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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines efforts by the British Foreign Office between
1945 and 1949 to establish an international, yet British—léd, regional
system in South-Bast Asia, initially on the economic level but
eventually including political and defence cooperation as well. Part 1
looks at vain efforts by the Foreign Office in 1945 to use South East
Asia  Command (SEAC) under Lord Mountbatten as the basis fbr. én
international regional commission. It then examines the Foreign Office's
appointment in 1946 of Lord Killearn as Special Commissioner in
Singapore, and it highlights British hopes that the Special Commission,
which organised international action against the acute shortage of rice
in the region, would one day become the nucleus for a wider regional
organisation. Part 2 looks at the impact of Asian nationalism on British
regional policies. By February 1947, the Foreign Office contemplated the
eventual inclusion of India and of other fledgling Asian states in its
regional plans. Part 3 shows the subsequent decline of the Special
Commission after London's decision on financial grounds to merge the
organisation with the office of the Malayan Governor-General. It also
examines competition by Australia, India and the UN in trying to take
the lead on regional cooperation, and it shows how Britisﬂ_policies vwere
negatively affected by the hardline policies of France and the
Netherlands in their respective South-East Asian colonies. Part 4 looks
at the revival of British regional plans towards the end of 1948
following the Malayan Emergency. The Foreign Office convinced the rest
of Vhitebhall of trying to organise regional cooperation as a means of
containing communism in South-East Asia. At the same time, it launched a
diplomatic offensive to secure Asian cooperation and American financial
backing for its regional plans. The thesis ends in November 1949 with
the Cabinet's adoption of regional cooperation as official British
policy, paving the way for the Colombo Conference in January 1950 and
the subsequent Colombo Plan. One of the recurring themes of the thesis
is the conflict between the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office over
regional policies; another ome is the Foreign Office's shift from
colonial cooperation concepts to the idea of cooperating primarily with

the new Asian states.
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INTRODUCTION

In October 1949, the Attlee government endorsed a Cabinet paper
which made the creation of a regional association in South-East Asia an
official aim in British foreign policy (1) The decision paved the
way for the Colombo Conference in January 1950 and Asia's first
international economic development scheme, the Colombo Plan, which
eventually included some 23 Asian and Western countries. When research
for this thesis first began at the Public Record Office in London, the
original intention was to trace Britain's policy of regional cooperation
from 1949 until the Geneva Conference on Indochina in 1954, covering the
Colombo Plan as well as the AHZUS and SEATO defence pacts. However, it
was soon clear that a more comprehensive study including the origins of
Britain's regional policies was required. After further research into
the immediate postwar period, it emerged that the story behind the 1949
paper on regional cooperation was indeed intriguing. Its origins lay in
the Anglo-American wartime debate on the future of colonial empires, and
it was determined by the fundamental changes in postwar Asia, such as
Indian independence in 1947 and the beginning of the Cold War. The topic
of my thesis was consequently changed to trace the origins and

development of British regional policies between 1945 and 1949.

The notion of a regional association in South-East Asia first
appeared in a Cabinet paper in December 1944. At the time, the British
Colonial Office was considering the establishment of a world-wide system

of international regional commissions in colonial territories. South-
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East Asia too was seen as an areé where a colonial commission could
eventually‘ be established. The Cﬁlonial Office had developed 1its
proposals as an alternative to American demands for the.international
supervision of the European colonies after the war. However, it dropped
1ts plans after the Yalta Conference in February 1945, for reasons

already ocutlined by William Roger Louis in his book .Imperialism at Bay.

This thesis picks up the thread in the second half of 1945, when
the British Foreign Office presented new regional proposals, confined,
this time, to South-East Asia. The departmenf's somewhat vague idea was
to use the British-led South East Asia Command (SEAC) under Lord Louis
Mountbatten as the basis for an international organisation in South-East
Asia that could be linked to a British Minister Resident in Singapore.
Immediately after the war, SEAC was in temporary control of Thailand as
well as the British, French and Dutch colonies in the region. By
implication, the Foreign Office hoped that a regional organisation would
maintain a maximum degree of British influence in the area after the
return to civilian rule. Though the Foreign Office failed in 1945 to
convince the rest of Whitehall of its South-East Asian plans, it was to

pursue the regional idea throughout the following years.

Until the‘1949 Cabinet paper, the consolidation and expansion of
Britain's international influence in South-East Asia remained the major
aim underlying the Foreign Office's policy of regional cooperation.
Initially, there would be economic and political collaboration under
British guidance. In the long rum, this would lead to a regional defence

arrangement. However, while these ultimate aims remained, the means



considered to achieve them underwent some fundamental changes. In
reaction to the rapid political developments that were occurring in both
South-East Asia and on the subcontinent, the Foreign Office streamlined

its regional plans.

The department's plans were pfincipally affected by three
historical factors. First, there was the dual nature of Britain's
postwar task in South-East Asia. In 1945, Britain found herself in
control of far greater parts of South-East Asia than originally
intended, as ©SEAC's boundaries of command were widely extended
coinciding with the sudden Japanese surrender. Yet Britain was ill-
prepared for the task of postwar administration. Apart from the volatile
political problems arising in Burma, Indochina and Indonesia, the
" British had serious problems in supplying sufficient foodstuffs to the
area. Due to a world-wide shortage of rice, the whole of South-East Asia

in February 1946 was threatened by famine.

Initially, the Foreign Office regarded SEAC's territorial
enlargement as an’opportunity for the extension of British influence in
the postwar period: it was hoped that a regional successor organisation
to SEAC might enable Britain to continue influencing the policies of the
other colonial powers, and that it would provide for the restoration of
British prewar influence in Thailand. After the Foreign Office's failure
to convince its sister departments in London of its ambitious regional
plans, the rice crisis in February 1946 offered a new opportunity for
the implementation of a more moderate regional scheme. Lord Killearn was

sent to Singapore as Special Commissioner to coordinate action against



the regional shortage of food. He.soon organised regular meetings of
internatioﬁal liaison officers, wnrking closely with the Internatiomal
Food Boards in VWashington, which were responsible for alloéating rice to
South-East Asia. Killearnfs Special Commission was thus providing for
cooperation on a technical level, and the Foreign Office hoped that it

would one day become the centre of a wider regional organisation.

The second factor affecting the Foreign Office's regional plans was
the rapid advance of Asian nationalism in South and South-East Asia
after the war which culminated in the transfer of power in India in
August 1947. Under its impact <the Foreign Office enlarged the
geographical scope of its planned regional scheme, aiming to include the
fledgling states in the subcontinent in a British-led regional system
with 1its centre in Singapore. The outbreak of the internationally
unpopular war in Indochina, as well as French requests for British arms
deliveries in January 1947 (only weeks before Attlee's announcement on a
British withdrawal from India), served as a catalyst for the formulation
of the Foreign Office's new regional concept. However, the further
effect of Asian nationalism was to encourage the 1idea in Asia of
establishing exclusively Asian regional alignments. This goal was first
pursued by India during the 1947 Asian Relations Conference. In its
wake, the United Nations and Australia too emerged as competitors to
Britain, vying for the lead in organising regional cooperation. Despite
the redefinition of the Foreign Office's regional policies at the
beginning of 1947, Asian nationalism thus had a detrimental effect on

the department's plans.
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The third factor determining tixe Foreign Office's regional policieé
was the slﬁft of the Cold Var to ‘South-East Asia in 1948. After the
Malayan emergency and mounting communist victories iﬁ China, the
department revived its by now flagging regional plans. Regional
cooperation became one of the Foreign Office's prime strategies in
containing communism. The new regional policy aimed at uniting the Asian
countries in an anti-communist front under Britain's discreet
leadership. A start would be made through the Commonwealth, and American
aid was to give the incentive for regional unity. Since London was
becoming despe){rate for an international initiative that could turn the
tide in Asia, the Cabinet accepted the Foreign Office's plans and in

October 1949 turnped regional cooperation into official British policy.

In addition to these three key factors, the Foreign Office's
regional policies were influenced by a number of problems closer to
home. Britain's\increasing financial weakness for example determined
Vhitehall's decision to merge the Special Commission and the office of
the Malayan Governor-General by the spring of 1948. Linking Britain's
regional food coordinating activities to the colonial authorities in
Malaya greatly diminished the prospects for turning the Special‘
Commission <(or its amalgamted successor) into a wider regional
organisation. Another problem was drawing the line between Anglo-French-
Dutch cooperation in Europe, where Vestern Union and NATO were being
established, and European collaboration in South-East Asia. Dutch and
French policies in Indonesia and Indochina were highly unpopular in
India, and if Britain appeared to be siding with the other colonial

powers she risked forfeiting Delhi's participation in her regional
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plans. On the other hand, public condemnation of French and Dutch
hardline policies might well bave jeopardised the prospects for

cooperation in Vestern Europe.

Finally, differences with the Colonial Office over South-East Asian
regionalism at times hampered the Foreign Office's policies. After the
failure of its wartime plans, the Colonial Office was more cautious than
its sister department, fearing that regional cooperation would lead to
international and in particular American interference in Europe's South-
East Asian colonies. Colonial officials also resented the Foreign
Office's apparent efforts to impinge on the Colonial Office's:
traditional sphere of responsibility and to try and dictate British
policies in South-East Asia. Interdepartmental rivalry receded after the
merger in Singapore in 1948. However, some differences over regional

policies remained at least until the end of 1949.

As already indicated, regional cooperation was very much a Foreign
Office policy after 1945. Vithin the department, it was Esler Dening,
Mountbatten's political adviser during the war and subsequently
Assistant Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, who was the leading
architect of British regional policies. The regional idea originated
with him in 1945; he also seems to have been the main author of the 1949
Cabinet paper on South-East Asia. Lord Killearn too had considerable
impact on Foreign Office plans for South-East Asia. He was enthusiastic
about the idea of a Singapore-centred regional arrangement that might
eventually include East, South and South-East Asia. His was also the

idea of progressing empirically from technical to wider regional



cooperation through his Special Comﬁission. Britain's Foreign Secretary;
Ernest Bevin, was less involved in fhe formulation of his department's
regional plans. However, at times he too played a crucial.role. It was
at his initiative that the government went ahead with Lord Killearn's
appointment as Special Commissioner after the extent of the rice crisis
had become fully apparent in February 1946. In 1948 and 1949 he was also
instrumental in carrying his department's regional policies through the
Cabinet. However, his own ideas on regional cooperation were sometimes
inconsistent with those of his department. During the 1946 Commonwealth
Prime Ministers' Meeting, for example, Bevin suggested turning the
Special Commission into a proper regional commission that would include
Australia. This was done without previous departmental consultation and
caused great confusion at both the Foreign and the Colonial Office.
Another example was Bevin's reference to the resources of the European
colonies in his speech on VWestern Union in January 1948. It led to Asian
accusations of a European conspiracy in South-East Asia and contradicted

Foreign Office plans for cooperation with the new Asian states.

Throughout the ﬁeriod under consideration, regional issues came up
at two Commonwealth Prime Ministers' Meetings, during international
negotiations on the Economic Commission for Asia and the Far East
(ECAFE), in British talks with the Dutch and the French, énd during
Anglo-American negotiations on South-East Asia. Degpite this, little was’
publicly known at the time about the details of Britain's regional
plans. Since the opening of the British archives, however, the Foreign
Office's ambi£1ous regional plans can be explored in their full depth.

This thesis 1is therefore based first and foremost on British primary



sources kept at the Public Record Office in Kew, London. The most
important Vof these are undoubtedlf the documents within the Foreign
Office's General Far Eastern series. Extensive use has als& been made of
individual South-East Asian country files of the Foreign Office.
Furthermore, the relevant papers of the Colonial Office's International
Relations Department, and of the Dominions Office (later Commonwealth
Relations Office) have been taken into full account. Many quotes have
also been taken from official and ministerial Cabinet committees dealing
with South-East Asia, and from the Chiefs of Staff's papers. Further
primary sources include the Killearn diaries (Oxford), the Mountbatten
Papers (Southampton) and the MacDonald Papers (Durham). Some papers kept

at the India Office Library and Records (IOLR) were also used.

Of the printed sources available, the Foreign Relations of the
United States series (FRUS) was of immense value for 1948 and 1949. For
1945, some use could be made of the latest volumes of the Documents on
British Policy Overseas series, while for 1946/47 the document series
Burma - The Struggle for Independence as well as India - The transfer of
Power were of interest. So far as oral history is concerned, it is most
unfortunate that officials like Esler Dening, Lord Killearn, Malcolm
MacDonald or Lord Louis Mountbatten are no longer alive. However, a
number of Foreign Office and Colonial Office officials were interviewed,

and I am grateful for their comments and advice.

In contrast to the vast amounts of primary sources now available on
South-East Asia, the 1literature on British postwar policies in the

region is still comparatively scarce. Though the Anglo-American wartime



debate on South-East Asia has been éovered by Louis's Imperialism at Bay
and Chrisfopher Thorne's Allies of a Kind, a comprehensive study of
British policies in postwar South-East Asia, comparablé perhaps to
Louis's other great book, The British Empire in the Niddle East, 1945-
1951, is still awaited. Standard works on British foreign policy after
the war, such as Alan Bullock's Ernest Bevin - Foreign Secretary
unfortunately pay comparatively little attention to South-East Asia, a
reflection perhaps of the scarcity of South-East Asian material in the
Bevin papers at the Public Record Office. However, individual
territories like Malaya have been examined in great detail by historians
such as A.J.Stockwell and Anthony Short. Peter Dennis's recent book
Troubled days of peace - Mountbatten and South East Asia Command, 1945-
1946 covers the British postwar involvement in Indochina and Indonesia.
A less critical analysis of Britain's role in Indochina is offered in
Peter M. Dunn's book The First Vietnam War. On Britain's involvement in
Indonesia there is also Robert J. MacMahon's excellent Colonialism and
Cold VWar - the United States and the Struggle for Indonesian
Independence; his account of British policles virtually ends, however,

with the withdrawal of the last British troops in November 1946.

So far as Anglo-American relations in South-East Asia are
concerned, the most interesting book of the last years is undoubtedly
Andrew J. Rotter's The Path to Vietnam - Origins of the American
Commitment to Southeast Asia, which begins in 1948/49 and highlights the
link between South-East Asia and the economic recovery of Vestern Europe
and Japan. On American policy there is also Gary R. Hess's The United

States' Emergence as a Southeast Asian Power, 1940-1950. This thesis has



also benefited from recent articles on India, for example those by Anita
Inder Singﬁ. from Moore's book Ebcaée from Empire on Britain and Indian
independénce, as well as from Roger Buckley's superf Occupation
Diplomacy on Allied policies in postwar Japan. Two historians have so
far dealt with British regional policies in South-East Asia. Ritchie
Ovendale's article on Britain, the United S%;tes and the Cold War in
South-East Asia, 1949-1950 and his book The English-Speaking Alliance
were a source of inspiration for this thesis. Nicholas Tarling's two
articles on the creation of the Special Commission and on the origins of

the Colombo Plan included extensive documentary evidence.

Despite this, there has not yet been a comprehensive treatment of
British regional policies in South-East Asia between 1945 and 1949. This
thesis attempts to fill the gap. In my recent article Britain, the 1947
Asian Relations Conference, and regional co-operation 1in South-East
Asia, 1 first outlined some of the themes underlying the issue of
regional cooperation 1in the postwar period. The present study now
follows in detail the regional debate in Vhitehall and in Singapore, and
it examines the international factors that were affecting British
regional plans. It ends with the Cabinet papers on regional cooperation
in October 1949. Fo attempt is made, however, to cover the Colombo
Conference and the subsequent establishment of the Colombo Plan. This
will have to be the subject of a further historical study, centring on

the implementation of Britain's regional policies in the 1950's.

Finally, a word on the terminology used in this thesis. In line

with modern historiography, Thailand rather than Siam is employed.



- 18 -

Equally, Indonesia refers to the Dufch East Indies after September 1045.
However, father than speaking of oﬁly Vietnam, the term Indochina has
soretimes been used in reference to all the French colonies in South-
East Asiﬁ. which included Laos and Cambodia. The term South-East Asia
has been the cause of some confusion: it only came into fashion after
the creation of SEAC in 1943 and it originally included Burma, Thailand,
Indochina, Malaya (including Singapore and BRorth Borneo) and Indonesia.
By 1949, in line with Britain's growing interest in regional cooperation
with the United States, Vashington's former colony, the Philippines, was
added. This slightly broader definition of South-East Asia is indeed in
line with the one applied in this thesis. It should be noted though that
in 1949 some British officials were beginning to include South Asia
(i.e. India, Ceylon, Pakistan, Nepal, Tibet and Afghanistan) in the
definition of South-East Asia, reflecting the British tendency towards a
Singapore rather than Delhi-centred view of South and South-East Asia.
Further confusion is caused by the term Far East. At the time, it could
describe anything from East Asia (i.e. China, Mongolia, Manchuria, Korea
and Japan) to the whole of South, South-East and East Asia. The term Far
East has consequently been avoided unless part of a direct or indirect

quote.

Notes

(1> The paper, CAB (49) 207, is still classified. However, FO minutes
show that it consisted of two planning papers drafted by the Permanent
Under-Secretary's Committee: PUSC(32), 28 July 1949, 'The United Kingdom
in South-East Asia and the Far East'; and PUSC(53), 20 August 1949,
‘Regional Co-operation in South-East Asia and the Far East'. Both can be
found in FO 371, 76030, F 17397.
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PART I

THE POSTWAR CHALLENGE

Two months before the end of the Second WVorld Var in Asia,
Britain's ideas on the future of South-East Asia, which to a large
degree was still under Japanese occupation, were still vague. Whitehall
had done considerable work on the future of individual British
territories like Burma and Malaya, but little on the international set-
up of the region after the war. The Colonial Office bad only recently
shelved a grand scheme for international cooperation in colonial
territories, while the Foreign Office was only slowly awaking to the

need for international planning in East and South-East Asia.

The unexpected Japanese surrender in August 1945 radically altered
London's outlook. Suddenly, Britain found herself in control of most of
South;East. as the responsibility of Lord Mountbatten's South East Asia
Command (SEAC) was extended to Thailand, Indonesia and southern
Indochina, all territories which had previously been the responsibilitf
of the United States. The British soon found themselves up against a
host of political, economic as well as military prob}ems in South-East
Asia. Despite this, the situation promised opportunities for the
extens;gn of British influence. To cope with the task of postwar
administration and to cement British influence in the region, the
Foreign Office consequently suggested establishing a regional

organisation in South-East Asia in succession to SEAC. The organisation
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would bellinked to a British Hiniéter Resident in Singapore who would
also be iﬁ charge of coordinating Bfitish colonial, defence and foreign
policies in South-East Asia. The plan implied a coﬁtinuation of
Britain's postwar hegemony in South-East Asia after the return of the
French and the Dutch, who had initially to rely on Britain to reimpose

their rule.

The first part of this thesis examines the origins of the Foreign
Office's regional plans, focusing initially on the state of Soutb-East
Asian planning in London prior to the Japanese surrender. It then looks
at Foreign Office proposals for South-East Asia and follows the regional
debate in Vhitehall until the appointment of Lord Killearn as Special
Commissioner in Singapore in February 1946. Finally, there 1is an

appreciation of Killearn's Special Commission between 1946 and 1948.



