his opposition 

to the forces of reaction he was wholly positive. Nehru was imbued 

with a deep love of humankind. "He who sees the one spirit, 

henceforth can look with contempt on no creature". Writing of the 

dominant features of Indian culture he says "There was no 

totalitarianism in religion or culture, an they indicate an old and 

wise civilisation with inexhaustible mental reserves". Taking the 

question from the Upanishads he asks "What is this universe ? From 

what does it arise ? Into what does it go ? and answers "In freedom 

it rises, in freedom it rests, and into freedom it melts away".1 

Nehru had an absolute faith in the freedom of mankind, and 

that was without exception. He clearly saw the contradictions 

Theecydies saying "For through effort and suffering and on many a 

stricken field we have found the secret of human power, which is 

1 Discovery of India, IV 74. 
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the secret of happiness. Men have guessed at it under many names; 

but we alone have learnt to know it and to make it at home in our 

city. And the name we know it by is freedom, for it has taught us 

that to serve is to be free. Do you wonder why it is that alone among 

mankind we confer our benefits, not on conditions of self-interest, 

but in the fearless confidence of freedom?" For wrote Nehru, "The 

history of Athens is full of lessons of the incompatibility of 

democracy with empire of the tyranny of a democratic state over its 

colonies, and the swift deterioration and fall of that empire"1 

For Nehru democratic freedom was a universal and 

fundamental condition for humankind to fulfi l each human's 

potential 

And so for Nehru, while the freedom of people in India and the 

introduction of what he called a "full-scale" democracy was of 

primary importance, the freeing and democratising of the rest of the 

world, and particularly of those parts of the world subject to colonial 

oppression and exploitation was of major concern. This was quite 

evident in his earlier writings and statements on India's foreign 

relations. "Nationalist as I am," he wrote "in regard to Indian 

freedom, I do not look upon contacts with other peoples from a 

narrow nationalist viewpoint. My very nationalism is based on an 

internationalism, and I am very conscious that the modern world, 

with its science and world trade and swift methods of transport, is 

based on internationalism. No country or people can isolate 

1 Ibid, X 550. 
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themselves form the rest of the world, and if they attempt it, they 

do so at their peril and the attempt is bound to fail in the end".1 

And so his message on the day on which India became free 

was "To the nations and peoples of the world we send greetings and 

pledge ourselves to co-operate with them in furthering peace, 

freedom and democracy". 

His stated objectives then in forcing policy were : 

1. Pursuit of peace, not through alignment, but through an 

independent approach to each controversial or disputed issue. 

2. The liberation of subject people. 

3. The maintenance of freedom, both national and individual. 

4. The elimination of racial discrimination. 

5. The elimination of wars, disease, and ignorance which affect 

the greater part of the world's population. 

For Nehru, political oppression and economic exploitation went 

hand in hand, and he was determined to oppose both, nationally and 

internationally. "The spirit of the age" he wrote in The Discovery of 

India "is in favour of equality, through practice denies it almost 

everywhere. We have got rid of slavery in the narrow sense of the 

word, that a man can be the property of another. But a new slavery, 

in some ways worse than the old, has taken its place all over the 

world. In the name of individual freedom, political and economic 

systems exploit human beings and treat them as commodities. And 

A s s a y s III, 184. 
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again though an individual cannot be the property of another, a 

county and a nation can still be the property of another nation, and 

thus group slavery is tolerated. Racialism also is a distinguishing 

feature of our times, and we have not only master nations but also 

master races. 

Yet the spirit of the age will triumph. In India, at any rate, we 

must aim at equality. That does not and cannot mean that everybody 

is physically or intellectually or spiritually equal or can be made so. 

But it does mean equal opportunities for all and no political, 

economic or social barrier in the way of any individual or group. It 

means a faith in humanity and a belief that there is no race or group 

that cannot advance and make good in its own way, given the chance 

to do so. It means a realisation of the fact that the backwardness or 

degradation of any group is not due to inherent failings in it, but 

principally to lack of opportunities and long suppression by other 

groups. It should mean an understanding of the modern world 

wherein real progress and advance, whether national or 

international have become very much a joint affair and a backward 

group pulls back others. Therefore, not only must equal 

opportunities be given to all, but special opportunities for education 

economic and cultural growth must be given to backward groups so 

as to enable them to catch up to those who are ahead of them". 1 

So as Member for External Affairs and Commonwealth 

Relations in the Interim Government of September, 1946, Nehru 

declared : 

