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The ghost of Bandung past
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IN April 1955, in the pleasant Indonesian hill town of Bandung, 180km
south of Jakarta, 29 new nations gathered to consider their positions,
roles and fates in a post-inperial world.

A half-century later, the Bandung Conference is renmenbered (if it is
renenbered at all) for having not net its initial prom se.

Per haps the nost frequently cited of these apparent failures has been
the idea of "non-alignnment”, born in Bandung in 1955 and formalised in
1961 as the Non-Aligned Myvenent.

The very notion of non-alignment now seens al nost painfully naive, after
five decades in which the newWy energing nations of the post-war, post-
colonial world have either jockeyed for superpower favour or been regarded
as prizes for the super-powers to fight over.

From decol oni sati on, through nodernisation, industrialisation and now
gl obal i sation, the cynics have all al ong maintai ned, not entirely wthout
basis, that it's all been sone formof Wsternisation - if not outright
neo- col oni sati on

So too with the South-South framework; the nexus between Latin Anmerica,
Africa and Asia that was once touted as a counterbal ance to the so-called
Nor t h.

It's deeply ironic that Ml aysia was recently conpelled to inpose
stringent entry restrictions on certain African nationals who were proving
entirely too willing to regard Sout h- South co-operation in terns of
bil king gullible and greedy Ml aysians with magi c i nk capabl e of changi ng
newsprint into noney.

Nonet hel ess, the Bandung Conference and its handi capped of fspring, the
Non- Al i gned Movenent, did give rise to the Goup of 77, which continues to
wield a certain heft anmong the world's associations of nations. In this,
the key to progress is patience - always a virtue when youth is folly.

Li ke any living organi sm these things grow, change and evolve in tine,
and at their own pace. The changes set in train by one generation may take
unexpected directions for their descendants, but that is no reason not to
initiate them

Sonet hing el se has to be seen in the clarity of hindsight. Fifty years
ago, it could be said that there were but half-a-dozen or so "nationa
entities" in the world, in the formof the gl obal enpires that spent the
first half of the 20th century collapsing. By the advent of the 21st,
there were sonme 200 nations sharing this planet.

Add up all the separatist, secessionist and i ndependence novenents from
Azeri to Zulu, and it would seemthe United Nations Plaza in New York Gty
woul d need to extend all the way to Battery Park to accommpdate the 3, 000
or so national flags dreaming of flapping in the Manhattan w nd.

The i nmpul se of nationalismhas been the great driving force of our tine.
To re-call the Bandung Conference of 1955 should be to recogni se and
honour the foundi ng em nences of our nationhood for what they set out to
achieve, even if it was left to subsequent generations actually to achieve
it.

VWhet her we have succeeded or failed cannot be blaned entirely on how our
nations set forth into the Brave New Wrld back then. Consider the Bandung
Conference's famous Five Principles:

* Non- aggr essi on;

* Respect for sovereignty;



* Non-interference in each others' internal affairs;

* Equality; and,

* Peaceful coexistence.

Al five points now seemobviously rooted in the fears of fragile new
nati ons stepping out into an enbattled, deconstructed world, fully aware
of the many pitfalls lurking ahead on their uncertain paths towards
establishing their national identities while maintaining their
sovereignti es.

In essence, the 29 Asian and African nations that net in Bandung in
April 1955 agreed to | et each other be.

To remain at arms length, with good-will towards and best w shes for
each other, but with all respect for each individual nation's choices in
constructing their sovereign and i ndependent identities as they w shed.

A dozen years later, in 1967, these Five Principles had remained firm
enough to underpin the formation of our own Associ ati on of Southeast Asian
Nat i ons.

Today, however, Asean is literally twice what it was at its founding in
1967. From five foundi ng nations, Asean now enconpasses 10.

Over the past 30 years or so, the "Spirit of Bandung" has come to be
overtaken by a new and i ndeed nore urgent inpulse. Having won and
established their individual sovereignties, often at great cost, there now
exists a real desire anong these nations to re-assenble in greater unity.

Confronting the new chal |l enges of the 21st century, they see a
gl obal i sing world of supranational economes in which trade occurs at the
speed of light, not at the stately pace of cargo ships.

Cross-border migration and the mass novenent of peopl es have transforned
t hei r denographi cs and social structures, in many ways for the better, in
ot her ways perhaps not.

The full and free flow of information has generated a | evel of gl obal
i nter-connectedness that would have seened fantastic three generations
ago, but with it have come unexpected pressures on ancient cultures and
ways of |ife. Money has beconme a commodity in itself as much as a neans of
trade.

Al this anmbunts to a nodern world just as challenging as that into
whi ch our founding fathers stepped out hal f-a-century ago, but the
chal | enges are very different.

The Asean Ten are vigorously constructing nmultilateral franeworks that
will enable themto work together in nutual defence, human resources and
envi ronnent al managenent as well as trade and comerce. In three years
time, the Asean Free Trade Area is scheduled to cone into being.

Concurrently, we are al so progressing towards a w der regional comty of
nations in Apec (despite "Asia Pacific Econom c Co-operation” having once
been derisively dismssed as "four adjectives in search of a noun") and
t he East Asian Economic Goup - an idea criticised by the West (basically
for excluding it) since it was first nooted by Ml aysian Prinme M nister
Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhamad nore than a decade ago.

New mechani sns have been instituted for cultural co-operation
partnerships in disaster reduction, "growh triangles" of cross-border
devel opnent anong Sout h-east Asia's archipel agi ¢ nations, and i nconparably
expanded "peopl e-to-peopl e"” interaction

VWere the participants of the Bandung Conference sought to attend to
their individual sovereignties, their | egatees today are contenpl ati ng new
uni ties.

But even this fond hope is not that new In 1989, when Pakistan and
I ndi a happened to be led by the children of earlier |eaders, both Benazir
Bhutto and Rajiv Gandhi regarded each other, in Rajiv's words, as
"Children of a New Age".



He was expressing the hope that as nmenbers of a new generation, sharing
a conmon phil osophi cal background and a nore nodern and progressive
out | ook, the son of Indira Gandhi and the daughter of Zulfikar Ai Bhutto
m ght |lead their people away fromthe old quarrels they had inherited with
their respective |Independences.

As history turned out, that was over-optimstic of both of them

Yet, just as for the | eaders who nmet at Bandung 47 years ago, theirs was
a worthy optimsm It's all right to be ahead of one's time, as long as
that time eventually arrives.

M ght we be at the threshold of that tinme, when ancestral feuds are
finally abandoned? Contenplating the bl oody skirm shes and sabre-rattling
of the nonent, it hardly seens so. But perhaps, for India and Pakistan
Chi na and Taiwan and the Koreas, as indeed for Israel and Pal estine, the
troubles of the present stemnore froman inpatience to resolve | ong-
standi ng conflicts of the past than a bl oodlust to perpetuate theminto
the future.

If this were as easily done as said, of course, it would have been done
| ong ago. But what is inportant is that the intention be renewed, the
collective will fortified, and the "Spirit of Bandung" be resurrected even
as the ghosts of the past are laid, in achieving the productive peace wth
security everyone wants and needs if we are to fulfil the destinies our
founding fathers dared to dream
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