1. THE STATE OF BRITISH PLANNING FOR
SOUTH-EAST ASIA IN 13945

1.1, BURMA AND MALAYA

At the time of the German surrender in May 1945, plans for the
postwar organisation of ﬁritain's South-East Asian territories were
beginning to crystallize. However, London didn't regard the issue as
being of outstanding urgency: though the Allies were confident of their
eventual victory over Japan, they expected the war to continue at least
until the spring of 1946. American forces under General MacArthur's
South Vest Pacific Area Command (SVPA) had retaken Manila in March 1945
after a successful campaign of 'island hopping' in the Pacific, which
was to culminate in the capture of Okinawa in the middle of June. At the
same time, a number of fire-bombing raids on Japanese cities and
industrial centres carried out by American long-range bombers had caused
wide-spread devastation, proving that Japan now faced almost complete
destruction. (1) In South-East Asia too the Allies were on the offensive.
British and Indian troops belonging to Mountbatten's South East Asia
Command (SEAC) had recaptured the Burmese capital of Rangoon in early
May, and the invasion of Malaya (Operation 'Zipper') was planned for the
end of August. However, though Japan's industrial output as well as her
navy and air force were seriously affected by the Allied war effort, the
Japanese army was still strong and determined to fight to the death in
order to prevent an invasion of its homeland. The American Chiefs of

Staff, none the less, believed that only a successful invasion could
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force Japan into surrender, and had set 1 March 1946 as the date for an

invasion of the main Japanese island of Honshu. (2)

British postwar planners dealing with South~East Asia, advised that
the war would continue for quite some time, went about their work at a
leisurely pace. Because of SEAC's recent victories, the future of Burma
was the most urgent problem, and planning for that country was in its
most advanced state. In May 1945, a government White Paper stated that
it was London's ultimate aim to grant Burma self-government and dominion
status. However, the paper also proposed to give the British Governor of
Burma sweeping powers for an interim period of three years, overruling
the provisions of the 1935 Government of Burma Act which had given a
Burmese electorate and national politicians a limited say in Burmese
government. It was argued that a transitional period was required to
restore Burma's economic and social 1ife following the Japanese
occupation. (3) However, critics of the White Paper argued_that all that
the British were interested in was the restoration of their commercial
interests in the country. As will be seen, the attempted implementation
of the policies outlined in the paper was to result in a massive

disobedience campaign by Burmese nationalists in 1946.

Coinciding with the Burma Vhite Paper, planning for the postwar
constitution of Malaya was entering its final stages. In 1943, the
Malayan Planning Unit (MPU) had been established under Genefal Ralph
Hone to prepare a constitutional reform of the Malayan territories.
Though theoretically responsible to the Var Office, the MPU was staffed

by colonial personnel and was supervised by the Colonial Office's



Eastern Department headed by Sir ﬁdward Gent. (4) In the following two
years, the MPU had‘worked out drafté for a new constitutional scheme to
replace the prewar system, when there had existed the faur protected
Federated Malay States and the five protected Unfederated States, where
British rule had been inhibited by the earlier treaties with the Malayan
chiefs and sultans, as well as the directly ruled Colony of the Straits

Settlement.

The MPU's postwar plans suggested that the Malayan States, together
with Penang and Malacca, would be merged in a single British colony, the
Malayan Union. This would require new treaties with the Malay sultans
who would surrender part of their sovereignty to the crown. The British
would then be in a position to create a unitary state embracing the
whole Malayan peninsula with a citizen-scheme applicable to Malays,
Chinese and Indians alike. The Malayan Union would furthermore prepare
Malaya for eventual self-rule.(5) Though Singapore would remain a
separate colony, a Governor-General would be appointed with direct
control over the British administrations in the area, who would
coordinate policy throughout the Malayan Union, Singapore as well as
Borneo. The MPU's recommendations had been provisionally approved by the
Var Office on 31 May 1944, albeit on the grounds that no early publicity

should be‘given to the scheme. (6)

Apart from its work on the constitutional reorganisation of Malaya,
the Colonial Office had also been involved in drafting plans for
international cooperation in South-East Asia after the reestablishment

of European colonial rule. The plans were part of a world-wide scheme



for international cooperation in éolonial areas through a system of
regional cémmissions involving the cblonial povers as well as interested
outside powers. Though the Colonial Office had been force& to drop its
policy at the beginning of 1945, its work and experiences were to be
crucial for the department's views during the postwar debate on South-
East Asian regionalism. The Colonial Office's wartime plans therefore

have to be further elucidated.

1.2, THE COLONIAL OFFICE AND REGIONAL COOPERATION

IN COLONIAL TERRITORIES, 1943-1945

The Colonial Office originally developed its idea of establishing a
" world-wide system of regional colonial commissions in response to
American wartime demands for the internatiopal supervision of colonial
territories in the postwar world. In March 1943, Vashington sent a draft
paper titled declaration on 'National Independence' +to London. The
American paper suggested that all colonial powers should accept
responsibility for preparing their territories for self-government and
eventual independence, while collaborating through international
regional comnissions. Secondly, an international trusteeship
administration should be set up in order to prepare dependent peoples
for 1independence. London regarded the +two points as completely
unacceptable: the two emotive terms were independence and international
supervision, the latter being implicit in the American understanding of
international trusteeship.(7) To regain the inEZtive in the colonial

L
debate, the British decided to make a unilateral statement lest the
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Americans tried to force unacceptable commi tments. (8) The Colonial
Secretary, Oliver Stanley, told the House of Commons on 13 July 1943
that it was Britain's policy to keep the sole responsibility for her
colonies. At the same time, cooperation with neighbouring and friendly
nations was not only desirable but indeed essential - problems of
security, transport, economics and health which were transcending
political boundaries could only be solved in cooperation. He therefore
had in mind
‘...the possibility of establishing certain Commissions for
certain regions. These Commissions would comprise not only the
States with Colonial Territories in the region, but also other
States which have in the region a major strategic or economic
interest. Vhile each State would remain responsible for the
administration of its own territory, such a Commission would
provide effective and permanent machinery for consultation and
collaboration so that the States concerned might work together
to promote the well-being of the Colonial territories. An
important consideration in designing the machinery of each
Commission will be to give to the people of the Colonial
territories in the region an opportunity to be associated with
~ its work... In this way it would be possible to have
international co—operation which consisted of something more

than theoretical discussion but would be able to grapple with
realities and get down to the solution of individual problems’'.

Asked by an MP which regions the Colonial Secretary had in mind, Stanley
would not commit himself to any particular parts of the colonial

empire. (9)

Stanley's statement was a tactical move to publicly dissipate the
American initiative on colonial policy. It picked up the least important
part of the American proposal, namely the creation of regional bodies in
colonial areas, yet dropped the idea of international supervision and

colonial independence which was at the centre of the American



declaration. Stanley's regional comﬁissions would nominally involve the
United States in European colonial‘affairs while the colonial powers
would remain in complete control of colonial develupments; A precedent
for a regional commission in fact existed in  the Anglo-American
Caribbean Commission. This organisation had recently been established
after Britain had allowed the United States to lease a number of air and
naval bases in her Caribbean dependencies, and it was meant to provide
for bilateral cooperation on the economic and social development of the
British and American posessions in the Caribbean. (10) However, the
comnission was merely a consultative body without executive functions
dealing with general economic, social welfare and health matters. (11)
Its scope thus prevented the two member countries from becoming too

closely involved in one another's colonial affairs.

It is doubtful whether Stanley would ever have followed up his
regional ideas if it had not been for renewed international pressure for
the international supervision of colonial territories. In January 1944
Australia and New Zealand picked up the regional idea in a bilateral
agreement in which the two countries effectively‘demanded a greater say
in international planning for the postwar world. The agreement included.
proposals for the creation of a South Seas regional commission on which
Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain, the United States and France
would be represented. The commission would have advisory powers,
enabling it to recommend arrangements for the participation of natives
in colonial administration, with a view to promoting the ultimate aim of
self-government. It would also advise on economic development, on the

coordination of health and medical services and on education. The



Australian-New Zealand suggestions were ‘'based on the doctrine of

trusteeship', the term so disliked in London. (12)

The Australian-New Zealand agreement forced Stanley to formulate
his regional ideas in greater detail. Stanley opposed new American plans
for a central international commission with supervisory powers for
colonial territories. Instead, he suggested to the Cabinet to ‘make the
idea of international regional associations our main contribution to the
solution of Colonial questions'. The commissions he had in mind would
have no executive functions, and there would be ‘opportunities for
participation by the people of/g? the region' without obliging Britain
for some particular form of association. Defence would be excluded from
the commissions' scope. Suitable regions might be the Caribbean (where
an Anglo-American commission already existed), Africa, the South WVest

Pacific and South-East Asia. (13)

By the end of 1944, the Colonial Office incorporated Stanley's
ideas in a major policy paper entitled 'International Aspects of
Colonial Policy'. The paper was drafted by Hilton Poynton and Kenneth
Robinson within the Colonial Office's International Relations
Department, and it was meant to serve as a basis for discussions with
Vashington on the question of trusteeship and the future of the mandated
territories which Britain and France had taken over from the Ottoman
Empire and Germany after the First World Var. 'International Aspects of
Colonial Policy' proposed to scrap the mandates and turn them into
proper colonies. At the same time, a new colonial system would be

established - based on international cooperation through regional
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commissions and through 'functionai bodies’, dealing mainly with social
subjects, thch would be attached t6 the new world organisation (namely
the UN). These regional commissions would deal with sociai and economic
problems of common interest, such as health control, movement of labour
and agriculture. Unlike American and Australian schemes, the commissions
would be consultative bodies without executive or supervisory powers.
They would not concern thémselves with the constitutional rélationship
between a colony and its parent state, effectively leaving the question
of self-government and eventual independence for the respective colonial
power to decide. The paper saw as possible regions for regional
commissions the Caribbean, the South Pacific, South-East Asia, West

Africa and Central, Eastern and Southern Africa. (14>

Though the Var Cabinet endorsed the Colonial Office's paper in
principle, it soon became apparent that Stanley's ambitious colonial
scheme would never be implemented as neither the dominions nor the
United States were willing to replace the mandates system with the new
regional commissions plan. (15) Furthermore, Churchill during the Yalta
Conference unwittingly accepted a °‘trusteeship formula' worked out by
the American Secretary of State, Edward Stettinius. (16> The Yalta
Protocol also implied that the future of the mandates would be discussed
at the forthcoming ©San Francisco Conference on the -new world
organisation. An angry Oliver Stanley, whose department had not been
represented at Yalta, stressed in March 1945 that the policy outlined in
‘International Aspects of Colonial Policy' had originally been intended
to be discussed with the United States alone, after agreement with the

dominions. As the original argument for the abolition of the mandates



had been a plan which applied to-the whole colonial empire, Stanley
argued thaf it would now mean 'thrﬁwing the whole Colonial Empire open
to discussion by this motley assembly [the UNR], a procédure which I
should regard as hazardous in extreme'.(17) In other words, proposing
the mandates' replacement by the Colonial Office's regional cooperation
scheme now meant discussing the future of the whole British Empire in a
potentially hostile international forum. Following Stanley's initiative,
the (ministerial) Armistice and Post-Var Committee subsequently decided
to accept the continuance of the mandatory system and to withdraw
'International Aspects of Colonial Policy', though the dominions would
have to be told that London still favoured regional commissions but did
not wish to confuse them with the discussions on the mandates

system. (18)

Though the Colonial Office was disappointed about the failure of
its regional cooperation plams, it could feel relieved in so far as
South-East Asia was concerned. Of all the potential areas under
cons;deration, South-East Asia had from the outset been regarded as the
region least suitable for a colonial commission. Before the war, the
only institutional form of international cooperation between the South-
East Asian territories had existed within the framework of the League of
Nations. The League's Health Organisation had maintained an Eastern
Bureau in Singapore for the centralized exchange of epidemnlogical
information. The League also provided for a certain amount of political
coordination concerning opium smoking. Finally, the International
Regulations Agreement on Tin and Rubber had offered the governménts and

chief producers in the area ‘'scope for consultation and
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coordination'. (19) In preparing for'wider regional cooperation after the
war, the Colonial Office found it A major problem that South-East Asia
was still under Japanese occupation, and that detailed.planning was
impossible before a Japanese withdrawal. Another problem was that South-
East Asia was prone to outside interference. The region had much greater
wealth than the other areas under discussion, possessing rubber and tin
and an enormous population of around 120 ﬁillion people; consequently
the United States, Australia, China, India and possibly even Russia
would be outside powers with major strategic or economic interests in
the region. A Colonial Office paper for the Cabinet therefore suggested
in April 1944 that any detailed discussions on regional commissions in
South-East Asia before the area's reoccupation would be impracticable.
Britain might even want to indicate that South-East Asia was unsuitable

for a regional commission. (20)

The Foreign Office's Research Department (F.0.R.D.) pointed out a
further difference between South-East Asia and other colonial regions.
In the South Pacific, the problem was one of colonial administration,
whereas the situation 1n South-East Asia was complicated by the
existence of actually independent or emerging native states and by
Chinese claims likely to be brought forward on behalf of their immigrant
communities in colonial territories. A South-East Asian regional
organisation should therefore not be conceived primarily as a colonial
system, but as a ‘'grouping for co-ordination of economic policies based
on the very large common interest of all the countries in the region as

producers of important raw materials for the world market'. This would



ensure the inclusion in the organisation of states who would not wish to

come in if the region was seen as a grouping of colonies. (21)

The Colonial Office was divided over the F.0.R.D. paper (which they
realised did not represent official Foreign Office opinion). One
official, Benson, was particularly critical of a passage which referred
to the possible supervision of the colonial powers by outside powers:
the Foreign Office, he complained, was ‘riddled with the heresy of
international supervision ... It will ngﬁ& a great deal of watchfulness
on our part if it is not once more to rear its insidious head'. Benson
added that the basis of Stanley's speech in July 1943 had been the 'co-
ordination of policies based on common interests' - it therefore made no
difference whether the participants in a regional organisation were
colonial governments or independent governments.(22) S.Caine on the
other hand believed the Foreign Office had a point. Unlike the South
Pacific's 'small, primitive and weak communities', South-East Asia was
made up in the main of communities which were either independent states
or 'which it would not be an absurdity to expect to develop into
national independent states within the foreseeable future'. The
representatives of the South-East Asian territories would therefore
expect a much more substantial voice than those in the South Pacific. At
the same time, Caine disagreed with the Foreign Office over the economic
responsibilities of a regional authority. So far as rubber was
concerned, account would have to be taken of synthetic production, and
in tin, other producers such as Bolivia, Nigeria and Congo would have to
be considered. The only commodity which could usefully be considered on

a regional basis was rice. (23)
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Following the F.O.R.D. paper, the Colonial Office prepared its own
draft on regional cooperation. A first version of the Colonial Office
paper included the security and defence of South-East Asiabin the scope
of a regional commission. The organisation would also control rubber and
tin prices, to prevent ‘'cutthroat competition' between the two
commodities' chief producers. However, the paper's final version omitted
references to defence and price control, arguing that useful issues
covered by a regional council in South-East Asia would be research into
the improvement of tin, rubber and agricultural production generally;

% D
immigration and emﬁigration control between areas with labour surplusfes
and én? deficits; fisheries development and research, and finally the
preservation and protection of the area's distinctive fauna. The paper's
proposals meant that a regional commission would have been left without
anything of real substance to deal with.(24) The Colonial Office
subsequently stuck to the policy of rendering the proposed colonial
commissions as harmless as possible. In September 1944 Hilton Poynton
told a French official in WVashington that the purposes of regional
commissions would mainly be economic and social, excluding defence and
security functions. The emphasis should be on collaboration and
consultation on practical issues, ‘not supervision and

"inquisition"'. (25)

Finally, there existed the membership problem of a South-East Asian
regional commission. Would Burma, Ceylon and Hong Kong be considered
part of the region, and should outside powers like the United States,
Australia, China, India as well as the Soviet Union all become

members?(26) A particular problem was whether India should be an outside
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member, or whether the subcontineﬂt should be considered part of the
South-East Asian region. The issue of Iq@é}n participation was raised in
1944 by Sir Maurice Gwyer, a retired Chief Justice on the Indian Federal
Court, who sent his observations on postwar security to the India Office
which passed it on to the Colonial Office. Gwyer predicted that after
the war both Russia and China would emerge as the two dominant
continental powers in Asia, and that India, after achieving autonomy,
would be left vulnerable for some time and create a power vacuum in the
Indian Ocean. Gwyer therefore proposed the creation of an Anglo-Indian
defence council for the Indian Ocean which might also include
neighbouring countries such as Ceylon, Burma, the Netherlands East
Indies (Indonesia) [and presumably also Malayal. He also suggested a
political and economic council either parallel to, or as part of, the

suggested defence council in the Indian Ocean. (27)

However, Colonial Office officlals saw the area outlined by Gwyer
as unsuitable for economic and political cooperation. Malaya and the
Netherlands East Indies fitted into a different geographical region, and
Ceylon was unlikely to enter a political and economic council dominated
by India. Nor was the time ripe to make a declaration on a defence-
council in the Indian Ocean. Rolleston, a Colonial Office defence
expert, also doubted that the Indian Ocean would be a natural unit for
defence. (28) Stanley accordingly told the Secretary of State for India,
Leo* Amgry, that whatever the views of the services departments on the
suitability of the Indian Ocean as a strategic unit, it certainly was

not a natural economic or political unit. (29)
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Despite the many difficulties and uncertainties tied to the
question of regional cooperation in South-BEast Asia, the Colonial Office
included the region in its proposals from December 1944,>not least to
present the Americans with a coherent new policy applicable to all
colonial territories around the worldéﬁ After stressing the consultative
nature of regional commissions, ‘International Aspects of Colonial
Policy' stated reluctantly that South-East Asia too 'seems to be an area
suitable eventually for the establishment of a Regional Commission,
though clearly it 1is impracticable to make any progress with the
formulation of regional organisation while the area is still in enemy
occupation.' The membership of a South-East Asian commission would
include the United Kingdom with its Malayan territories, Singapore,
North Borneo and Hong Kong; the Netherlands with the Netherlands East
Indies [(Indonesial; Portugal with Timor; France with Indochina; the
United States with the Philippines; Thailand as an independent state
within the region; as well as Australia, China and India as interested

outside countries. (30)

Stanley's subsequent decision to abandon his world-wide colonial
scheme following the Yalta Conference relieved the Colonial Office of
having to draw up regional plans for South-East Asia, plans which the
department had always regarded as impracticable in the near future. As
will be seen, the Colonial Office's aversion to South-East Asian
regionalism was to increase further in the following year. Vhen at the
end of 1945 the Foreign Office came up with new ideas for regional
cooperation in South-East Asia, the Colonial Office would object on

similar lines as it had argued against a regional commission in 1944,
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stressing, amongst other argunenté, that further time was needed to
correctly assess South-East Asia's confused state of affairs after the
war, and that a regional commission would inevitably lead to American
interference in South-East Asia at a time when the European powers were

trying to reestablish their control.

1.3 REGIONAL DEFENCE

Vhile the Colonial Office bhad thus considered and dropped
suggestions for cooperation on economic and social problems in South-
East Asia, British military experts had been making separate plans for
postwar defence cooperation in South-East Asia. Like the Colonial
Office's scheme, their proposals were put on ice in the course of 1945.
However, as the defence proposals were to be revived in the following
year in connection with Commonwealth talks on South-East Asia, they too

have to be taken into consideration.