1 Discovery of India X 521. 
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"We propose, as far as possible, to keep away from the power 

politics of groups, aligned against one another, which have led 

in the past to world war and which may again lead to disaster 

on an ever vaster scale. We believe that peace and freedom 

are indivisible, and the denial of freedom anywhere must 

endanger freedom elsewhere and lead to conflict and war. We 

are particularly interested in the emancipation of colonial and 

dependent countries and peoples, and in the recognition in 

theory and practice of equal opportunities for. all races, we 

repudiate utterly the Nazi doctrine of racialism, wheresoever 

and in whatever form it may be practised. We seek no 

dominion over others, and we claim no privileged position 

over other peoples. But we do claim equal honourable 

treatment for our people wherever they may go, and we 

cannot accept any discrimination against them".1 

His very first decision as Member was to call on Asian 

Relations Conference. 248 delegates form 27 Asian states took part. 

The Work groups discussed (a) methods of achieving economic, 

cultural, and social advancement (b) furtherance of industrial and 

economic development (c) conversion of the colonial economy to a 

national economy. In many cases the first contact between different 

Asian national leaders struggling against continued colonialism 

occurred here, and out of the conference, came the Colombo 

Conference (of Burma, Ceylon, Indian, Indonesia and Pakistan) 

meeting again at Bogar in Indonesia in 1954, and the next year the 

1 Nehru, M. J. Akbar 484. 
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historic Bandurg conference, attended by practically all the Afro-

Asian nations comprising 65 per cent of the world's population. The 

aims were 

(a) to promote goodwill and co-operation between the nations 

of Asia and Africa, to examine and promote their mutual 

joint interest, and to establish and strengthen good 

neighborly relations. 

(b) to advise the countries represented at the conference on 

social, economic and cultural problems and relations. 

(c) to consider the problems and special interests of Asian and 

African peoples, for example, problems concerning national 

sovereignty, the race question, and colonialism; 

(d) to examine the position of Asian and Africa and their 

peoples in the world, and the contribution they can afford 

to offer for the promotion of world peace. 

The conference adapted the five principles agreed earlier in 

negotiation between Nehru and Choue in Lai, 

(a) Mutual respect for territorial integrity. 

(b) Noninterference in home affairs of other states. 

(c) Equality and mutual support. 

(d) Peaceful co-existence. 

(e) Renunciation of all acts of aggression. 

It declared colonialism and all its forms "evil". 

Before I turn to a particular example in our own area and 

apply the Nehru doctrine to it, I should deal with another matter of 
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relevance to it. Nehru believed that where Indians, as in Sri Lanka 

and Malaysia, had been residents of those countries for generations, 

they should be citizens of the countries of their adoption and not of 

India. But he staunchly defended their right to equality with other 

citizens in those countries. 

Now I want to turn to the particular example, on our own 

doorstep in the South Pacific, about which the Nehru doctrine is 

clearly relevant, cogent, and should be for us in Australia, who have, 

as Australians, a special responsibility in the matter, compelling. 

The former Crown Colony of Fiji is a clear case of not only 

British but also Australian colonialism. It is true that the British 

ruled Fiji from 1874 to 1970 in the classic colonial form they had 

evolved. Hand in hand with that administration went an Australian 

economic exploitation of the islands - an economic imperialism which 

remained after the trappings of British rule were removed. 

Here we see all the thing against which Nehru fought : a 

frequently repressive regime denying effective voice to the people, 

the institutionalising of racial divisions, blatant racism in the colonial 

regime, the exploitation of subject races for the economic benefit of 

foreign dominant races. 

A brief and potted history is needed here. In the middle years 

of the last century European planters and traders in Fiji sought to 

obtain security from the uncertainties of the wards between native 

confederacies in Fiji by having the islands administered by a 

European power, and more than one appeal was made to the British. 
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Eventually agreement was reached in which Cakobau, the chief of 

Bau and recognised by some confederacies as paramount, and the 

chief of the eastern and northern confederacies, signed a deed of 

cession unconditionally to Great Britain. The Southern and Western 

confederacies, which had not been consulted rebelled and were 

crushed in military action by the newly installed colonial 

administration. The new governor froze land dealings and preserved 

non-alienated land to the Fijian traditional owners and in the upshot 

of this day the title, (though not necessarily the effective control) of 

the land is 83% held by the indigenous Fijians, 6% by the 

Government and 11% by freehold title. 