Plans for defence cooperation in South-East Asia originated with
the Post-Hostilities Planning Staff (PHP), a special military planning
unit eitablished by the Chiefs of Staff during the war in order to
assess Britain's world-wide defence requirements following the end of
hostilities. (31) By the spring of 1945, the PHP had drafted
comprehensive recommendations for the postwar defence of British
interests around the world. The PHP assumed that the Soviet Union was
the most likely adversary in any future war in Europe, the Middle East

or the Far East. In East Asia, a revived Japan was seen as the second



most likely adversary. A PHP paper'frcm June 1945 on 'The Security of
the Britiéh Empire' therefore pro;;osed the creation of a number of
regional defensive systems around the world, includi.ng primarily
Britain, the United States ana in some cases the Vest European
countries. So far as South-East Asia and the Pacific was concerned, the
paper argued that a threat by the Soviet Union to British interests was
remote. Despite this, the paper suggested that Britain, France, the
Netherlands and Thailand should cooperate in regional measures for the
defence of South~East Asia. There should also be a system of forward
naval and air bases in the Pacific in cooperation with the United States

and China. (32)

However, the PHP's world-wide recommendations, including South-East
Asia, failed to convince the Chiefs of Staff or the Foreign Office.
Neither shared the PHP's view of the Soviet Union as the most likely
adversary in a future war. The paper was consequently referred to the
(newly created) Joint Planning Staff JPS) as étrategic background
material. (33) The PHP itself was dissolved a few months later. Thus, no
plans for the international defence and security of South-East Asia
existed at the time of the Japanese surrender to which the Chiefs of
Staff let alone the British government were committed. It was only in
the climate of the emerging Cold Var in 1946 that some of the PHP's

recommendations were to be recalled.



1.4 THE FOREIGN OFFICE ANb SOUTH-EAST ASIA

Compared to the Colonial Office, the Fureign'Ofﬁce wn.s lagging far
behind in its planning for the future of W South-East Asia. However,
the Foreign Office was slowly awaking to the fact that the war against
Japan was drawing to a close, and that the postwar order of East and
South-East Asia required greater attention. At the instigation of
Foreign Office officials in London and on the spot, the department
eventually increased 1its Far Eastern staff and developed more

forthcoming ideas for the future of South-East Asia.

Like the other departments at Whitehall, Foreign Office ideas on
the future of South-East Asia were based largely on the assumption that
the colonial powers would continue after the war where they had left off
in 1942. The department failed to grasp that the European defeat by
Japan at the beginning of the war had fundamentally shaken the basis of
colonial rule in Asia. So far as non-British territories were concerned,
the Foreign Office's ideas were based on the belief that Dutch and
French rule would be restored in their respective colonies. Regarding
Indonesia, the British, as well as the Dutch and the Americans, were
almost completely unaware of the extent of the nationalist fervour that
the Japanese had fostered in the country. (34) Britain's commitment to
the re-imposition of Dutch rule found expression in an agreement wit;.h
the Dutch which gave the latter wide-ranging powers for the
administration of civil affairs following the re-occupation of Sumatra,
an area which since 1943 had been part of SEAC's command sphere. (35)

British ideas about Indochina were equally based on misapprehension.



During the war, the British Prime Minister Vinston Churchill had opposed
plans by the American President Frdnklin D. Roosevelt to put Indochina
under international trusteeship. The Foreign Office believed in 'the
colonial powers sticking together in the Far East'(36), and twice in
1944 the Var Cabinet had endorsed proposals by the British Foreign
Secretary Anthony Eden that France should be allowed to return to
Indochina. (37) However, as in the case of Indonesia the British were

largely unaware of the strength of the nationalist forces in Indochina.

So far as Thailand was concerned, the Foreign Office was
effectively aiming to re-establish Britain's dominant prewar position,
though it admitted +that the Thai question was by no means
straig&grorward. A paper by the Official Far Eastern Committee pointed
out in July 1945 that the Thais, under Japanese pressure, had flung
themselves into the arms of Japan in 1941, and that they were in a state
of war with Britain. The Americamns, on the other hand, did not regard
themselves at war with Thailand, and they were bound to sympathize with
the new Thai government +that bad succeeded the collaborationist
government of Luang Pibul from 1941. Despite this, the paper recommended
pressurizing the Thais into an agreement with Britain which provided for
the delivery of 1,5 million tons of free rice from Thailand. F%:hermore,
Thailand was to be forced into a close defence relationship with
Britain, allowing the latter to deploy troops in Thailand during times

of war. (38)

Most of the Foreign Office's plans for individual South-East Asian

territories failed to appreciate the new realities in South-East Asia.
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They ‘also didn't take into accnuﬁt the possible extension of SEAC's
boundaries. Furthermore, virtually ﬁo plans existed for the future of
South-East Asia as a whole, such as had been considered b* the Colonial
Office at the end of 1944. Reasons for this paubity of postwar planning
at the Foreign Office dated back to the department's limited interest in
South-East Asia prior to the Japanese invasion. As the Foreign Office
lamented in 1946, South-East Asia, before the war, had been regarded as
an ‘unimportant and 1little-known area', and only the war had
demonstrated its political, economic and strategic importance.®® During
the war, Eden had continued to neglect South-East Asian affairs over
Europe, and had allowed the Foreign Office's Far Eastern machinery to
deteriorate. As one historian has argued, Churchill and his ministerial
colleagues suffered from an unfortunate inability to consider the nature

of the postwar international situation in Asia. (40)

A few months before the Japanese surrender, British officials in
London were becoming increasingly concerned about future policies in
East and South-East Asia. In June 1945, the head of the Foreign Office's
Far Eastern Department, J.C. Sterndale Bennett, brought the lack of Far
Eastern planning to the attention of the Foreign Office. His initiative
was to result in a bureaucratic shake-up in London and gave the Foreign
Office the incentive to play a more active role in South-East Asia. It
also paved the way for a Foreign Office initiative for the establishment
of an international organisation in South-East Asia. In an extensive
memorandum, Sterndale Bennett warned that 'big problems' were looming up
and that the end of the war in Europe as well as the advent of a new

British government made it an appropriate moment to overhaul the



machinery for dealing with the Far East. Existing machinery, both in the
Foreign Office and 1nterdepartmentaily, was quite inadequate: upon his
return to Far Eastern work in August 1944, he bhad fﬁund a smll
department organised to deal only with current work, and while some
research had been done regarding a Far Eastern settlement with Japan, no
actual policy planning had been possible. The Recomstruction Department
of the Foreign Office had been expected to deal with this, but had had
no Far Eastern staff, with the result that ‘literally no machinery
existed for Far Eastern planning'. He criticised that the Foreign Office
saw the Far Eastern war as a sideshow: diplomatic issues involving
Russia and the United States were dealt with on a2 'hand to mouth basis'
with 1little regard to Britain's main Far Eastern interests or her
relations with the dominions. At the higher level of the Foreign Office,
no one had given attention to the Far East, and at international
conferences vital decisions had been taken without members of the Far

Eastern Department being available for consultation.

On the interdepartmental level too all was not right. Though the
Official Far Eastern Committee had recently béen revived, Sterndale
Bennett pointed at a continuing tendency to 'watertight departments';
Vhile the Foreign Office consulted the India, Burma and Colonial Offices
on foreign affairs problems with potential repercussions in their
spheres, the converse was not always true, and plans for the future of
Burma, Malaya and Hong Kong were prepared without Foreign Office
participation. Sterndale Bennett believed the Foreign Office required a
more comprehensive machinery to deal with questions such as the future

of China, the Japanese settlement and the satisfaction of Russian
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clainms, las well as the mnré immediate problems of relief;
rehabilitation, economic recovery aﬁd population movements. He suggested
a Minister of State or a Parliamentary Under-Secretary be'appointed to
ensure the coordination of Far Eastern foreign and colonial policies;
alternatively there could be a small ministerial committee superimposed
on the Far Eastern Committee. Within the Foreign Office, the Far Eastern
Department should be enlarged and split into three subdivisions, while
special planning wunits should be set up for Japan, China and

Thailand. (41)

Sterndale Bennett's memorandum bhad a significant impact on
Vhitehall, and the Foreign Office immediately decided to set up a
Civilian Planning Unit for Japan. (42) Though he failed to secure the
appointment of a Minister of State in London who would deal with East
and South-East Asia, his initiative paved the way later on that year for
a ministerial Far Eastern Committee and a special Far Eastern Section
attached to the Industrial and Economic Planning Staff. (The Far Eastern
Ministerial Committee was merged into the Overseas Reconstruction
Committee in December 1945) Last but not least, the Foreign Office's Far
Eastern Department was provided with additional staff and divided into
three sections, one dealing with Japan and the Pacific, one with China
and one with South-East Asia (including Thailand, Indochina, Indonesia
and Nepal). In the following years, a separate department was created

for South-East Asia.

Sterndale Bennett's initiative also caught the attention of the new

Labour Foreign Secretary, Ernest Bevin, who assumed office on 27 July
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1945. Bevin showed much greater inferest in East and South-East Asian
affairs tﬂan his predecessor, and ﬁe was particularly concerned about
the insufficient interdepartmental coordination of Britain;s policies in
the area. Despite the recent changes at Whitehall, Bevin complained in
Fovember that the newly appointed committees were only concerned with
individual Far Eastern questions. He therefore proposed a conference of
British officials and miniéters to discuss overall Far Eastern policies
and organisation. (43) Though Bevin's conference never materialized due
to difficulties in bringing back representatives from abroad and because
of his own overburdened timetable(44), he had nevertheless alerted
ministers and officials to the urgency of East and South-East Asian

problems.

1.5 THE PROPOSAL FOR A BRITISH MINISTER RESIDENT IN
SOUTH-EAST ASIA

Coinciding with Sterndale Bennett's reform plans in Vhitehall;
Mountbatten's Political Adviser, Esler Dening, was visiting London for
political consultations. He brought with him suggestions for a
reorganisation of SEAC's political machinery. Most importantly, he
proposed the appointment of a minister or official of high standing who
would be based in South-East Asia and would deal with the coordination
of British policies in the region. His ideas formed the basis for his
later proposals, following the Japanese surrender, for the establishment
of a civilian organisation in South-East Asia which would relieve SEAC

of some of its non-military duties in the postwar period, and which



could form the nucleus for an international organisation in South-East

Asia after the return to civilian rule.

Before examiniﬁg Dening's proposals in detail, his position at SEAC
has to be explained. He was a Foreign Office appointee charged with
advising the Supreme Allied Commander on political questions relating to
foreign territories such as Japan, Thailand and Indochina as well as on
political warfare. Though being regarded as a senior staff officer
technically responsible to Mountbatten, Dening's position at SEAC was
strengthened  through his  maintenance of independent  cypher
communications with the Foreign Office. The Foreign Office (and to a
lesser degree the Colonial Office) in fact largely relied on Dening to
make its voice heard at SEAC's headquarters in Kandy, Ceylon; fhe only
other channel was through the Chiefs of Staff in London. In 1945, after
more than eighteen months in office, Dening claimed to have created for
himself a position of considerable influence and independence, being the
only political adviser at SEAC dealing with South-East Asia as a
whole. (45) Despite this, his relétionship with Mountbatten was not
always the best, and the latter sometimes tended to ignore Dening's

advice.

During his vieit to London 1in June 1945, Dening proposed an
overhaul of the political machinery in South-East Asia. His proposals
were inspired by his difficult task of working for both Mountbatten and
the Foreign Office, and he stressed in a departmental memorandum that it
was 'questionable whether this situation, whereby the Political Adviser

virtually serves two masters, should be allowed to>continue'. Matters
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were furt_her complicated by the laci: of consultation between the Supremé
Commander ‘and the Burma and Indiﬁ Offices, by the non-existence of
Colonial Office representation at SEAC, and by the fact fhat political
questions tended to be referred to the Chiefs of Staff (COS) rather than
the political departments in London. The Supreme Allied Command itself
was overburdened with the increasing speed of military developments, and
SEAC, theoretically responsible to both the British and the American
governments, should not be put in the situation of having to take sides
when the +two governments' policies differed, 1i.e. in colonial
territories. In order to relieve SEAC of some of its political as well

as economic duties, Dening suggested two alternative courses of action:

1. To detach the Political Adviser from SEAC, thus making
him directly responsible to London, and giving him more
staff in order to advise Mountbatten not only on foreign
affairs but also on political, economic and financial
matters, regardless of the department involved.

2. To appoint a Minister of State for South-East Asia, an
idea previously discussed by the Foreign and India Offices

in 1943 when SEAC was about to be set up.

The objective of the new appointment, Dening explained, was to
coordinate the views and needs of British territories:

‘Before this war British territories east of Suez tended to be
governed largely on parochial lines...unfamiliar with each
other's problems, and still less with the problems of non-
British territories in the Far East...That such a state of
affairs was both strategically and politically undesirable was
proved by subsequent events when Japan delivered her attack.
To-day there is a danger that, with the preoccupations of
reconstruction and rehabilitation ... we shall drift once more
into the same position as before the outbreak of hostilities.'

Dening therefore argued that, on the precedent of the Middle East and

the Mediterranean, the best solution would be the appointment of a
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Minister of State in South-East Asia reporting to the Cabinet, who would
coordinate the views and needs of British territories concerned, and

relate them to developments in foreign territories. (46)

Dening's memorandum also referred to recommendations made by Duff
Cooper in 1941, who as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster had been
dispatched to the Far East (i.e. East and South-East Asia). At the time
Cooper had suggested the appointment of a Commissioner~General for the
Far East who would link the Var Cabinet with the military and civilian
officiale in the area. Though receiving instructions from ministers
concerned, the new appointment was to have the power, if necessary, to
make decisions without prior comsultation, and to assume responsibility
for certain diplomatic and political activities hitherto performed by
the Commanders-in-Chief in China and the Far East. In the event of war,
the Commissioner-General was to establish a Far Eastern war council. (47)
Though his proposals were never fully implemented, Cooper had
temporarily been appointed Resident Minister with Cabinet rank in
Singapore following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 8 December
1941; his powers, however, were much more limited than he had originally

recommended. (48)

In 1945, the Foreign Office still regarded Cooper's  plans as
impracticable, not least because of their wide geographical scope.
However, the department approved of Dening's new recommendations since
they were limited to South-East Asia; Sterndale Bennett was confident
that he could also win the other departments' approval for either of

Dening's suggestions before submitting the matter to the Cabinet. (49)



Dening soon returned to SEAC, but éopies of his memorandum were sent to
the Colonial. India, Burma and Domﬁnions Offices and to the services'
departments at the end of July. In an accompanying lettef, the Deputy
Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, Sir Orme Sargent,
further explained that 'it would be most desirable to have in S.E.A.C.
some political authority of high standing to wundertake local
centralisation and coordination of matters affecting more than one
Department', while relieving the Supreme Commander of a great deal of
non-military work. Sargent therefore favoured the appointment of a

Minister of State, possibly after the recapture of Singapore. (50)

Vhitehall's response to the Foreign Office initiative was mixed.
The India, Burma and Dominions Offices and the Air Ministry gave their
consent to either of Denings alternative proposals, the Dominions Office
mentioning that the dominions might themselves find it convenient to
appoint political representatives to such a coordinating authority. (51)
Only the Var Office fully opposed Dening's plans, arguing that after a
Japanese surrender the tendency would be to bring the British
territories within SEAC back under the direct control of the appropriate

departments in Vhitehall. (52)

The Colonial Office was in two minds about Deﬁing's proposals.
Before his return to South-East Asia, Dening explained his ideas to
colonial officials in London, arguing that Mountbatten tended to send
telegrams to the Chiefs of Staff which were primarily political and had
only the ‘flimsiest strategic significance'. A Minister Resident would

relieve the GSupreme Allied Commander of the burden of political



decisions, though he admitted that Mountbatten's quections to the
scheme could be expected. Edward Genf, the head of the Colonial Office's
Eastern Department, refused to commit himself to either bropos&l; for
the time being, Dening agreed to hold a watching brief for the Colonial
Office at SEAC.(53) Initially, the Colonial Office was tempted by
Dening's suggestions as they promised to give the department an early
foothold in South-East Asia. H.T.Bourdillon believed that the Colonial
Office had everything to gain from the appointment of a Minister
Resident as long as adequate colonial staff was provided. Complaints
about Mountbatten were not new -~ Air Marshal Philip Joubert had already
voiced disquiet at the Supreme Commander's tendency 'to take political
decisions of a sweeping and perilous nature', and had independently

advocated proposals similar to Dening's. (54)

However, Gent opposed a ministerial appointment, minuting that the
Colonial Office had itself in mind ‘'the appointment of a “Governor-
General® with direct powers over the British authorities in Malaya,
Singapore, North Borneo and Sarawak', an appointment which had been
provisionally approved by the WVar Cabinet in 1944. Gent therefore
believed that all that was required was the appointment of a Politicalv
Adviser in SEAC who was of greater weight than Dening, and who was
directly responsible to London; fresh decisions could be made at a later
date, for example after the recapture of Singapore:

‘Quite possibly there may be no appropriate place for a

Resident Minister and, equally possible, there may be need for

a detached Political Adviser to continue with the "Governor-

General" at Singapore after the S.E.Asia Command has ceased to
exist as an allied military command.(55)
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Gent"‘e objections to a Minister of State ir_x South-East Asia
convinced the Permanent Under-Secretary of State at the Colonial Office,
Sir George Gater, and the new Labour Colonial Secretary, George Hall.
The latter was seeking Cabinet confirmation for the provisionally
approved plans for the development of Malaya, including the appointment
of a Governor-General with direct powers over British authorities in
Malaya, Singapore, North Borneo and Sarawak. As Gater explained to his
officials:

'If there should prove to be need for a stronger political
representation in South East Asia Command it could be met at

any rate by designating the person who would be appointed

Governor-General at the end of the military period so that he

could be associated as an adviser with the Supreme
Commander'.(56) ‘

In his official reply to the Foreign Office, Gater accordingly only
gave his consent to the more monderate option of making the Political
Adviser responsible to London where he would deal directly with the
Foreign Office regarding foreign affairs, and through the Foreign Office
with other departments regarding their respective spheres. He stressed
that once civil government was ‘re-established there might be an
appropriate place for the Foreign Office's political adviser to be

attached to the staff of the Colonial Office's Governor-General. (57)

The Colonial Office's reply made it clear that the appointment of a
Minister Resident conflicted with the department's plans for Malaya. A
superior ministerial appointment might have had the power to overrule
Colonial Office decisions and determine colonial policies; it would

certainly have upstaged a Malayan Governor-General. It is obvious that



after yeérs of intensive planning..the Colonial Office didn't want its
new constitutional scheme for thaya to be spoilt by the Foreign Office
which had entered the South-East Asian scene belatedly and-ill-prepared.
The Colonial Office was eager to regain and consolidate its dominant
pre-war position in South-East Asia: it therefore suggested that, rather
than a Minister Resident, merely a more powerful political adviser
should be appointed to SEAC who in the long run could be integrated 1n£o
the Malayan Governor-General's staff. Gater's response also shed light
on the previous lack of interdepartmental coordination. Until recently,
the Foreign Office had taken little interest in the future of South-East
Asia, and the Colonial Office had deemed it unnecessary fully to reveal
its Malayan plans. In fact, even colonial officials like Bourdillon
seemed to have been unaware of the full details of the planned Malayan
Union. The secrecy surrounding the Malayan Union plans was now
backfiring in the form of Foreign Office proposals which implied a
reduction of Colonial Office power in postwar South-East Asia in favour

of a more centralized interdepartmental appointment.

Gater's letter arrived at the Foreign Office shortly after Japan
had announced her surrender. As a result, the whole issue of South-East
Asia's postwar administration took on a new urgency, and in the
following months negotiations between the Foreign Office and the
Colonial Office on the proposed South-East Asian appointment were to
develop with unprecedented fervour. The issue soon became linked to the
larger question of whether an international organisation should be set
up in South-East Asia after the return of the European powers. The

Foreign Office, for its part, was thinking about the establishment of a
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regionalipommission. possibly under the aegis of the proposed Minister

Resident. The Colonial Office opposed the Foreign Office's ideas partly

because of its own negative experiences with the issue of regional

commissions at the beginning of the year. However, a further reason was

its resentment of the Foreign Office's intrusion into the wider affairs

of South-East Asia. The Colonial Office's response to the Foreign Office

in

the closing days of the war foreshadowed the two departments’

differences over the international organisation of South-East Asia that

were to be a dominant feature of the immediate postwar years.
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2. THE ORIGINS OF THE SPECIAL COMMISSION

2.1. THE DILEMMA OF PEACE IN SOUTH-EAST ASIA

On 14 August 1945, following the dropping of atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan announced her surrender to the allies. The
end of the war took most of Britain by complete surprise, since the
atomic bomb had been kept a secret until it completely destroyed
Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. Mountbatten had only learnt of the bomb's
existence at the end of July 1945 while visiting Berlin for the Potsdam
Conference. It was then that Churchill had told him to prepare for a
Japanese surrender in the second half of August. Cl) Also in Potsdam,
Mountbatten had been told of a highly important decision on the
operational boundaries of his command. Since its in 1943,
SEAC's operational responsibility had included Burma, Malaya, Singapore
and the northern Indonesian island of Sumatra. The American and British
Chiefs of Staff now agreed to transfer the rest of Indonesia from the
American-led South Vest Pacific Area Command (SVPA) to SEAC.
Mountbatten's command also was to include the southern half of
Indochina, and its responsibility for Thailand was confirmed. (2) The
decision took into account Britain's desire to re-establish her prewar
position in South-East Asia, and it allowed the Americans to further

concentrate on their drive against Japan. (3)

Mountbatten subsequently informed his headquarters in Kandy of

SEAC's imminent boundary changes. He also pointed out that an early
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surrendef‘ by Japan was possible And could certainly be expected in
1945. (4) ﬁnuntbatten returned to .SEAC's headquarters the day Japan
announced her surrender, deciding that priority would be‘given to the
recapture of the rest of Burma, Hﬁlaya and Singapore, followed by Saigon
in Indochina, Bangkok in Thailand, Batavia (Jakarta) and Sourabaya in
Java, Hong Kong and the remaining territories. However, an order by
General MacArthur, who had been designated Supreme Allied Commander for
the Allied Powers, ruled that no landings or reoccupation of Japanese
held territory could be made before the main surrender documents had
been signed in Tokyo on 2 September. On the same day, SEAC's boundaries
would be officially extended.(5) The order delayed the reoccupation of
Singapore until 5 September. On 8 September, the first British troops

were flown into Saigon and parachuted into Java near Batavia.

It has been argued that Mountbatten, while in Potsdam, believed his
additional geographical responsibility would not unduly stretch SEAC's
resources. (6) If this had really been his conviction, he would soon
awaken to the fact that economically, politically as well as militarily
SEAC was faciné formidable problems. SEAC's official postwar task was to
enforce the surrender of and disarm approx. 740,000 Japanese troops in
South-East Asia before their eventual retufn to Jépan, and to restore
law and order in the re-occupied territories. It was also in charge of
recovering approx. 125,000 Allied prisoners-of-war and internees in the
area, some of which were held in remote jungle camps. To fulfil his task
Mountbatten had at his disposal a total of about 1,3 million troops of
whom some 350,000 were initially deployed. However, his fleet consisted

of only 120 warships and his air force of only 50 RAF squadrons(7) - a



small force considering the vast geographical extension of his command.
At the same time, there was pressure from home to further scale down
SEAC's strength; the PYTHON repatriation scheme, introduced at the end
of 1944, had already reduced the time that British soldiers had to serve
in the Far East from five years to three years and eight months. (8)
SEAC's resources were stretched to their limits, and one wonders what
would have happened if the Japanese had refused to obey Allied orders in
defiance of their country's official surrender. In the event, the
Japanese showed themselves cooperative and Mountbatten decided to
maintain their chain of command. This allowed SEAC to use Japanese
troops for its purposes - even months after the surrender the British
often had to rely on the Japanese for the purpose of policing the
recaptured territories. As Mountbatten reflected on his postwar task in
a television interview in the 1970's:

‘Suddenly, I found myself responsible as the Supreme Commander

for an enormous area of the globe, with a distance of 6000

miles across it ..with 128 million starving and rather

rebellious people who had just been liberated, with 123 000

prisoners of war and internees, many of whom were dying, ...

and at the very beginning I had some 700 000 Japanese

soldiers, sailors and airmen, to take the surrender, disarm, put

into prison camps, awaiting transportation back. Even looking

at that it sounds a big problem, but I had no idea what I

really was in for - what I really was in for was trying to

reestablish civilization and rule of law and order throughout

this vast part of the world. Ve didn't even know what the

conditions were going to be, I had no staff really trained or

qualified to help me in this task, except some professional

civil affairs officers from various countries whose one idea

was to go back and carry on where they left off three or four
years ago.'(9)

Apart from the limited military means at its disposal, SEAC was
ill-prepared for South-East Asia's economic and political problems.

During the war Japan had drained the economies of the occupied South-
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East Asi&p territories to support hér war efforts. At the same time, the
Japanese had fostered fledgling nétionalist movements to secure the
collaboration of parts of the population. Burma was the first territory
where in 1945 Mountbatten was confronted with the new brand of
nationalism in the region. Before the war, nationalist sentiment had
been stronger in Burma than anywhere else in South-East Asia. After
occupying the country in 1942 the Japanese had tried to exploit Burmese
nationalism for their own purposes, by establishing the Burma Defence
Army under the command of the Burmese leader Aung San, and by declaring
the country's 'independence’ in 1943.(10) However, following clandestine
negotiations with British forces Aung San's troops had swopped sides in
March 1945 and had engaged the Japanese in guerilla warfare. As a
result, advancing British forces under General Slim had been able to
recapture Rangoon before the beginning of the monsoon rains. Aung San's
involvement in the recapture of Rangoon constituted a dilemma for the
British. On the one hand they were committed, under the Burma Vhite
Paper, to re-establish direct British rule for a transitional period. On
the other’ hand, demands for self-government and independence by the
nationalist movement behind Aung San, organised in the Anti-Fascist
People's Freedom League (AFPFL), could not be ignored. Mountbatten
sensed that open conflict with the Burmese nationalists would make Burma
untenable. In May, he recognized the Burma National Army, renamed
Burmese Patriotic Forces, as a British ally. In September an agreement
was signed with the AFPFL providing for the creation of a Burmese army

out of the Burmese Patriotic Forces. (11)
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However, while Mountbatten 'l;.emporarily succeeded in appeasing
Burmese ﬁationalism (before the- return to civil government in
October brought matters to a head), open conflict broke .out in other
parts of South-East Asia. In Indonesia as well the Japanese had fostered
nationalist movements to increase local cooperation with the Japanese
war effort. On 17 August 1645, the Indonesian leader Sukarno used the
opportunity of the Japanese surrender to proclaim an independent
Indonesian Republic. In the following weeks, Indonesian nationalists,
many of whom had previously received paramilitary training from the
Japanese, seized arms from the now passive Japanese troops and gained
control of large parts of Java and Sumatra. The consolidation of the
Indonesian Republic was made possible by the delayed arrival of British
forces caused by MacArthur's ruling not to begin with the re-occupation
before the surrender ceremony in Tokyo. Vhen British forces first
reached Batavia in the middle of September, they were also too weak to
force the Indonesian Republic into surrender. In November 1945, a fierce
battle for the control of Surabaya ev;entually won by the British showed
the fanaticism and determination of the Indonesian nationalists, and it
finally convinced Mountbatten that a British military campaign to
restore Dutch rule was out of the question. (12)

It slowly dawned on the British that they had failed to anticipate
the full strength of South-East Asian nationalism. As Dening wrote to
Sterndale Bennett at the beginning of October:

‘These independence movements in Asia must be treated with
sympathy and understanding. Otherwise they will become really
serious. As I have indicated, they are half-baked and treated

the proper way they should not be very terrifying. But treated
the wrong way, the, may well, in the end, spell the end of



Europe in Asia... Let us therefore stand no nonsense from the
French or the Dutch.'(13)

However, while SEAC was militarily unable, as well as politically
unwilling, to put an end to the Indonesian Republic, British forces were
crucial to the re-establishment of French power in the south of
Indochina. After the Japanese surrender, the leader of the communist
dominated Viet Minh, Ho Chi Minh, had on 2 September in Hanoi proclaimed
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). The DRV's main power base was
to be in the northern province of Tonkin where it was tolerated by the
Chinese occupational armies until the return of the French in the spring
of 1946. In the south, however, it was the British who were charged with
disarming the Japanese and with restoring law and order. The commander
of the British occupation*& forces, Major General Douglas D. Gracey,
openly sympathized with the French whose local troops and authorities
had been interned by the Japanese in March 1945 following years of
uneasy collaboration. Soon after his arrival in Saigon on 13 September
1945, Gracey declared a state of siege and distributed arms to the few
thousand freed French troops. Overstepping his instructions, Gracey
organised a coup d'état on 23 September: his British and Indian troops
arrested the surprised Viet Minh authorities in Saigon's public
buildings and re-installed the French. In the following month, British
forces became actively involved in fighting with the Viet Minh for the
control of Saigon and the surrounding areas, an episode which one
historian has called 'The First Vietnam Var'. (14) The bulk of new French
forces under General Philippe Leclerc arrived in October, and the French

re-occupation of Saigon and large parts of Cochin-China was completed by



February 1946. The British forces withdrew and in March Gracey

officially transferred his authority to the French.

2,2, ESLER DENING, SEAC AND REGIONAL COOPERATION IN
SOUTH-EAST ASIA ‘

Vhile it would take several months before the gravity of South-East
‘Asia‘'s political sifuation would fully sink in in London, Vhitehall was
immediately alerted to the economic problems that SEAC was up against.
It soon became apparent that South-East Asia's agricultural economy lay
in ruins as a result of the Japanese occupation. Traditional rice
producing countries like Burma, Indochina and to a 1lesser degree
Thailand had all suffered from serious neglect and mismanagement under
the Japanese, and there existed bhardly any stocks of rice or other
foodstuffs in the area. In addition to the shortage of food supplies,
there was a lack of clothing and consumer goods, of coal and machinery
as well as of fertilizers. Planting bhad decreased and transport was
disintegrating. The Japanese supply system - never very efficient -
broke down completely at the time of the surrender. As a result, the
population in many of SEAC's territories was soon to be threatened by
famine. (15) Since the shortage of rice was not confined to South-East
Asia, the Combined Food Board in Vashington, responsible for world-wide
food allocations during and immediately after the war, was in no

position to provide large-scale imports either. (16)
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SEAC was completely unprepared‘ for the task of postwar relief. It
was a military command geared fo.r a gradual advance into Malaya,
Thailand and Sumatra. Its supply plans were drawn up montias in advance
and could not be changed at short notice due to the worldwide lack of
shipping space. Furthermore, existing stocks were completely
insufficient for meeting South-East Asia's food demands. Another problem
was the lack of transport facilities. Mountbatten had a fleet of only
130 cargo ships, too little to keep up the flow of supplies to and
within the enlarged theatre. Things were made worse by the fact that the
turn-round of ships was usually delayed by the lack of port equipment
and the shortage of labour. SEAC's inadequate shipping resources were
further strained by the need to transport Indian coal supplies to South-
East Asia; the latter's coal production was seriously reduced as a
result of the war. All this had the effect that surplus stocks of rice,
which existed for example in Thailand, were extremely difficult to
transport to deficit areas. (17) Last but not least, SEAC had hardly any
qualified staff to deal with the civil administration of the re-occupied

territories, or with the economic rehabilitation of South-East Asia.

The first British official to point out the lack of civil affairs.
experts at SEAC was Mountbatten's political adviser, Esler Dening.
Immediately after learning of a possible surrender by Japan, Dening
warned the Foreign Office that SEAC's military machine was ‘only
equippec} to undertake the limited task of re-occupation and prevention
of disease and unrest'. Yet everything depended on how Britain coped
with 1ts task of postwar administration:

'‘By the creation of the South East Asia Command, which is
predominantly British, we assumed responsibility for the areas



contained within its boundaries. That is all to the good
provided we discharge that responsibility. If we do, then we
stand a fair chance of restoring British prestige in a part of
the world where it had sunk to a very low ebb. If we -do not,
then I should expect that, as the years roll on, the peoples of
the Far East will tend to look less and less to Britain and
more and more to any Power which is in a position to afford
them strategic, political and economic security. This will
affect our relations with other European Powers with
possessions in the Far East; it will loosen our ties with
Australia and New Zealand and affect our relations with China
and the United States.'(18)

Dening's letter was an indication that he was thinking of using
SEAC as a means of promoting British power in South-East Asia. His exact
ideas were never expressed in one comprehensive paper. However, taken
together Dening's various proposals in the summer of 1945 provide a
clear picture of the policies he wanted Britain to pursue. In the centre
of his plans were his proposals for the coordination of British policies
in the region. As he had argued in June, he feared that British
territories east of Suez would drift back into their pre-war state of
‘parochialism' which he held partly responsible for the Allied defeat in
1942. Hence his proposal for the appointment of a Minister Resident in
charge of political coordination. In July, Dening further indicated in a
letter to Mountbatten that non-British territories might also be
included in the scope of the new appointment:

'‘Politically, strategically and economically we must surely in
future regard South East Asia as a unit, and not as a
collection of isolated parishes. If some civil organisation
over and above the local governments is not created, I do not
know how we are going to preserve the spirit which has been
created by this Command of one great area in which boundaries
are only incidental to the main purpose. That area, to my mind,
embracées India, Ceylon, Burma, Siam, F.I.C., Malaya and the

N.E.I.,, while its influence should extend to S. China through
Hong Kong.'(19)



The sudden extension of SEAC'é boundaries at the end of -the war
made the ‘creation of such a ci‘vil organisation above the 1local
governments more realistic. For despite its apparent weaimesses, SEAC
was the first organisation ever to administer the whole of South-East
Asia, 1including British, French and Dutch territories as well as
independent Thailand. In fact, SEAC can be called the first regional
organisation in peacetime South-Bast Asia. and Dening was tempted by the
idea of continuing it as a non-military organisation under Britain's

lead after the return to civilian rule.

A few days after the Japanese surrender Dening sent a telegram to
London in which he demanded the immediate appointment of two financial
and economic advisers to SEAC. (20) He also told the Foreign Office that
he was thinking of a ‘coordinating agency' in South-BEast Asia which
would deal with economic questions such as rice distribution, inflation
or price fixing. Without such an agency, Dening argued,

‘...there will be no overall economy which I believe to be
necessary to future prosperity of South East Asia, and we shall
find ourselves drifting back to bad days when a number of
political entities existed in this region with no consciousness
of, or interest in, the problems of their neighbours, and no
coordination of their economy or security’.(21)

In September, Dening further wrote to Sterndale Bennett:

‘I am all for the setting up of local civil administrations as
soon as possible. At the same time I have not altered my view
that it would be a pity to split up once more into isolated
parishes, and some organisation should, I think, be preserved
which will preserve the unity of purpose engendered by the
war. Regional economy and regional security are, at any rate,
essentials, and the more we can break down political barriers
at this stage the better. You may consider this a counsel of
perfection, but it will be only too easy, if we do nothing now,
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to drift back to the old ways. They may have been alright for
their day, but tbat time is past.'(22)

Taken together, Dening's various proposals amounted to a scheme
providing for international cooperation in both South and South-East
Asia under the leadership of a British Minister Resident. British
officers at SEAC were apparently thinking on similar lines. According to
the Var Office, there was enthusiastic support among top SEAC officials
for a scheme which would make the maximum political use of the command
under the lead of Mountbatten.(23) At the Foreign Office Sterndale
Bennett concluded:

'If the scheme were properly handled S.E.A.C. might become the

nucleus for a consultative regional commission in South East
Asia which has long been one of our tentative objectives.'

However, due regard would have to be/’%ipaid to the susceptibilities of
foreign countries, as it might appear that Britain was trying to attempt
fastening her control over French and Dutch territories; so far as
Thailand was concerned it would also 'revive American suspicions of our
wish to reduce that country to a kind of subject State'. In the early
stages the scheme would therefore have to apply to British territories,

Indonesia, Indochina and Thailand only. (24)

Sterndale Bennett's comments highlighted one key aspect of Dening's
and other officers' proposals. The creation of a civilian successor
organisation to SEAC, linked probably to a British Minister Resident,
implied the continuation in the postwar years of Britain's factual

hegemony in South-East Asia under SEAC. Though the proposed organisation
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was to Sgrve the economic revival'and development of South-East Asia
there is ﬁo doubt that Dening aléo saw it as a potential tool for
British great power interests in Asia. It was this aspecf of Dening's
proposal which would have made the concurrence of France and the
Netherlands in such a British dominated regional scheme questionable,
despite the two countries' weakness in 1945 and their reliance on

British support in South-East Asia.

Despite these potential pitfalls, the Foreign Office generally
supported the idea of promoting regional cooperation in South-East Asia.
However, before launching an international initiative in this direction,
the department had to try and convince the rest of WVhitehall to back
Dening's proposal. His telegram of 23 August demanding a regional
coordinating agency was therefore circulated to the Official Far Eastern
Committee, which immediately agreed to the appointment of two specialist
advisers to SEAC. It also invited the Foreign Office, in consultation
with other departments, to make recommendations on the creation of
economic machinery in SEAC. (25) After consultation between the Foreign
Office and the Var Office (26), responsibility for organising the
interdepartmental discussion on economic coordination was passed on to
the chairman of the Official Committee for Supply of Liberated Areas

(5.L.A. (@), McGregor, of the Ministry of Production.

Dening's telegram from 23 August had effectively revived the issue
of regional cooperation which had been dormant since the failure of the
Colonial Office's world-wide plans earlier in the year. As Sterndale

Bennett pointed out to Bevin on 9 October, three issues were now under



consideraf.inn. First, there was thé question of whe‘l;her a Minister of
State or ﬁerely a high and indepefxdent government official should be
appointed in South-East Asia, as SEAC was unprepared for'dealing with
the political and economic problems arising in the area. The second
point was the serious supply problems in SEAC and the need for some
better coordinating machinery. Thirdly, unless action was taken, there
was the tendency of the various territories to 'drop back into more or
less water-tight compartments', though

‘The existence of South East Asia Command does provide an

opportunity for working on a regional basis and perhaps for

laying the foundation of some kind of regional organisation

when the immediate military tasks of South East Asia Command
are over'.