The colonial administration set out to rule the Fijians by using 

a form of their traditional structures. The islands were divided into 

fourteen provinces, each with a provincial (and chiefly) governor, 

supported by a provincial council, chosen form local councils. It was 

an hierarchical organisation in which feudal authority was 

institutionalised and enhanced. Eventually Fijians were to be bound, 

( in addition to the laws of general application in the colony) by a 

series of extra native regulations tying them into the commercial 

system, and setting them at a disadvantage as compared with other 

residents. 

The colonial government and the Europeans wanted to develop 

the colony, and rubber and cotton having failed because of the world 

market conditions, sugar became the major cash crop. The Fijians 

were unwilling, given the work habits of the villages, to work 

regularly in cane fields, and the chiefs were opposed to their doing 

so, and so the colonial government recruited indentured labour from 
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India. The first of these arrived in 1879, not quite 5 years after the 

deed of cession, and indentured recruitment continued for some 

decades thereafter. When indentures were completed, the Governor 

encouraged the Indians to remain by an assurance that they would 

have rights not less than those of other citizens. Other Indians, 

mainly Sikhs and Gigerates, came as free settlers setting up 

businesses to serve the Indian population. From the outset however, 

the major trading business of the islanders was in the hoards of 

Europeans, and these businesses became Australian owned. The two 

large trading concerns, dominating wholesale and retail trade, 

overseas and inter-island shipping and commodity dealing are Burns 

Philip and Morris Hedstrom, (the latter a wholly owned subsidiary of 

W. R. Carpenter). As the sugar industry grew it fell wholly into the 

hands of the Colonial Sugar Refining Co, which changed the 

plantation method of operation to small-farmer cultivation. The price 

paid to farmers for their cane was consistently so low that cane-

farming has been for much of this century little better than a 

subsistence occupation. The disagreements between the C.S.R. and 

the cane-farmers led to a Royal Commission on the sugar industry in 

1967, which recommended nationalisation of the industry, and it is 

now publicly owned. Up to that time Australia shareholders had had 

considerable income from Fiji. No return was made to Fiji from those 

profits. The Fiji goldmines, the forestry industry, and latterly the 

tourist industry is overwhelmingly in Australian hands. 

A number of Indians prospered in small scale and mid-scale 

business, and these Indians predominate. Few Fijians have 

prospered in business. Until independence no debts of more than 

£75 was enforceable against a Fijian, and so no Fijian could 

Dunstan Collection, Special Collections, Flinders University Library.
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effectively go into business. The Indians, not bound by the 

communal system, formed their usual religious and educational 

organisations, and set up their own school system. The Fijians relied 

on village and provincial schools. For much of the colonial period, the 

only teacher-training for Indians and Fijians was in a missionary 

college, staffed by two instructors. 

What of the rights and freedoms of individual citizens? 

Europeans and some part-European children had a privileged and 

segregated education not available to others, and members of public 

facilities were segregated. Fijians and Indians had to have special 

permits (not readily given) to drink alcohol. Difficulties were placed 

in the way of fraternisation between races. It was an offence for an 

Indian to be in a Fijian village after dark! As to political rights the 

colony was governed by a governor who made ordinances on the 

advice of a legislative council of 30 members - 15 "official" (i.e. 

public servants) and 15 "unofficial" - 5 Europeans, 5 Fijians, 5 

Indians. Of the Europeans and Indians 3 of each were elected on 

separate racial rolls on a male, property and literacy suffrage. Two of 

each were nominated by the Governor. The five Fijians were selected 

by the Governor from a panel chosen by the Council of Chiefs. No 

Fijian commoner had any say at all. The Indian population at this 

time numbered something over 300,000, the Fijian population a little 

under 300,000 and the European population about 12,000. To 

constant Indian protests that this system of government was unfair 

and undemocratic, the reply of the Colonial Government and of the 

European representatives was that it was their duty to protect the 

poor unsophisticated Fijians form exploitation by the canny Indians. 
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In the post-war anti-colonial ferment eventually some changes 

were made to the Legislative Council, but demands for effective self-

government led to a conference in London which agreed to the 

constitution of 1970. This was a remarkable document, which 

showed a great willingness to compromise and to provide special 

consideration and protection for Fijians on the part of the Indians. 

There was a lower house to be constituted by 22 Fijians, 22 

Indians and 8 members of other races (European, part-European, 

Chinese, and other Pacific Islanders). Of each group, some were to be 

elected on a communal roll of their own race, the remainder by all 

electors on a common roll. This means that each elector got to vote 

for four candidates, one of his own race on his own racial roll, and 

one of his own and one of each other racial grouping on a common 

roll. It was fairly effectively a one-vote one-value system. It 

appealed to the Indians' sense of fairness. The British Colonial Office 

persuaded the Fijians that under it the forces led by the Fijian chiefs 

would always retain power. They could always, they believed, 

command the big majority of the Fijian vote, the "other" vote would 

always go with establishment, and given the divisions endemic in 

the Indian community they would always get part of the Indian 

vote. 