So far as the first point was concerned, Sterndale Bennett added
' that the appointment of a Minister of State might be difficult to
reconcile with the responsibilities of the Supreme Commander and
subsequently with the new governments; nevertheless, a panel of experts
on financial, political, economic and supply questions would have to be
provided. (27) Orme Sargent, however, still favoured the appointment of a

Minister of State. (28)

A decision on the first of the three issues was made by a meeting
of Cabinet ministers on 18 October. The meeting acknowledged that the
political machinery for dealing with political matters in SEAC urgently
needed to be strengthened. However, there were signs that Mountbatten
did not favour the apointment of a Minister Resident and that such an
appointment would be embarrassing to the Indian Viceroy and to the

Governor of Burma. In view of these objections, the meeting decided
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instead on the appointment of an official of ambassadorial status,
responsible to the Foreign Office, who would deal with political
questions in the non-British territories and who could achieve further
coordination in consultation with the Indian Viceroy and the Governor of
Burma. Concerning the supply situation in South-East Asia and the
region's future economic organisation, it was generally accepted that a
coordinating machinery for economic and supply matters was needed.
However, the meeting left it to the departments to discuss whether this
machinery would be under the supervision of the proposed high

official. (29)

The decision against a ministerial appointment in South-East Asia
was the direct result of opposition by local officials such as
Mountbatten, the Governor of Burma and the Indian Viceroy who resented
interference by a politician dispatched by London. Furthermore, Colonial
Office objections to an appointment superior to the Malayan Governor-
General seem to have been a major consideration. The decision implied
that Britain's colonial authorities would continue to maintain a high
degree of autonomy and that political coordination would be provided
primarily by London, not by a ministerial authority on the spot. The
ruling came as a disappointment to the Foreign Office, which had
apparently hoped to wuse a ministerial appointment as a means of
increasing its influence in South-East Asia. Despite this, the
alternative decision in favour of a new diplomatic appointment in South-
East Asia was an improvement compared to the prewar years, giving the
Foreign Office a further foothold in the region and allowing it to make

its voice?/ with the colonial authorities. In addition, the new
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appointment provided an opportunit& for the Foreign Office to assume
some regioﬁal economic responsibilifes - so long as the new post would
be linked to the economic machinery envisaged by thé ministerial
meeting. In the long rum, this could be the basis for a wider regional

scheme in South-East Asia.

2.3, THE REGIONAL DEBATE AT WHITEHALL, OCTOBER 1945
UNTIL JANUARY 1946

After the decision in favour of a new Foreign Office post in
Singapore, the interdepartmental debate began to shift away from the
question of political coordination to the issue of regional cooperation.
On 22 October an interdepartmental meeting at the Ministry of Production
discussed South-East Asia's economic organisation. According to an
account by the Colonial Office, Sterndale Bennett demanded °‘guidance
from the Departments concerned of the desirability from the economic
point of view, of setting up some machinery for co-operation as between
the territories at present included in S.E.A.C.' The Colonial Office
representative, Mayle, left the meeting under the impression that there
were no prospects for creating new regional machinery, since supply
problems were covered by existing machinery in SEAC, London and
Vashington. The same applied to the long term:

'‘In the absence of the common purpose created by the war,
there seems to be little prospect of getting agreement to
machinery for co-operation as between the various countries
concerned at the moment. The prospects to this question are, in

fact, much too poor to justify our diverting time and resources

urgently required for rehabilitation of our territories. My own

view is that it will be time enough to consider this question
of co-operative machinery in about two years when we and the



other territories concerned will have had a chance to
rehabilitate ourselves.'(30) '

However, the meeting's chairman from the Ministry of Productionm,
McGregor, was under the opposite impression. After the meeting, he
circulated a paper outlining a tentative plan for an international
Advisory Supply Council for South-East Asia, composed of high-ranking
officials, and with a secretariat in charge of the daily work. The
council would deal with issues such as colonial economic policieé, short
term rehabilitation and price control of the region's commndities (i.e.
rubber, tin and rice).(31) The Colonial Office was surprised by
McGregor's paper, arguing that the meeting on 22 October had reached no
agreement on any aspect of long-term economic cooperation. One official,
Davies, questioned whether the time was right to set up a regional
machinery:

‘Vhile fully appreciating the advantages of regional economic
co-operation ... it is not the most propitious moment for
proposing a regional body providing for co-ordination and co-
operation in respect of economic matters on a regional basis.
If the proposals are put forward now, they might be met with

some suspicion on the ground that we are trying to take

advantage of our military position in the Far East ... it would

be preferable to defer the matter until the countries concerned

have had an opportunity of carrying out some measure of

rehabilitation, and the political situation is more settled. Ve

would suggest that the question should be deferred for, say, a

year, and reviewed at the end of that time in the light of the
then conditions.'

Regarding the regional council proposed in McGregor's paper, Davies
further critisized that there was no reason why SEAC should be taken as
a nucleus for a regional economic council, as the command's boundaries

were determined by reasons other than economic. However, the question of



regional cooperation might be reconsidered at a later time, when supply
questions weren't looming so high. An organisation might then be
considered on the lines of the Anglo-American Caribbean Commission,

which also dealt with problems other than economic ones. (32)

The Colonial Office had thus expressed its opposition to any plans
for regional economic cooi:eration in the near future. As Mayle had
pointed out, the resources of Britain's South-East Asian colonies were
scarce and the Colonial Office did not intend to share them with their
non~-British neighbours. Furthermore, regional cooperation would be made
difficult by Britain's problems with Indonesia and Thailand, and there
was a chance that other countries would be highly suspicious of British
intentions behind a regional scheme. If a regional organisation were
eventually created, the Colonial Office was thinking of a body similar
to the Caribbean Commission which had only token economic and political
powers. However, the Ministry of Production wouldn't give up easily,
circulating a revised paper which again stressed the need for economic

collaboration. It was supported by the Board of Trade. (33)

The Foreign Office too continued to lobby for some form of regional
cooperation in South-East Asia. It was felt that a small beginning in
SEAC might develop into the kind of regi’nnal consultative commission
whose encouragement was in Britain's long-term interests. The department
was particularly keen on linking such a commission to its new
appointment in South-East Asia: according to a departmental memorandum
by Sterndale Bennett, the question was now whether the planned Foreign

Office post would be given responsibilities for the coordination not



only of fpreign affairs but of genefal political, economic and financial
questions .in the area as well. Tﬁe problem was, however, that the
Colonial and Burma Offices would oppose anything which' looked like
impinging on the prerogatives of the governors of the various British
territories. (34) Sterndale Bennett subsequently drafted a directive
which ‘stated that the new appointment would promote and encourage
general political and economic coordination and that he would preside
over a regional economic advisory council with headquarters in

Singapore. (35)

The issue came up at an interdepartmental meeting on 19 November
which considered the future responsibilities of the Foreign Office's new
post. The meeting agreed that the title of the appointment would be
Special Commissioner and that his headquarters would be in Singapore. He
would neither concern himself with the internal problems of the British
territories in South-East Asia nor would there be any derogation from
Mountbatten's authority. It was also agreed that for the time being the
Governor of Malaya and, when appointed, the Governor-General of Malaya
would be the King's principal representative in Singapore. The duration

of the appointment was left for further comsideration. (36)

However, no agreement could be reached on the Special
Commissioner's economic responsibilities. Sterndale Bennett's draft
directive was criticized by the head of the Colonial Office, Sir George
Gater, as well as by the head of the Treasury, Sir Edward Bridges. The
latter apparently wanted to avoid additional financial commitments in

connection with the new post and suggested leaving the proposed regional



committee" for consideration by the Special Commissioner upon his arrival
in Singapore. So far as economic coﬁrdination and cooperation in general
was concerned, representatives from the Ministries of Suppiy and of Food
further argued that 'raw materials from South East Asia were wanted by
the rest of the world and only to a small extent by the territories
themselves'. Trade would also be with the outside world and the scope
for interchange was not gfeat. As a result of these objectionms,
consideration of the Special Commissioner's economic functions was

postponed to a later date. (37)

Despite this set-back to the Foreign Office's South-East Asian
plans, further reports on SEAC's inadequate economic organisation
strengthened the department's hand. In the middle of December, Dening
repeated his demand for a civil organisation in South-East Asia which
would relieve SEAC of some of its non-military duties and meet the
overall requirements of the region. There were many matters that a
military command should not be dealix—xg with, such as the allocation of
Indian textiles to South-East Asian territories. This was more for a
civilian organisation which would be equipped with a staff trained in
international affairs, in economic and financial matters as well as in
civil government. It would also be able to assess civilian in relation
to military requirements, especially since there was a strong feeling in
Malaya that the latter were receiving undue preference. As most
territories in South-East Asia had been 1liberated without bhaving to
undergo the horrors of battle, the populations were expecting an earlier
return to normalcy. The result was growing unrest and discontent. The

proposed organisation would thus relieve the military command of much
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m . _
work, allleviate the position more quickly and remove the suspicion of
neglect, coordinate the area's requirements so as to ensure equitable
distribution and deal with political developments of more than a local
significance. As in his earlier representations, Dening also saw use for
such an organisation beyond the immediate postwar period:

‘Burma, Malaya, Siam, Indo-China and the Netherlands Indies

were all completely parochial in their outlook before the war

and we had no organisation which was capable of surveying the

scene as a whole and of making appropriate recommendations to

HM.G.,, while in Vhitehall reports from these areas were

canalised with the Foreign Office, as the case might be, so

that there again there was no comprehensive picture. I think we

should avoid doing that in the future. In London I understand

that the necessary machinery has been set up. Out here I do
not consider that a military command can fill the bill.'

Dening added that links should be made between such a ‘'clearing house’

~and Australia, New Zealand, China and India. (38)

Inspired by Dening, the Foreign Office took the opportunity of an
interdepartmental meeting on 18 December to press for a link between
regional cooperation and its new appointment. According to the official
account, it was suggested that regional cooperation could be useful in
matters concerning supply, distribution and pest control. Though no
final decisions were made on the issue of regional cooperation itself,
the meeting decided that the Special Commissioner should be invited to
make recommendations on |
1) whether the existing machinery in South East Asia was sufficient to
deal witht economic questionms,

2) what arrangements should be made for the period immediately after

control had been handed over to civil governments.
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3) whether now or in the period immediately after the handover to civil
authorities, the foundations could be laid of a long-term organisation

for regional cooperation. (39)

The Foreign Office bhad completely steamrollered its opposition
during the meeting. Though the Colonial Office representative, Davies,
disagreed with the need for regional cooperation, he was at the same
time totally unaware of the Special Commissioner's proposed appointment.
Davies subsequently explained to his department that 'all the others
preéent regarded the matter [of regional collaboration] as intimately
connected with the appointment of a Special Commissioner in the Far
East'. Consequently, he 'did not feel it>possib1e to disseﬁt from the
unanimous view taken by the others present at the meeting that a
paragraph should be added to the terms of reference of the Special
Commissioner, asking him to advise on this question', especially since
Davies was given to infer that Gater had 'definitely contemplated the

possibility of this being done'. (40)

Gater, in fact, vehemently objected to the meeting's decision, and
asked Kenneth Robinson, the Colonial Office's leading expert on regional
commissions, to comment. Like Davies, Robinson hadn't before heard of
plans for the Special Commissioner. In a long departmental minute
Robinson warned of the 'dangers involved in Regional Commissions'. Vhile
the Colonial Office was in general agreement that South-East Asia was an
area suitable for regional commissions, the present situation underlined
in the most acute form all the problems which were considered in

Stanley's paper on ‘International Aspects of Colonial Policy'.



Regionalism would be used by the Americans and the two Pacific dominions
to undermine the position of the colonial powers, assisted by China, and
probably by India and Russia. Because of this, the French were already
highly suspicious of all these regional proposals:

‘All the difficulties in connection with the attempt to combine

with the Regional Commission some form of “international

accountability" including the supervision of progress towards

an independence to be decided on an internationally prescribed

timetable would inevitably come to the fore in the present
circumstances in S.E.Asia’.

So far as the economic side was concerned, Robinson argued that
worldwide, not regional cooperation was required, and that it would be
difficult to demarcate the field of an economic organisation (dealing
for example with price control) after the disappearance of supply
problems. Robinson concluded that while regional cooperation was of
vital importance in raising the standard of living throughout the area,
proposals for cooperation should not be considered without realising the
wider leiticai issues involved, particularly  the ‘Colonial

Question'. (41)

Robinson's reservations against regional schemes in South-East Asia.
were the same that the Colonial Office had voiced after the Yalta
Conference in February 1945. Regional cooperation bore in it the danger
of international interference in colonial territories. This danger was
increased by the current political troubles in the South-East Asian
territories. In a letter to the Var Office Gater therefore expressed
serious doubts about including in the % Special Commissioner's

instructions any reference to long-term organisation for international



regional co-operation. This issue involved many problems of a politicai
character, in particular the question of the relationship between such

regional machinery with the United Fations Organisation. (42)

Vhile London was considering Robinson's objections to regional
cooperation, the men on the spot had eventually got wind of the Colonial
Office's plans for Malaya. (43) As Dening telexed to London on 5 January
1946, Mountbatten, Dening, MacMichael and Hone bhad concluded that
instead of a Malayan Governor-General there was need for an overall
civilian organisation to coordinate British domestic and foreign policy
in the region and to act as a clearing hnuée for the resolution of
regional problems which were at the same time of concern to individual
British territories. The functions of the head of such an organisation
would be that of an umpire, coordinator and perhaps adjugator rather
than of an executive officer. His authority would furthermore derive
from the Cabinet, and he might one day maintain links with any United
Nations office's in the region. (44) Dening added in a second telegram
ten days later on that the appointment of two high officials would be
wrong, and that a Governor General's mind would 'naturally be influenced
towards colonial problems only as opposed to problems of the whole area

of South-East Asia‘'. (45)

However, Dening's comments arrived too late to make any difference,
as the Cabinet had already decided against the appointment of a Minister
Resident. Even the Foreign Office had come round to the view that it
would be more practicable, 1if less ambitious, to make the Special

Commissioner responsible to the Foreign Secretary, and to keep him out



of inter-Malayan affairs.(46) The 'Foreign Office also seemed to be
pleased to have its own regioﬁal official in South-East Asia.
Nevertheless, Dening's telegrams encouraged the Foreign 6ff1ce not to
relent on the Special Commissioner's economic directive. Though there
was a risk of delaying the new appointment if its draft directive wasn't
soon cleared, Vilson-Young argued that the Foreign Office should not for
the sake of speed agrée to the restrictions on the Special

Commissioner's terms of reference suggested by the Colonial Office. (47)

The matter was consequently referred to the Permanent Under-
Secretary at the Foreign Office, Alexander Cadogan, who told Gater in a
letter of 10 January that some civil organisation was needed to meet the
overall requirements of South-East Asia. The value of regional
cooperation had been accepted by the Colonial Office in other parts of
the world and some form of regional organisation would help to increase
the wealth and welfare of the region and its inhabitants. The Foreign
Office had a particular interest in regional developments since South-
East Asia comprised, apart from Thailand, 'colonial territories with the
mother-countries of which it is our general policy to develop the
closest community of interests.' Cadogan therefore saw a good case for
having the problem investigated by the Special Commissioner who would
merely make recommendations. As a compromise on the Special
Commissioner's terms of reference, Cadogan now proposed that the new
appointment should be invited to recommend not whether a regional
organisation was desirable, but whether consideration should be given to

inter-territorial cooperation in economic and welfare matters. (48)
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The Colonial Office regarded fhe proposed revision of the Special
Commissioner's terms of reference aé an improvement. However, Gater was
still not convinced that the point should be included. fhough it was
Britain's general policy to develop the closest ties with the parent
states of the colonial territories in South-East Asia, Gater had ‘very
clear indications of the sensitivity and suspicion with which the French
view any form of regional co-operation involving their Colonies
especially if any outside powers such as the United States or, in this
case, China are to participate'. There were good prospects fof
appropriate ad hoc collaboration with the Fremch and with other colonial
powers, but the inclusion of non-colonial powers as contemplated by
Stanley 1in 1943 was fraught with great difficulty. Furthermore,
relations with the Dutch in the Netherlands East Indies were uneasy, and
the situation in Indonesia and to a lesser extent Indochina were being
used by 'anti-imperialist' elements in the United States and elsewhere
to support the case for international intervention in the area:

‘If proposals for anything in the nature of a regional
commission in this area became public they would have little
chance of survival between the pressure of outside powers to
secure membership of the proposed Commission and the fear of
Colonial Powers such as the French that the activities of those

Powers would be directed towards weakening the connection of
the Colonial territories in the area with their parent states'.

Gater added that there had been considerable changes since Stanley's
advocacy of regional commissions as part of a general scheme to Justify
the abolition of the mandates system. The new British government had not
yet considered how far they wished to pursue the policy of regional

commissions. Any instructions to the Special Commissioner on the subject



should therefore be deferred until after the views of Ministers had been

secured. (49)

However, the Foreign Office was far from satisfied with Gater's
reply, Sterndale Bennett complaining that the Colonial Office had been
‘very obstructive' about the Special Commissioner's terms of reference:

‘Their fears about regional commissions may have some
substance, but this letter gives no real argument why the
Special Commissioner should not be asked to consider the

question of regional cooperation in economic matters and to
make recommendations about it.'(50)

Thus, three different lines of thought on regional cooperation
prevailed at the end of January 1946. The first group were the
traditionalists for example at the Ministry of Supply who saw no need
for any kind of regional cooperation in South-East Asia. They believed
that the prewar pattern of trade between a colony and the metropolitan
power should be resumed, and inter-regional trade discouraged. By
implication, economic development and welfare of the colonies was of
secondary importance. However, this group was in the minority. The
second group, namely the Colonial Office, principallj agreed that
economic collaboration was important for South-East Asian prosperity and
social welfare. However, colonial planners feared at the same time that
the establishment of a regional commission would lead to outside
interference in the South-East Asian colonies, for example by the United
States. Furthermore, they expected that any regional proposals tabled by
Britain would be regarded with suspicion by France and the Netherlands.
So far as colonial officials 1in charge of Malayan affairs were

concerned, they were also disinclined to spare the colony's limited
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resources for the economic reconstruction of neighbouring foreign
territories while there was still a shortage of food and goods. Of equal
importance was the Colonial Office's objection to a ‘link between
regional cooperation and the Foreign Office's new appointment. From the
outset, Colonial Office officials had regarded the Foreign Office's
plans with suspicion, and feared that a Special Commissioner with
economic responsibilities would treéggéss on the grounds of the

Governor-General.

The third group consisted of the promoters of regional cooperation.
Officials at the Ministry of Production were enthusiastic about greater
inter-regional exchange and the control of commodity prices by an
international organisation. The Foreign Office too believed in the short
and long-term economic benefits for South-East Asia's war-shattered
economy. However, the department was primarily interested in the
political opportunities that a regional scheme might offer both to
Britain and to itself. After the rejection of a Minister Resident,
Foreign Office officials in London consequently tried to include
responsibility for regional cooperation in the Special Commissioner's
directive. When the Colonial Office objected to any new regional
machinery, the Foreign Office's minimal aim was to keep the regional
option open for the future and to instruct the Special Commissioner to

comment on the issue.

Vithin the third group, some differences existed between officials
in South-East Asia and in London about the extent and timing of a

regional iniative. Dening did not intend to involve the United States in
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any regiQnal arrangement, whereas .Foreign Office officials in London
were prepafed to include the Americéns as well. Furthermore Dening, who
was not fully aware of the developments at Whitehall, was.adamant that
the proposed organisation should be linked with or even headed by a
British official or minister responsible to the Cabinet. The Foreign
Office, on the other band, accepted the ministerial decision that the
new post would be responsible merely to the Foreign Secretary. Dening
also kept pressing for the immediate establishment of a civil
organisation in order to relieve SEAC of 1its non-military
responsibilities. The Foreign Office, on the other hand, came to realise
by the end of January that a regional organisation was a long-term plan.
Vhat mattered most was that any future developments towards regional
cooperation in South-East Asia would be 1linked to the Special
Commissioner. As will be seen next, the Foreign Office would eventually
gét its way on this point, after the full gravity of the food situation

in South-East Asia had become apparent.

NOTES

(1) S. Voodburn Kirby, The War against Japan, Vbl:V, The Surrender of
Japan, London 1969, p.226.

(2) Christopher Thorne, Allies of a Kind - The United States, Britain,
and the War against Japan, Oxford 1978 (paperback edition), p.523;
also Rohan Butler and M.E.Pelly eds., Documents on British Policy
Overseas, Series I, Vol.I, 1945, The Conference at Potsdam July-
August 1945, London 1984; Document 183, Meeting of Combined Chiefs
of Staff Committee, 18 July 1945, CCS 195th meeting (CAB 99/39); and
Document 193, Meeting of Combined Chiefs of Staff, 19 July 1945, CCS
196th Meeting (CAB 99/39).

(3) For a discussion of the boundaries decision see Robert J. McMahon,
Colonialism and Cold War - The United States and the Struggle for
Indonesian Independence, 1945-49, Ithaca and London 1981, pp. 76-83.



(4)

(5
(6)

(N

(8
(9

(10)

(11)

(12)

(13)
(14)

(15)

(16)

(17)

(18)

(19)

82

Voodburn Kirby, p.226. Mountbatten remained secret about the atomic
bomb until it was dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945.

ibid, pp. 234 and p. 230.

Peter Dennis, Troubled days of peace - Mountbatten and South East
Asia Command, 1945-46, Manchester 1987, p. 11.

Vice Admiral the Earl Mountbatten of Burma, Post Surrender Tasks,
Report to the Combined Chiefs of Staff by the Supreme Allied
Commander, South East Asia, 1943-1945; London 1969, p.282; and
John Ehrman, Grand Strategy, Vol.6, London 1956, p.255.

Voodburn Kirby, p.65.

The Vorld at War, Channel Four, penultimate programme in the British
television series.

John H. Esterline and Mae H. Esterline, How the Dominoes fell -
Southeast Asia in Perspective, Lanham 1986, p.219.

Jan Pluvier, South-East Asia from Colonialism to Independence,
Kuala Lumpur 1974, p. 391. For Mountbatten's role in Burma see
Nicholas Tarling, 'Lord Mountbatten and the Return of Civil
Government to Burma' , in Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth
Studies, Vol.1ll, No.2, January 1983, pp.197-226.

Pluvier, pp.365-366 and pp. 369-371. Recent literature on Britain
and Indonesia: Peter Dennis, Troubled days of peace - Mountbatten
and South East Asia Command, 1945-46, Manchester 1987; Robert J.
McMahon, Colonialism and Cold War - The United States and the
Struggle for Indonesian Independence, 1945-49, 1Ithaca 1981.

FO371, 46353, F 9497, Dening to Sterndale Bennett, 5 October 1945.

Peter M. Dunn, The First Vietnam War, London 1985. For a more
critical appreciation of Britain's postwar involvement in Indochina
in the recent literatur”“ee Peter Dennis, Troubled days of peace -
Mountbatten and South East Asia Command, 1945-46, Manchester 1987.
A good selection of documents on British policies in postwar
Indochina can be found in PREJt 8/63.

Mcwndbatten Papersf & B»“am University, MB1/C150, Killearn to Bevin,
27 April'194e.

Onthe Combined Food Board see S. McKee Rosen, The Combined Boards
of the Second World War. New York 1951, pp. 191-256.

Account based on Voodburn Kirby, p.238-241; and Mountbatten
Papers, ftur&QHrUnivwnrTTjf MB1/C150, Killearn to Bevin,
27 April 1946.

Documents on British Policy Overseas, Series I, Vol.I, 1945, London
1984, p.1256, Document No.599, letter from Dening to Sterndale
Bennett, 2 August 1945, No.1691, (F5022/47/23).

Also CO 273/677/50908/1. Sterndale Bennett to Anderson,

12 September 1945, enclosing letter from Dening to the FO,

2 August 1945.

VO 203/ 4386, Dening to SAC (through COS), memo titled 'Civil
organisation in the Far East', 21 July 1945.



(20) CAB 134/277, FE (0> (45) 15, Dening to FO, tel.386, 23 August 1945.
(21> 1bid. '

(22) FO 371, 46434, F 7496, Dening (SEAC) to Sterndale Bennett,
18 September 1945.

(23) FO 371, 54020, F 5385, Jacob (V0) to Dixon (FO), 13 September 1945,
commenting on a memorandum from a top SEAC official which is
nissing in the FO files.

(24) FO 371, 54020, F 5385, memo by Sterndale Bennett,
19 September 1945.

(25) FO 371, 46329, F 6491, FE (0) (45) 5th meeting, 5 September 1945.

(26) CO 273/677/50908/1, Sterndale Bennett to Anderson (VO),
12 September 1945; and ibid, Anderson (VO) to Sterndale Bennett,
15 September 1945.

(27) FO 371, 46434, F 8195, memo by Sterndale Bennett, 9 October 1945.
(28) FO 371, 46434, F 8195, minute by Orme Sargent, 12 October 1945.
(29) FO 371, 46329, F 8951, meeting of ministers, 18 October 1945.

(30) CO 273/677/50908/1, minute by Mayle, 22 October 1945. There is no
trace of the original minutes of the meeting.

(31) CDO 273/677/50908/1, memo dated 14 November 1945.
(32) CO 273/677/50908/1, Davies to McGregor, 11 December 1945.

(33) CO 273/677/50908/1, McGregor to Brooke, Cabinet Office,
30 November 1945. The only 'economic' department opposed to the
principle of regional cooperation was the Ministry of Supply.

(34) FO 371, 46329, F 9498, memo by Sterndale Bennett, 2 November 1945.
(35) FO 371, 46329, F 9498, draft directive by Sterndale Bennett.

(36) CAB 78/39, GEN. 101 / 1st meeting, 19 FKovember 1945.

(37) 1ibid,

(38) FO 371, 46424, F 12106, Dening to Bevin, 30 November 1945.

(39) FO 371, 46303, F 12337, GEN.101/2nd meeting, informal meeting at
the Cabinet Office, 18 December 1945.

(40> CO 273/677/50908/1, minute by Davies, 18 December 1945.
(41) CO 273/677/50908/1, minute by Robinson, 21 December 1945.
(42) CO 273/677/50908/1, Gater to Armstrong, 21 December 1945.

(43) The Colonial Secretary had first told Parliament about his plans
for a Malayan Union on 10 October 1945, omitting, however, the
planned appointment of a Malayan Governor-General. See Hansard,
Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, Vol.414, col.255,

10 October 1945.

(44> FO 371, 54017, F 333, Dening to FO, tel.43, 5 January 1946.
(45) FO 371, 54017, F 822, Dening to FO, tel.106, 15 January 1946.



(46) FO 371, 54017, F 334, minute by Sterndale Bennett, 27 January 1946.
See also ibid, F 333, minute by Vilson-Young, 12 January 1946.

(47) FO 371, 53974, F 348, minute by Vilson-Young, 8 January 1946.
(48) CO 273/677/50908/1, Cadogan to Gater, 10 January 1946.
(49) FO 371, 53974, F 1069, Gater to Cadogan, 17 January 1946.

(50> FO 371, 53974, F 1069, minute by Sterndale Bennett,
27 January 1946.



. 85 .

3. THE SPECIAL COMMISSION IN SINGAPORE

3.1 THE RICE CRISIS

The Foreign Office was by the end of January 1946 becoming
increasingly impatient about its planned new appointment in Singapore.
More than five months had passed since the reoccupation of Malaya.
Moreover, Dening's relations with Mountbatten were at an all-time 1low
after a row over SEAC's Far East Publicity Division. Mountbatten was

-flLa-
incensed that Dening had complained to jForeign Office about the
division's activities in Indonesia without previously consulting him.
Though the intervention of the Foreign Secretary prevented Dening from
resigning over the issue, it was clear that he would soon have to be
transferred. (1) Unless the Special Commissioner would soon be appointed,
Dening's departure would leave the Foreign Office unrepresented at ajl

time when SEAC was handing over to civil governments in the wvarious

territories. (1)

As a Foreign Office memorandum pointed out at the end of January,
SEAC, which provided a previously non-existing link between the South-
East Asian territories, was dwindling. The tendency of the individual
territories would now be to pursue their individual courses without much
regard to or knowledge of each others problems, yet there would be 'many
problems of common concern to some if not all of the territories in the
area. ' It was particularly in the sphere of foreign affairs that the

area had to be treated as a whole. It would be advantageous to have
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someone Qhu would keep track of raéial questions in the area, such as
Chinese pénetration, and who woﬁld ‘watch the tendencies of the
Nationalist movements which the war with Japan hasv let 1loose'.
Furthermore, someone was needed to report on regional economic
developments affecting foreign affairs and the economiés of the
individual British térritories in the area. These would in fact be the

main functions of the Special Commissioner. (3)

Unexpectedly, the South-East Asian rice crisis strengthened the
Foreign Office's case. On 31 January, the Cabinet was alerted to the
fact that the world-wide shortage of food had become critical. During
talks in Vashington in January 1946, the Minister of Food had learnt
that the world production of grains had been overestimated and that a
' chortage of 5 million tons of wheat could be expected. Furthermore, a
shortage of rice, the major foodstuff in South-East Asia, was imminent:
The estimated supply of 3.1 million tons was 0.7 million tons below the
expected world demand of 3.8 million tons (excluding Japan's
requirements of 1 million toms).(4) Due to the shortage of wheat, rice

could not be replaced by other crops.

The rice shortage was a direct result of the Japanese occupation of
South-East Asia. During the war the Japanese had forced the territories
under their control to aim for economic self-sufficiency, with the
result that the production of exporting countries, such as Indochina,
Burma and Thailand, had been scaled down while importing countries like
Indonesia and Malaya had been hit by starvation. Indochinese exports

were the worst affected, and they were suffering further from the



fighting between French forces and fhe Viet Minh in the rice producing
south of fhe country. Indochina's exports had fallen from 1.3 million
tons before the war to 0.1 million after the war, and at tﬁe end of 1945
the Chinese controlled north of Indochina was affected by famine.
Thailand was the only one of South-East Asia's traditional rice
producers whose capacity had remained intact because she had been spared

the destruction of the war.

Upon learning of the food crisis, the Cabinet immediately decided
to set up a ministerial Committee for Vorld Food Supplies to monitor the
situation at the highest level. So far as the shortage of rice was
concerned, ministers grudgingly decided to modify claims for free rice
from Thailand.(5) On 1 January Britain had signed a peace treaty with
Thailand in which the latter promised the free delivery of 1,5 million
tons of rice. However, bhardly any rice had been forthcoming since
Thailand's rice trade was controlled by Chinese merchants who were busy
selling on the black market.(6) The Cabinet now hoped that the
postponement of its reparations demands would increase the supply of

Thai rice. (7)

As a further measure against the rice crisis, Bevin suggested after
the Cabinet meeting that the new Special Commissioner should be charged
with coordinating Soﬁth-Enst Asian food supplies. His choice for the new
post was Lord Killearn, the British ambﬁssador in Egypt. Attlee agreed
and on 3 February Bevin sent a telegram to Killearn, offering him the
two year appointment as Special Commissioner in South-East Asia. The

telegram stressed the gravity of the food situation and the need for



someone who could 'coordinate the efforts of Governors and other agents
in the area'. Though Killearn's political directive had been approved,

his exact economic functions were still to be defined. (8)

Killearn was completely surprised by Bevin's offer, buf after two
days of hesitation decided to accept.(9) He was in his mid sixties and
realised that it was either Singapore or retirement. However, he
insisted from the outset that his authority would be clearly defined, as
it was his experience that coordination without authority rarely
succeeded, and since he didn't want to become ‘merely another and
glorified Middle East Officer'. (10) He also asked for the appointment of
a sufficient number of experts to deal with the food crisis. On 11
February, Bevin anndunced Killearn's appointment to the Cabinet. Recent
difficulties over the supply of rice in South-East Asia had illustrated
the need for a single high-ranking British representative to watch
Britain's interests throughout the whole area: it was therefore urgently
necessary that the Special Commiss;oner took up his duties without
delay. (11) The gravity of the situation was further highlighted when on
the same day the General Assembly of the United Nations urged all

governments to take immediate and drastic action against the world-wide

shortage of food. (12)

London took the rice crisis extremely seriously. In the following
days, an official committee on South-East Asian food supplies was
appointed under the chairmanship of Lord Fathan, a junior minister. Its
directive was to increase food and rice supplies in South-East Asia and

to coordinate actions of the Special Commissioner and of the ministries
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concerned with food problems and related economic questions in South-
East Asia.(13) Killearn arrived in London on 15 February for political
consultations and briefings on the food situation. (14) Three days later
his appointment was announced to the press. (15) He arrived in Singapore

in the middle of March. (16)

Killearn wasn't the first «choice as Special Commissioner.
Originally, the Foreign Office had been looking for someone outside the
department, in order to make the new appointment more acceptable to the
rest of Whitehall. Potential candidates included Sir Harold MacMichael,
an experienced colonial official who was preoccupied with renegotiating
the Malayan treaties prior to the Malayan Union, and Malcolm MacDonald,
High Commissioner in Canada who was already designed to become Governor-
General of Malaya. (17) At the last moment, Lord Killearn was chosen from
within the Foreign Office. Killearn had considerable experience of the
Far East and had served as British Minister to China between 1926 and
1933 when he had re-negotiated the 'unequal treaties' with China. (18)
Since 1934, first as High Commissioner and then as ambassador in Cairo,
Killearn had been one of the true powers behind the Egyptian throne -
indeed 'one of the last great Proconsuls' as one historian has dfscribed
him. (19) During the war, he had gained experience in Middle Eastern
supply questions; this made him suitable for dealing with the task of
rice distribution in South-East Asia. Furthermore, Killearn's diplomatic
and political standing promised to give the Foreign Office's new post
enough weight to be able to compete with the local British governors,

and to promote British power throughout the region.



Killéarn's transfer from Cairb .coincided with a reassessment of
British poiic:les in Egypt following- the latter's request to revise the
1836 treaty relations with Britain.(20) His departure. gave London
greater flexibility in negotiating with Egypt. However, partly because
of Killearn's reputation as an old-style imperialist, British press
reaction to his new appointment was mixed. Though the Sunday Times saw
the new Singapore post as proof of the British government's recognition
that utmost efforts were needed to avoid disaster through famine in
Asia, it also suggested that Killearn, at 65, was too old for such a
difficult job in Singapore's enervating climate.(21) More critical
voices argued that Killearn was not only too old, but also out of touch
with public opinion in Britain, and that his appointment was dangerous
in an area where change was so rapid that 1t would test the

understanding of even the most sympathetic mind. (22)

The Special Commissioner's terms of reference were eventually
approved on 27 February. He was responsible to the Foreign Secretary,
and would advise the government on foreign affairs in the area of
Ceylon, Burma, Thailand, Indochina, Malaya, Borneo and Indonesia. .His
appointment would not interfere with British governors and service
commanders. He would give guidance to SACSEA on foreign affairs and
would maintain contacts with British governors in the area, with the
British minister in Thailand, as well as with representatives of the
Dominions at Singapore. Finally, he would direct the activities of the
Foreign Service officers in the area, except for Thailand, and would

contact foreign administrations after the restoration of civil



administration. The British government would keep him informed of

approved policy affecting his work. (23)

A supplementary letter, the drafting of which had been the subject
of a phenomenal amount of interdepartmental bickering, deait with the
economic aspect of Killearn's appointment. The letter constituted a
remarkably worded compromise on the question of regional cooperation
following the deliberations between the Colonial and the Foreign Office
in January. It pointed out that it was not yet clear whether there was a
continued need for the coordination of economic administration, such as
the control of imports, transporf and shippiﬁg. procurement and
distribution of rice and coal and the care of refugees, as had been
provided by SEAC. The Special Commissioner was therefore invited to make
recommendations on whether the existing machinery in South-East Asia was
sufficient to deal with the economic questions arising and what
arrangements should be made for the period immediately after the
military authorities had transferre& their responsibilities. Finally,
Killearn was asked to make recommendations on regional collaboration,

even though his recommendations would be examined in the light of new

developments in the government's policy on this subject. (24)

Killearn's directive on food, however, was not completed before the
middle of March. It gave the Special Commissioner special authority and
responsibility in regard to food and related matters, in order to make
certain that all possible steps were taken to alleviate the food crisis
in South East Asia. He was also asked to take India's needs into account

and to maintain close contact with the Indian Government and the



Dcnninions'_. In the directive, Killéarn was encouraged to contact the
French and Dutch authorities in Sduth-East Asia whenever it appeared
desirable to do so, and to invite them to cooperate in mafters relating
to food supply. He was to endeavour to secure agreement between British
and Foreign authorities on the adoption of measures désigned to

alleviate the food crisis. (25)

The rice crisis thus functioned as a catalyst for the Special
Commissioner's appointment, and it allowed the Foreign Office to
overcome Colonial Office resistance against turning the Special
Commissioner into more than just a diplomatic outpost in Singapore.
Apart from advising on regional cooperation And on foreign affairs,
Killearn would also be actively involved in South-East Asian economic
developments, by tackling the shortage of rice in the area. Compared to
Dening's initial demand for a British Minister Resident in charge of a
civil successor organisation to SEAC, the Special Commissioner's terms
of reference may have been disappointing to the Foreign Office. However,
1t is doubtful whether the department could have achieved anything more.
So far as regional cooperation was concerned, the Colonial Office's
international experts had argued successfully that neither France nor
the Netherlands were likely to accept a regional organisation based on
SEAC, while a regional commission of the kind suggested by GStanley
during the war would lead to outside interference in the Soutb-East
Asian territories. The Foreign Office consequently had to scale down its

regional plans and agree that they would have to be long term.
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However, the problem was one of regional diplomacy as much as of
interdepartmental rivalry. The Colonial Office was highly suspicious of
the Foreign Office's intentions in South-East Asia. It regarded the
Special Commissioner as a serious rival to its own top appointment, the
Governor-General of Malaya, Malcolm MacDonald, who arrived in Singapore
in May. As J.J.Paskin minuted in April, the interests of the British
colonies in the area were 'prejudiced by the unfortunate fact that
Lord Killearn has not only had a flying start [over] the Governor
General' but that he had also been instructed to advise on economic and
social cooperation between the different territories. The economic and
social interests of Britain's territories in the area, he maintained,
were entirely the function of the Governor-General. (26) The Colonial
Office was simply not prepared to be ridden roughshot over by the
Foreign Office newcomers. It was to take until 1949 before the Foreign
Office could gain the upper hand in the debate on regional cooperation.
Its eventual success depended partly on the work of the Special
Commission between 1946 and 1948 which will briefly be outlined in the

following section.