In fact their predictions were correct for 17 years. For that 

time the government of Fiji was of the Alliance Party, headed by the 

Premier chieftain of the Laie Group, Ratu Sir Kamisese Mara. And it 

was an alliance of the Eastern and Northeastern chiefs and their 

cronies, the Australian business interests, (which had expanded 
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Australian interests) now dominate in the tertiary sector too, e.g. in 

banking and insurance) of Indian business interests. 

The failure of this regime to provide an improvement in the 

condition of the impoverished cane farmer, or of the Fijian villager, 

of of the urban Fijians, by now some 30% of the Fijian population 

who despite all the barriers had escaped the communal system, and 

a number of corruption scandals which would if investigated by Mr. 

Fitzgerald, have made his Queensland findings look pallid, led to a 

people's movement and the founding of the Fiji Labour Party, a 

party in the Nehru tradition, multiracial, multicultural, democratic, 

non-aligned, concerned for equality of opportunity. Only two years 

after its formation it brought undone the prediction of Colonial 

officials that Marx was entrenched in keeping the old system and the 

young built up under colonialism, in office. The Fijian commoners 

deserted the chiefs in droves and the Labor Party, in coalition with a 

peeraged Federation party which once more was closely 

representative of poor cane farmers, swept to office. 

Then came the reply of the reactionaries. Ratu Mara and his 

pards took on the role of sorcerers apprentices and unleashed the 

army (which had been kept overwhelmingly Fijian in recruitment by 

design) to stage a coup, imprison the members of the new 

government, and keep the old gang in power at the point of the gun. 

In the result today in Fiji, where the Australian government 

insists that conditions are "moralising", there is no elected 

government, nor any accountability to the people by those in power. 

The 
regime is less answerable, if anything, than was the colonial 
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governor. The press and the radio are censored. Material 

objectionable to the regime may not be published. Arbitrary arrests 

and beatings of those critical of the regime, and stonings and 

vandalism of their houses continue to occur. Not only the army, but 

the police force is politicised. The courts are ineffective to uphold the 

rule of law. 

The present regime has used race and religion to divide the 

populace, which prior to the coup had taken great strides to 

overcome the divisions, deliberately fostered by the colonial regime. 

Members of the regime attack the very concept of democracy and 

the freedoms it involves. One of the "ministerial" members has put 

out a pamphlet characterising democracy as "demon-crazy". 

The Indian population of Fiji has little direct connection with 

India. Indo-Fijians are for the most part fourth or fifth generation 

residents of Fiji. In fact numbers of them have been in Fiji longer 

than some of the "Fijian" families resident in Ratu Mara's Lau, who 

were Tongans who came after the deed of cession, and are not 

Melanesian at all. But many Indo-Fijians have become totally 

disheartened by what has happened. Numbers of Indians have been 

expelled from their jobs and not only the public sector but much of 

the private sector is now so heavily discriminating against Indians in 

employment that they can see no future for themselves or their 

children. The cane farmers need renewals of their leases on native 

owned land to continue their farms, but all the signs are that the 

regime is going to offer only sharecropping, redeeming them from 

poor farmers to indigent helots. So the cry of many Indians is - help 

us to get out. As Nehru would have said - there can be no such help. 
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No other country will take the bulk of Indo-Fijians. Australia, with 

some 3 million applicants for immigration from many countries, and 

an economically bearable intake of at most 200,00 per annum, 

cannot accommodate 300,000 Indo-Fijians, nor will New Zealand or 

Canada or the United States. Fiji is home for most Indo-Fijians and 

therefore the whole question of their right must continue to be 

addressed. Nehru said "We do seek equal and honourable treatment 

of our people wherever they may go and we cannot accept any 

discrimination against them". Indo-Fijians are not being treated 

equally and honourably, and they are being discriminated against. 

And so in a very large number of indigenous Fijian people, who are 

daily finding living under a military, authoritarian, and blatantly 

capitalist regime intolerable. 

And so in celebrating the force, power and truth of the 

concepts dear to Pandit Nehru we should not be merely advising by 

contemplative of his greatness. We have immediately, in our region, 

an example of what he fought against his whole life. If his memory 

means anything to us, we should be fighting too. 
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