3,2 THE WORK OF THE SPECIAL COMMISSION, 1946-1948

Lord Killearn acted as Special Commissioner in South-East Asia for
two years until 21 March 1948. His post was subsequently merged with the
office of the Malayan Governor-General, Malcolm MacDonald, who took over
the combined posts with the new title of Commissioner-General on 1 May

1948. Though the Special Commissioner was the Foreign Office's most
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prestigious appointment in South-East Asia, his responsibilities for the
coordination of British foreign policy were restricted to advising
either the Foreign Office or Britain's diplomatic representatives in
South-East Asia on political questions, without being able to overrule
them. Despite such limited powers, Killearn tried hard to create for
himself a truly 'special' position in South-East Asia. During his term
in office, the Special Commissioner travelled to China, Indochina,
Thailand, the Philippines, Australia, New Zealand, Indonesia and most
British territories in the region, where he discussed political issues
as well as regional economic problems with national governments or the
local colonial authorities. Killearn's diplomatic standing was further
enhanced by the fact that he took over Lord Inverchapel's mediating role
between the Dutch and the Indonesian republicans in August 1946, helping

to negotiate the Linggadjati Agreement from March 1947.

Vhile Killearn's influence on the conduct of British foreign policy
was thus considerable, his powers in the field of coordinating British
foreign, colonial and defence policies in the region was much more
limited. Instead of the ministerial appointment originally suggested by

Dening, a system of interdepartmental committees was set up in Singapore

in 1946. In its centre was the British Defence Committee, South-East
Asia (later on styled British Defence Committee, Far East) which
included the Supreme Allied Commander, the Malayan Governor-General

Malcolm MacDonald, and the Special Commissioner. After the termination
of SEAC at the end of November 1946, the Supreme Allied Commander was
replaced by the three services' commanders-in-chief in South-East Asia.

At times, the committee meetings were also attended by the local British



governors who, much to Killearn's dismay. attempted to become permanenf
members of the committee. The Defence Committee dealt with issues
affecting more than one department such as the troubles‘in Indonesia,
the future command organisation in the Far East or Britain's strategic
cooperation with Australia. It also made joint recommendations to London

on major policy questions, including the issue of regional cooperation.

The South-East Asian Defence Committee thus provided the framework
for the coordination of British policies in South-East Asia. Despite
this, inter-departmental cooperation on the spot remained difficult, and
there was a definite trend towards the prewar 'parochialism' of local
British authorities. As Killearn pointed out in his final report to the
Foreign Office in 1948:

'Vith the return of civil administration and commercial
machinery to British territories, and the withdrawal of British
forces from foreign territories, there was a serious danger

that the unification and co-ordination which had been possible
owing to that control would rapidly be dissipated’.

In the long term, he added, there was the danger of returning to the
prewar system, which bhad proved so faulty under the strain of war; while
in the short term disaster threatened in the form of famine in South-
East Asia.

'It was under the shadow of this threat that I faced the task

of devising methods of co-ordination by agreement to take the
place of co-ordination by control‘.(27)

Initially, Killearn's main problem was resentment against bhis
office by some of the British colonial authorities in the region. As he

found out in Rangoon during his initial trip to Singapore, the Governor



of Burma.'_ Reginald Dorran-Smith, was 'highly suspicious and inclined to
be critical of the whole idea of my mission'. (28) Killearn reflected in
his diary at the beginning of 1947:

‘On April 1st the administration passed back to colonial
government. It was from then that our real trouble started. It
is . an open secret that the Colonial Office fought tooth and
nail to prevent the setting up of the Special Commission. They
felt, not unnaturally, that this was an outside authority,
barging into their territory, and apart from that the Colonial
Office have never been distinguished for their length of
breadth of view. And as a result there is no doubt that the
whole setting up of this organisation was from the very
beginning the object of their most complete and utter
suspicion. So far as Gimpson the Governor of Singapore was
concerned, this was soon dissipated... With Gent up at Kuala.
Lumpur the situation was not so happy... I think he was
determined from the moment he got here that he was going to
be the sort of autocrat of Malaya, including at the back of his
mind Singapore too... there were times when our relations were
not the most cordial. That I am glad to say has been gradually
modified during the year... but Gent remains very much the
black-hatted Vhitehall type, and I don't think has ever had
much experience of the rough and tumble of 1local
administration...'(29)

On the other hand, Killearn had the support of both Mountbatten and
the Governor-General of Malaya, Malcolm MacDonald. Immediately after the
war, Mountbatten had opposed Dening's idea of a Minister Resident in
South-East Asia, apparently fearing to be ﬁpstaged by such an
appointment. The ministerial decision in October 1945 against this plan
had in fact been based on Mountbatten's opposition.(30) However, by
January 1946, Mountbatten bhad changed his mind, now supporting a
Minister Resident. (31) In March, Mountbatten met Killearn in India, the
latter en route to Singapore. Mountbatten now claimed that he had been
the driving force behind the Special Commissioner. As Killearn recorded
in his diary:

'l am relieved to find that it was mainly he [Mountbatten] who
was responsible for the appointment of a Special Commissioner



in South East Asia, and that far from being annoyed or in any
way hurt by my arrival, on the contrary he is most responsive,
friendly and extremely helpful.'(32)

In April, Mountbatten repeated this view during a conference of
regional British authorities in South-East Asia, Killearn subsequently
‘noting:

'‘Vhat he ([Mountbatten] had really wanted was a Minister of
Cabinet rank, but the authorities at home had funked that and
the result was a curious compromise involving several
supermen, perhaps even too many of them. For instance a
Governor-General of Malaya as well as a Special Commissioner.
He still did not understand why his original proposal had not
been accepted...'(33)

Vhatever the reasons behind Mountbatten's ambivalent attitude
towards a Minister Resident in South-East Asia, what mattered to
Killearn was that the Supreme Allied Commander eventually decided to
give him his full support. As Killearn recorded in 1947:

'The job here has been a very odd one, it started by being very
uphill work, we started from scratch with practically no staff
whatever, that was alright as long as Malaya and this area was
being run by the Military, for with them we got on like a
house on fire from the start, especially with Dicky Mountbatten
himself. We certainly could not have had fuller or more
wholehearted support from the very outset from Boy Browning as
Chief of Staff and from Jack Denning who was the Chief
Administrative Officer... we could not have begun to do our job
if the aforesaid military bad not helped us out in every
direction.'(34)

Killearn's relationship with the new Governor-General, Malcolm
MacDonald, who arrived in May 1946, also proved to be a good one.
Initially, the two had differences over who was going to reside in the
Sultan of Johore's palace in Bukit Serene, which unquestionably was the

grandest residence in and around Singapore. Killearn won the argument



and MacDonald had to establish his residence in Penang. Despite this,
the two remained on good terms: they developed the habit of discussing
informally most of the important political issues, including some purely
colonial or foreign policy questions, and they would usually find a
consensus 1if recommendations for London were required. As Killearn
recorded in his diary, he had known MacDonald for years before his
appointment, enabling the two men to start off on a basis of old
friendship and trust:
'What might have been a very difficult relationship has on the
contrary proved an extraordinarily useful and helpful
partnership. Of course there are small points, when it is not
always easy to eplit the difference between his domain and
mipe...but so long as Malcolm is here, personally I think he

and I together should be able to make quite a good hand of
running British policy in this part of the world.'(35)

Finally, a word on Killearn's food task. Throughout 1946, the food
situation in South-East Asia continued to be serious. The prospects for
the production of rice in Burma, Thailand and Indochina in 1946 were 2
million tons as opposed to 6 million tons annually before the war. At
the same time, the demand for rice by traditional importing countries
such as India, China, Malaya and Indonesia had grown significantly
because of the increase in their population. To ensure equal and fair
distribution of the existing rice supplies, Killearn soon assumed
Mountbatten's responsibility for distributing rice supplies in South-
East Asia allocated by the Combined Food Board in Vashington,
(superseded in June 1946 by the 'International Emergency Food Council'
(IEFC)). (36) As promised by Attlee and Bevin, Killearn was also provided
with the necessary staff of food and technical experts and

administrators. By April 1947, the Special Commission consisted of



approximately 500 staff. Most impoftantly, the Special Commission had
the supporf of Lord Nathan's Rice Cdmmittee in London, which was doing a
lot of the coordinating work for the Singapore office, fﬁr example by
working out the movements of transport ships at a time of international

shipping shortage. (37)

As a first measure in March 1946, Killearn organised a conference
of food experts in South-East Asia, followed by a high-level conference
of British representatives in the area. During these conferences initial
plans were made to increase production, and to control the consumption
of foodstuffs. (38) The two food conferences were succeeded by regular
monthly meetings in Singapore attended by British as well as foreign
representatives who were acting as liaison officers. By the beginning of
1948, the membership of these so-called Monthly Liaison Officers'
Meetings had grown significantly and included representatives from
Burma, Ceylon, the Federation of Malaya, Hong Kong, India, North Borneo,
Sarawak, Singapore, Indonesia, Indochina and Thailand. There were also
unofficial observers representing China, the Philippines and the United

States.

In fact, Killearn's Liaison Officers' Meetings soon became his
chief international instrument in dealing with short-term food problems
in South-East Asia. The meetings' main aim was to agree on the fair
distribution of the available rice supplies in South East Asia allocated
by the IEFC.: to ensure close collaboration, the IEFC in October 1946
appointed a subcommittee in Singapore whose members regularly attended,

and subsequently either endorsed or amended shipping programmes decided
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at the Special Commission*s regional meetings. Furthermore, in addition
to rice distribution the Liaison Officers' Meetings would also discuss
'every problem connected with food which might confront any of the

territories at any time' . (39)

The main reason why non-British territories regularly sent
delegates to Killearn's rice and food meetings was the simple fact that
only the Special Commission's Economic Department, together with the
Rice Committee in London, had the administrative machinery to prepare
shipping and distribution programmes, and to implement them once they
were agreed by the Liaison Officers Meetings and the IEFC sub-committee.
The Special Commission's economic staff consisted of a large number of
economic experts, and by the end of 1947 included a head of the
department, who also advised Killearn on economic matters, an economic
secretary, advisers on agriculture, fisheries, food, nutrition and
statistics, three assistants dealing with cereals and rice, edible oils
and coal, as well as shipping respectively, and a head of the Economic
Intelligence Section. These officers were assisted by a large number of

clerical staff.

To give an example of the work of the Special Commission's Economic
Department, it was the Jjob of the rice and cereals assistant to
determine how far the rice available from South-East Asian sources in
any given month would permit £to fulfil the allocations from these
sources. If required, temporary switches from one territory to another
to meet 'spot critical conditions' were then arranged by common

agreement during the monthly Liaison Officers' Meetings which was
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virtually identical with the IEFC sub-Committee meeting immediately
afterwardé. After a programme had Been agreed, the shipping assistant,
another important expert, would ensure the programme's fﬁlfilment, and
he would circulate weekly situation reports to all those concerned. Coal
was another area covered by the Special Commission's economic staff,
which negotiated with the Indian government, the Supreme Allied

Commander in Japan and, by liaison, with the London Coal Committee. (40)

In addition to the immediate problem of rice distribution, the
Special Commission's Economic Department also tried to deal with the
long-term task of increasing the food production in South-East Asia.
Apart from encouraging the cultivation of rice fields, for example in
traditional importing countries, a number of regional conferences were
held in Singapore dealing with special subjects. These conferences, like
the Liaison Officers' Meetings, were attended by representatives from
British as well as foreign territories. The first such event was a
Nutrition Conference in May 1946 'to discuss ways and means of improving
and supplementing the diet of the local populations on a scientific
basis, and to prepare for assimilation of alternative foodstuffs in the
event of a breakdown in rice supplies'. This was followed by the South-
East Asia Fisheries Conference in January 1947 which had the object of
increasing the yield of food from the sea. One administrative result of
this meeting was the despatch of a fisheries officer from the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation to the Special Commission.
Furthermore, 1in August 1947 a Social Velfare Conference was held

followed by a Statistical Conference in January 1948. (41)
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Thro@ghout Killearn's term in‘office, questions were asked about
the Speciﬁl Commission's success 1h dealing with the rice crises in
South-East Asia. In the Malayan press, for example,. the Special
Commission's activities were seldom mentioned ekcept in moments of rice
shortage, and then usually in accents less than kind. 'Killeﬁrn's Empty
Talk Does Not Help to Relieve Rice Shortage' was not an untypical
headline, and only the Straits Times in Singapore would draw attention
to the difficulties faced by the commission. (42) As Killearn wrote in
his diary at the beginning of 1947, his commission had inevitably come
in for many kicks over the food shortage, 'but there was a moment when
some of the gutter press went well beyond their limits of decent
criticism - the main offender was the editor of the notorious Singapore
Free Press, a most objectionable little bounder'. Vhile local papers
were critical of the continuing shortage of food, Conservative MPs in
London complained about the high costs of the Special Commission. Within
months, the Special Commission had inflated itself from 20 to about 300
staff, costing the British taxpayer o;er £ 150,000 per year. As will be
seen later on, the Special Commission's high maintenance costs convinced
Vhitehall in April 1947 to merge the Special Commission with the

Governor General's office by 1948.

Despite the criticism of continuing food shortages and of
Killearn's extravagant set-up in Singapore, it seems that without the
equal rice distribution ensured by the Special Commission the food
situation in some parts of South-East Asia might have deteriorated
towards the point of famine. According to Killearn's final report to the

Foreign Office, at least, it was 'touch and go' throughout 1946 whether
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the small rations on which the popuiations in the deficit areas existed
could be ﬁaintained. In October 1946, only 55 percent of the estimated
avallable rice actually materialised. In 1947, the situation was never
as critical, but rations in the recipient territories 'remained at a
level scarcely high enough to avoid starvation and serious malnutrition
for the poorer sections of the community who had not the means to buy
extra rice in the black market'. Killearn thus concluded that on the
economic side

'...the achievements of the Special Commission may be summed up

in the statement that famine was averted and that most has

been made of every means towards the production and
distribution of foodstuffs'.(43)

The Foreign Office generally accepted Killearn's conclusion.

Because of its key role in organising international action agdinst
the food crisis, the Special Cbmmission soon movéd into the centre of
the Foreign\ Office's plans for regional cooperation. The Special
Commission in fact constituted the first non-military regional
organisation in South-East Asia. Though the organisation was British
funded and staffed, dits Liaison Officers' Meetings under British
chairmanship provided for regional cooperation on the technical level.
To ensure harmony between the attending representatives, the meetings
strictly avoided political issues. According to British ‘diplomats,
decisions were made unanimously and no voting was ever necessary. (44)
However, both Killearn and the Foreign Office hoped that one day the
organisation could be extended into a proper regional commission,

providing for regional cooperation on economic as well as political and
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defence iS_sues under the leadership of Britain. As Killearn wrote in his
diary in January 1947, the system of monthly Liaison Officers' Meetings
was proving to be extremely valuable and had the advantage of 'setting
the example of how supplies of communal interest to the whole region can
profitably be handled'. He added:

‘Vhat one hopes is gradually to proceed from subject to subject

until all these adjacent territories form the habit of acting

together to discuss and plan regarding their various problems

of mutual interest. My deliberate intention is that gradually

this system shall lead up into the realm of international

politics, and from that into the most important sphere of all,
namely regional defence.'(45)

From the outset, Killearn's regional ideas and initiatives bhad
considerable impact on the Foreign Office. In April 1946, the Special
Commissioner sent a telegram to London which reported on a2 meeting of
British regional authorities following a food conference of British
representatives. During the meeting, Killearn bhad stated that he
regarded South-East Asia as an essential strategic bastion of the
Commonwealth. Mountbatten had agreed, urging the necessity of
coordinating thinking and action in terms of the area as a whole. The
ensuing general discussion had furthermore emphasized the importance of
carrying the Dutch, French and Thais along with the British. The hope of
general collaboration with the United States had also Dbeen
expressed. (46) Though Killearn's regional ideas were still in their
infancy, his telegram indicated his interest in international action in
South-East Asia. A Ifew days after Killearn's message, the first
Commonwealth Prime Ministers' Meeting since the end of the war began in

London. Ernest Bevin used the occasion to bring the existence of the
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Special Commission to the attention of the attending delegates. He also

linked it to the issue of South-East Asian defence.
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4, REGIONAL COOPERATION AND REGIONAL DEFENCE: THE
1946 COMMONWEALTH PRIME MINISTERS' MEETING:

4,1 SOUTH-EAST ASIA AND COMMONWEALTH DEFENCE

Prior to the announcement to the Cabinet that a rice crisis was
imminent in South-East Asia, Ernest Bevin had played only a minor part
in the promotion of the Foreign Office's‘regional plans. However, after
securing the appointment of Lord Killearn as Special Commissioner, and
following the latter's first conference of British officials in South-
East Asia, the Foreign Secretary decided to take the regional issue one
step further. During the Commonwealth Prime Ministers' Meeting at the
end of April 1946, he suggested to Australia and New Zealand using the
Special Commission for South-East Asia's joint economic development. His
offer, however, was vaguely worded and had not been cleared with the
departments at Vhitehall: it therefore appears that there was more to it
than just economic cooperation. Though the relevant documents are not
yet available, all evidence in fact suggests that Bevin's initiative was
linked to plans for regional defence cooperation drafted by the British
Chiefs of Staff (COS). Before examining the debate on regional
cooperation during the Prime Ministers' Meeting, the issue of South-Easf

Asian defence therefore has to be further highlighted.

It will be recalled that immediately before the Japanese surrender
the Chiefs of Staff had put on ice recommendations by the Post-

Hostilities Planning Staff (PHP) for a world-wide network of regional
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defence systems against the Soviet‘Union. In the second half of 1945,
however, Anglo-Soviet relations in Europe and the Middle East were
worsening, inducing the COS to re-examine their world;wide defence
strategies. The new analysis took into account Britain's dwindling
financial resources and her shortage of manpower; it was concluded that
the dominions would have to take a greater share in the defence of the

empire.

In February 1946 the British military's new thinking was expressed
in a Joint Planning Staff (JPS) contribution to an interdepartmental
paper on British policy in the Far East. So far as South-East Asia was
concerned, the paper effectively revived the analysis of the PHP that a
direct threat to British interests in the region was most likely to come
from the Soviet Union, with possibly China, Japan, or both under her
control. The JPS paper therefore proposed the establishment of two
defensive systems: The first would be a éeries of forward air and naval
bases in the Pacific running from Hong Kong via Formosa, the
Philippines, the Marshall and Midway Islands to the Aleutians. They
would be held by Commonwealth countries and/or the United States. The
second system would be in South-East Asia and the South Vest-Pacific.
Here, Britain, Australia and New Zealand, in cooperation with France and
the Netherlands, would maintain an alternative system of bases along a
general 1line from Indochina, which had special importance for the
defence of South-East Asia, through Samoa, the Celebes, the Admiralty
and Solomon Islands and Fiji. (1) The paper's main difference to the
PHP's proposals from 1945 was the inclusion of Australia and New Zealand

in the regional defence of South-East Asia.
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The strategic analysis of fhe JPS formed the background to
proposals lwhich the COS distributéd to Commonwealth Prime Ministers
immediately before the Commonwealth Meeting in April. One‘paper, titled
‘Strategic Position of the Commonwealth', argued that recent
developments indicated that Russia was the most likely poteﬁtial enenmy.
of the British Commonwealth, far more dangerous than a revived Germany.
She appeared to be extending her influence to further strategic areas‘ﬂy
all means short of war. Should a conflict with Russia occur, American
participation on Britain's side would be vital. Based on these
assumptions, the Chiefs of Staff had worked out a global anaiysis of the
Commonwealth's strategic position. It differentiated between four main
'support areas' on which the security of the Commonwealth depended:

a) The United Kingdom,

b) The North and South American continent,

c) Africa south of the Sahara including East Africa and

d) Australia and New Zealand. |
Vhether India would remain a support area as in the last war was
uncertain, nor was it clear whether she was to remain a single political
unit or even a member of the Commonwealth. To ensure the security of the
Commonwealth, the Chiefs of Staff argued that it was essential to have’
enough 'depth' in front of these four support areas before the start of
a conflict, winning time for mobilisation and for American resources to
be brought in. Furthermore, Russia had to be denied the acquisition in
peacetime of large additional resources of man-power and war potential.
Finally, as a deterrent to the Soviet Union, bases for long-range air
attacks on Russia would have to be established. The paper concluded that

the most important areas for the maintenance of strategic air bases and
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‘defence 1in depth' were Vestern Europe and the Middle East, where
Russian pressure was already evident. Next came India and South-East

Asia, where Russian pressure could be expected. (2)

A further COS paper circulated before the beginning of the
conference went on to demand greater political and military
participation of the Commonwealth in the defence of these strategic
areas. It was argued that:

‘As ranges of weapons and means of movement [developl, the
maintenance of our position in the Mediterranean and Middle

East becomes of more direct concern to South Africa, and that
in South-East Asia to Australia and Bew Zealand'.

Vhile in some areas political and economic action was required to
prevent a potential enemy from gaining a dominating position, in others
the actual presence of military forces would be necessary. As this
principle developed, it seemed reasonable that other members besides the
United Kingdom should contribute to the effort required to maintain
positions in these areas. Concluding, the Chiefs of Staff demanded that
each member of the Commonwealth should:

a) accept responsibility for the development of their main support

area and the strategic Zone around it,

b) accept the principle of joint responsibility for the protection

of lines of communication between main support areas and

6) agree that it is in their strategic interest to assist both

politically and militarily in maintaining the position in those

protective areas which directly affected the security of their

territory and communications. (3)
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In short;'South-East Asia was regarded as Australia's and New Zealand'é
protective area and as a main communication line for the Commonwealth.
The two dominions were therefore asked to contribute to the region's

defence.

4,2 BEVIN'S ECONOMIC BAIT

London must have been aware of the fact that both Australia and New
Zealand would be reluctant to commit themselves to the defence of Soqth—
East Asia, not 1least because of the financial cost 1involved. It
therefore appears that Bevin, who as Foreign Secretary knew of the
Chiefs of Staff's plans, decided to sweeten the bitter pill. In return
for an antipodean defence commitment to South-East Asia, suggested by
the COS, he offered Australia and New Zealand a greater share in the
region's market. At the same time, the two dominions would be given a

greater political say through the medium of the Special Commission.

Bevin launched his regional initiative in his introductory speech
to the Priﬁe Ministers' Meeting on 23 April 1946. He began by describing
the ‘'rising tide of nationalism' as the dominant political factor in
South-East Asia. As the people of the area were becoming better educated
they realised the extent to which the West had in the past drawn from
their resources which might have improvéd their own standards of living.
However, Bevin postulated, the people of the British Commonwealth were
now prepared to help the people of this area to develop their economy

and raise their 1living standards. Later on in the meeting Bevin
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explained_what he had in mind: Soutﬁ-East Asia had great resources while
the generai standard of living was iow; the raising of this would be to
everyone's benefit. VWith an eye on the delegations from Australia and
New Zealand, Bevin stressed that many countries were concerned with this
area, that there existed a 'vast and untapped' market aﬁd that a
coordinated effort in this area would be to the 'common advantage'.
Getting to the point, Bevin proposed that Singapore and the headquarters
of Lord Killearn's organisation were the focus around which Britain,
Australia, New Zealand and India could build up the development of the
whole area. The new organisation, he hoped, would provide the meeting
point for certain practical purposes, and could form a binding link
between the different parts of the Empire. So far, Killearn's
organisation was primarily concerned with food supplies, but further
useful work could be done in the field of nutrition, broadcasting and
publicity services as well as the coordination of shipping. Bevin
therefore proposed that the opportunity should be taken to discuss fully

the possibility of developing the new organisation. (4)

To determine the motives behind Bevin's speech, he should first of
all be taken at face value. There is 1little doubt that Bevin was'
genuinely concerned about the low standard of living in South-East Asia,
and that he was interested in a new relationship with South-East Asia‘'s
indigenous population.(5) One of the motives behind his speech was
therefore unquestionably the hope of improving the regional standard of
living through the provision of Australian consumer goods which Britain
could not provide. On the other hand, circumstancial evidence suggests

that Bevin was trying to lure Australia and New Zealand into a defence
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commitment to South-East Asia, by.offering the two countries greater
access to the region's markets (aﬁd implicitly raw materials), and a
political say through the medium of the Special Commissioﬁ. Though the
relevant records are not available, there is little doubt that Bevin's
proposals for economic cooperation were linked to the Chiefs>of Staff's
defence proposals which were to be discussed in an off-the-record
meeting on the day of Bevin's speech.(6) Apparently, the economic
advantages that Bevin's proposals might have given to Australia and New
Zealand were intended to compensate for the two countries' expenditure

emanating from an involvement in South-East Asian defence.

Bevin's 1initiative played on Australian economic ambitions in
South-East Asia. Prior to the war, Australia for example had had

extensive tin mining interests in Thailand, but had been unable to

/
/

resume them. (7) The Australian Foreign Minister, Dr.H.V.Evatt, weiéomed
Bevin's emphasis on the need for better economic standards in South-East
Asia, which he saw as important from the point of view of both security
and welfare. He also saw great possibilities in the idea of closer
association for regional.purposes, and he suggested that in studying the
subject earlier proposals made by Australia and New Zealand for the
establishment of a regional commission in <the Pacific should be
included. Bevin agreed(8); the issue of regional cooperation in colonial

areas was thus back on the international agenda.

However, while the Australians favoured Bevin's economic
initiative, the two dominions flatly rejected the Chiefs of Staff's

defence proposals. During the conference's fourth meeting the Australian



115.

Prime Minister J.B.Chi“fley stated that his country naturally accepted
primary responsibility for her own security and that she was willing to
make a greater contribution to the common defence of the British
Commonwealth than before the war. However:
'The proposal to extend her responsibility to include co-
ordination of defence measures throughout the strategic zone of
which she was the centre would require a careful examination.
She might well find that it was beyond her capacity in men and
financial resources. Mr. Chifley said that he must also make
the fullest reservations in regard to proposals which implied

that Australia should accept special responsibilities in South-
East Asia.'(9)

Canberra was reluctant to become financially or ©politically
involved in the defence of Britain's South-East Asian colonies. It
disagreed with the British Chiefs of Staff's assessment of a worldwide
Soviet threat (10), and refused to accept that South-East Asia was
threatened from the outside. Chi“fley also suggested that he regarded
the acceptance of the defence commitments demanded by the Chiefs of
Staff as an impingement on the Commonwealth governments'
sovereignty. (11) Attlee had not anticipated this response and showed
himself 'struck' by Chi“fley's comment that strategic requirements must
be considered in relation to man-power and financial resources. That
certainly was the case with the United Kingdom as she had very heavy
overseas commitments at the time which were a great strain on her
resources. (12) Despite Attlee's protestations, however, the British

defence initiative failed.

While the Australians refused to commit themselves to the defence

of South-East Asia, they upheld their interest in Bevin's proposals for
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economic cooperation. On 27 April Chi circulated a memorandum which
suggested the immediate establishment of a South Seas Regional
commission for the promotion of welfare and the advancement of native
peoples in the Pacific area in cooperation with Great Britain, a
proposal dating back to Australian and New Zealand initiatives in 1944.
So far as South-East Asia was concerned, memorandum recalled
that consideration had been given in the past to a South-East Asian
commission, including Australia amd New Zealand as well as the United
Kingdom, the United States, the Netherlands and other interested
countries, which would give at least some attention to air
communications and the allocation and disposal of vital raw materials
besides the more strictly welfare aspects such as health, nutrition and
social and political developments. (13) Though stopping short of
demanding the creation of a South-East Asian regional organisation
straight away, the Australians had called Bevin's bluff. As a result of

London was now forced to define its line on South-East
Asian regional cooperation more clearly. It also had to decide whether

to agree with the proposal for a regional commission in the Pacific.

4,3 COMPROMISE AT WHITEHALL

Chi~fley's initiative presented Whitehall with some serious
problems. For one, Bevin had failed to clear his initiative on regional
cooperation with either the Foreign, Colonial or Dominions Office prior
to the Prime Ministers' Meeting. As civilian departments the three

offices were also unaware of the defence proposals by the Chiefs of
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Staff which had triggered Bevin's initiative. At the same time, Bevin
was no longer available for consultation, as he had left London for the
Council of Foreign Ministers in Paris after the opening of the Prime
Ministers' Conference. The urgent question was now how to react to

paper. Since Killearn had been instructed in February to
comment on regional cooperation in expectation of a ministerial
decision, there had been no further discussions on the subject at either
the Cabinet or the interdepartmental level. A meeting between the three
departments, attended also by representatives from the Burma Office and
the Cabinet Office, was therefore hastily arranged after the Colonial

Office received the minutes of the Prime Ministers' first session. (14)

Before the meeting, the head of the Foreign Office's South East
Asia Department, Richard Allen, who appeared to be as surprised by
Bevin's initiative as the Colonial Office, explained to the Colonial
Office that his department was hoping to use Killearn's organisation as
a centre for cooperation with the dominions. The best course would be to
inform the dominion representatives of how Killearn's organisation was
being developed and to what extent the dominions could usefully develop
their own collaboration with it - over and above already existing
cooperation. (15) The Colonial Office, however, did not share the Foreign
Office's enthusiasm for cooperation through the Special Commission. It
feared the Foreign Office was inclined to overlook the strong views of
the dominions on the question of regional commissions and therefore

underestimated the problems involved. (16)
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The l Colonial Office's Infernational Relations Department
subsequentiy drafted a departmenfal memorandum which defined the
Colonial Office's line on regional organisation in both Sdufh-East Asia
and the South-Vest Pacific. The paper agreed that Britain should
indicate her willingness in principle to establish a regional commission
in the South-West Pacific with advisory and consultative functions. So
far as South-East Asia was concerned, however, the memo's authors were
more cautious. Though acknowledging that there was ‘'a consensus of
opinion that some form of regional collaboration in economic and social
welfare matters is desirable in South~East Asia', the paper gave
priority to the recovery of the South-East Asian territories from the
effects of the Japanese occupation. Further difficult issues had arisen
through the clash between insurgent nationalism and the restoration of
the French and Dutch colonial systems, creating a delicate position for
some time to be. The memo therefore argued that:

'It is unlikely that in such a situation anything but harm

would be done by the creation of an international body such as
a Regional Commission’. '

However, the paper added:

‘The promotion of regional collaboration in this area should be
recognised as an important eventual aim of British policy.'

For the time being, some specific ad hoc measures of cooperation should
be developed by Killearn's organisation. If at a later stage it was
decided to set up a regional commission, a considerable amount of expert

technical advice would already have been provided under British

auspices.
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Australian and New Zealand interests, the memo further argued, were
not as direct in South-East Asia as in the South-Vest Pacific. However,
the fall of Singapore in 1942 had increased their indirect interests in
the region, and Australia had recently shown interest” in the economy of
Thailand. The two dominions should therefore be more closely associated
with regional collaboration in South-East Asia, and the ongoing Prime
Ministers' Meeting should consider the countries' closer association
with Killearn's organisation. However, the memo insisted at the same
time that it should not be Killearn's organisation which would
eventually develop into a regional commission. The major interest of
Britain in the Far East arose out of the British colonial dependencies
which should not be 'sacrificed to diplomatic convenience'. It would
therefore be more appropriate for any regional coordination in this area
to fall within the scope of the Malayan Governor-General rather than of
an additional special representative of the UK. Finally, the paper
repeated the o0ld warning of possible international supervision through
regional commissions. For domestic reasons, the United States might well
press for regional commissions to be established under the aegis of the
United Nations and that they should report to it. This, the paper

concluded, should clearly be avoided. (17)

Officials at the Colonial Office generally supported the
memorandum's cautious support for regional collaboration at a future
date. However, Paskin from the Eastern Department added that particular
difficulties were bound to arise with Chinese minorities because of the
likely inclusion of China in a South-East Asian regional commission. He

also feared that the United States with her interests in Malayan rubber
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would demand to be represented, aﬁd he would be surprised if Russia
didn't deménd representation as weil. Paskin and other officials also
saw the Foreign Office's Special Commission as a threat, PASkin minuting
that:
‘One of the main problems facing the Colonial Office is thét of
taking whatever steps are now open to us to prevent the

Special Commissioner arrogating to himself functions which
should be more properly performed by the Governor General.'(18)

Vhile the Colonial Office was thus gearing itself for a clash with
the Foreign Office over regional cooperation, it turned out that a
compromise could be found much more easily than expected. The
interdepartmental meeting on 2 May approved of the suggested
establishment of a regional commission in the South-Vest Pacific area.
There was also consensus that in South-East Asia a regional commission
could hardly be suitable for the time being in view of the abnormal and
disturbed conditions there. Killearn's organisation, it was further
agreed, could be seen as the first step towards the eventual
constitution of a regional commiésion once South-East Asia had settled
down to more peaceful and prosperous conditions. However, it was left
open whether the Special Commissioner or the Governor-General would
ultimately be Britain's representative on a regional commission. In the
absence of the Foreign Secretary, a brief was drafted on the lines of
-the meeting's conclusions for the use of the Colonial Secretary during

the Prime Ministers' Meeting. (19)

During the meeting, Allen failed to follow up Bevin's ambitious

proposals to use the Special Commission for the joint economic
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development of South-East Asia. If seems that after the Australian
refusal tﬁ contribute to the defence of South-East Asia Bevin had
decided to withdraw his regional economic bait, and -that he had
instructed the Foreign Office accordingly. Allen was therefore satisfied
with the Colonial Office's agreement that regional cooperation was
desirable in principle, though at a later date. A further reason for the
Foreign Office's reservation was that the Australian proposals now under
consideration went much further than Bevin's suggestions, as they

envisaged United States membership in a regional commission.

The Colonial Secretary, George Hall, clarified Britain's line
during a Commonwealth meeting on 3 May. He stressed that he would be
‘extremely ready to see a regional commission established in the South
Seas, and he suggested that the details should be discussed between the
officials of the three Governments'. Other countries, such as the
Netherlands and France might be invited to join in at a later date.
However:

'Turning to South-East Asia, Mr.Hall said that he thought that
it would certainly in the future be desirable to have a
regional organisation of the same type there, but he doubted
whether the time was ripe for the formal constitution of such
a body at present, Civil government had only recently been
resumed throughout the area and a great deal of reorganisation
was required. Lord Killearn had been appointed recently as
Special Commissioner for the area: his primary responsibility
at the moment would be in regard to food supplies, but his
organisation might provide the nucleus round which a more
formal organisation could later develop. He thought that it
would be very useful if the Australian and FNew Zealand
Governments could attach liaison officers - either permanently
or from time to time as occasion demanded -~ to Lord Killearn's
staff, and he asked Dominion Ministers to consider this
suggestion.'(20)
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The British had thus committed'themselves to the establishment of a
regional commission in the South;Vest Pacific. From the Colonial
Office's point of view, conditions for such a body we}e much more
favourable in this area than in South-East Asia. All the territories in
the South-Vest Pacific were governed by colonial powers, >while the
indigenous cultures were at a much lower level of political and economic
development thanlthose of South-East Asia. Regional cooperation would be
limited to politically safe issues such as welfare or health, and there
were no independence movements which might demand representation.
Another factor influencing London's decision seems to have been an
understanding between Britain, Australia and New Zealand on defence
cooperation in the South-Vest Pacific. A few days before Hall's
statement, the three countries bhad agreed 1in principle on the
establishment of regional arrangements for the maintenance of peace and
security in the Pacific, possibly including the United States. (21) There
is 1little doubt that progress towards Pacific defence cooperation
induced Britain to accept the two dominions' demands for a regional

commission in the South-West Pacific.

Evatt welcomed Hall's proposal. After further international
negotiations in the following months, Britain, Australia, New Zealand,
France, the FNetherlands and the United States agreed on 6 February 1947
to establish the South Pacific Commission. The organisation was to be a
consultative and advisory body affecting the economic and social
development of colonial territories. It included a Research Council and

a South Pacific Conference with an advisory council. (22)
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The conference's outcome for Sbuth—East Asia was less sbectacular.
Though Hall had endorsed the principie of regional cooperation in South-
East Asia, he had refused to establish a regional commissién in the near
future. The conference's only visible achievement was the dispatch of an
Australian liaison officer to the Special Commission in theAfollowing
month. However, the new appointment overlapped with the work of the
Australian (Trade) Commissioner in Singapore, Claude Massey, who was
already attending all important meetings convened by the Supreme
Commander or the Special Commissioner.(23) To put an end to the
confusion, it was subsequently decided that the new post would combine
the functions of political adviser to the Australian Commissioner and of
Special Liaison Officer with the Special Commissioner. (24) In September,
following a stop-over by Evatt in Singapore, the Defence Committee in
London furthermore agreed that the Australian Commissioner in Singapore
would regularly be invited to the meetings of the British Defence

Committee in South-East Asia. (25)

Despite the conference's limited outcome on South-East Asia, the
meetings bhad revealed Australian ambitions in the region. Though
Canberra refused to commit itself militarily to what it considered the
defence of British colonial interests, it nevertheless demanded a
greater political and economic say in the area. London recognised this
and agreed to step up low-level cooperation with the Australians in
Singapore. At the same time, Hall had made it clear that Britain
intended to remain in the forefront of South-East Asian regional
development. If and when the time was ripe, London, not Canberra, would

take the initiative towards a regional scheme in the area.
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However, the Australians weren't to be put off and they continued
to manifest their interest in South-East Asian regional cooperation
which had first come to the fore during the Prime Ministers' Meeting. 1In
February 1947, for example, Evatt called for an international conference
on South-East Asia in Canberra. Though his plans never materialized,
partly because of British discouragement, Australian regional
initiatives remained a thorn in the side of British diplomats, who were
not prepared to let their antipodean junior partner assume the lead in

South-East Asian regional developments.

In the sphere of South-East Asian defencecooperation as well the
Australians continuedto be a problem for the British. The failure of
the British initiative during the 1946 Prime Minister”* Meeting
demonstrated that despite the experience of the 1last war neither
Australia nor New Zealand were prepared to commit themselves to South-
East Asian defence. This was partly because they didn't regard the
Soviet Union as a potential aggressor in South-East Asia, and partly

e
because they feared a British impingment on their sovereignty and
because of the burden on the Australian taxpayer. Despite Australia's
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