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‘ Much can still
gowrong. The
European Central Bank
hasbought time, but it _
has alsoraised the stakes
for governments. -
GENEFRIEDA -16

MUTHIAH ALAGAPPA

ver the last decade or two, con-
Osiderable attention in South-
east Asia and the larger region

has focused on real and potential inter-
national security challenges, includ-
ing territorial disputes at sea and the
changing distribution of power arising
especially from the rise of China.

That international focus has ob-
scured more serious security chal-
lenges that have confronted many
Asian countries over the last several
decades and will continue to do so for
several more. These arise from con-
testations of states and nations.

Although many have long histo-
ries as political entities, most Asian
countries are relatively new as mod-
ernnations and states. Their goalis to
become modern nation-states where
the boundaries of nation and state
are congruent and in which the inter-
nal domain is pacified and the state
exercises compulsory jurisdiction
throughout its territory.

However, this is still an aspiration.
Many Asian countries are better
termed as aspirational nation-states

NATION, STATE AND CONFLICT

Asia’s more pressing challenges are from within

still in the early stages of making ef-
fective states and coherent nations.
The process of making nation-states
or state-nations has been, and will
continue to be, contested.

I will identify two major security
challenges that arise.

WHATISDURABLE LEGITIMACY?

One s the challenge arising from con-
testations over political ideology. Sev-
eral groups vie for state power. Often
they ground their claims in competing
political ideologies. In the absence of
widely accepted rules and processes,
such competition frequently becomes
violent.

Those in power characterise chal-
lengers as subversives threatening na-
tional security. Opposing groups view
their own struggles as one to organise
the state along a differing but more
just basis.

Such contestations led to civil war
in China between the KMT and CCP,
and underscored the militant insur-
gencies waged by the communist par-
ties against incumbent governments
in the Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia
and Burma in the 1950s and 1960s.

Even democratic struggles that
contested authoritarian rule like
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those in the Philippines (1986), Indo-
nesia (1998), China (1991) and Burma
(1988) became violent. Over the last
several years, we witnessed a violent
stand-off between Red and Yellow
shirts in Thailand.

Political systems and govern-
ments in many Asian countries face
or are highly likely to face legitimacy
problems. Good governance and eco-
nomic performance, the stock-in-
trade of Asian governments, do not
make for durable legitimacy. Politi-
cal legitimacy is more durable when
it rests on widely accepted ideologi-
cal frameworks, rules and processes
which allow for peaceful change in
government.

ZERO-SUM COMPETITION

The second challenge arises from
contestations over the ideational ba-
sis for nation and the construction of
national identity. The ideational basis
defines who belongs, classes of citizen-
ship, as well as rights, privileges and
obligations.

The construction of a nation on the
basis of the dominant ethnic group
(staatsvolk) inevitably marginalises
other ethnic groups who may resort to
violence to secure their own positions

and identities.

Witness the violent demands for
autonomy or separate states for Moro
Muslims in the southern Philippines,
the Malay Muslims in southern Thai-
land, the Papuans in Indonesia, the
Shan, Kachin, Karen and other na-
tionality groups in Myanmar, the As-
samese, Mizora, Manipuri, and Nagas
innorth-eastern India, the Kashmiris
in India and Pakistan, the Baluchs in
Pakistan, and the Tamils in Sri Lanka.

Similar problems confront the cen-
tral Asian countries. The Tibetan and
Uighur resistance in China could be-
come violent.

Ethnicity and religion are the pri-
mary basis for nation-making in Asia.
Both foster zero-sum competition and
conflict. Asian countries should move
inthe direction of constructing plural,
civic nations that accord equal treat-
ment to all their citizens. This does not
seem likely in the foreseeable future.

FERTILE GROUND
FORINTERVENTION

In that event, conflicts between
so-called minority groups and the
staatsvolk will continue and possi-
bly e%oalate Perceiving demands for
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autonomy and secession as subversive
and separatist, states will seek to sup-
press them through violent means.
Target groups will perceive that as per-
secution and possibly even a pogrom.

In this process, states will come
to be seen and feared by certain seg-
ments of their own population as op-
pressors rather than protectors, giv-
ing rise to so-called human security
concerns.

Two other security challenges
arise from state and nation-making,.
As aspirational states, many coun-
tries do not have a monopoly over the
legitimate use of violence or compul-
sory jurisdiction throughout their ter-
ritories.

In such situations, some national
territories become safe havens for
non-state actors who may seek to per-
petrate violence on other countries.
Some have referred to this as secu-

rity challenges arising from weak or
failed states. Contestation over nation
and state also provides fertile ground
for external intervention.

The three acute inter-state con-
flicts in Asia — China-Taiwan, North-
South Korea, and India-Pakistan
— are, in essence, conflicts over the
identity of nations and states.

The China-Taiwan conflict has
undergone transformation. The es-
sence of the contemporary conflict is
grounded in China’s claim that there
is only one Chinese nation and that
there can only be one Chinese state.
On this basis, Taiwan is claimed to
be part of China. Taipei, on the other
hand, claims Taiwan a distinct and
sovereign political entity.

North and South Korea acknowl-
edge one Korean nation but differ on
the political and economie identity of
that nation. There is also disagree-
ment over whether there can be one
Korean nation and two Korean states.

India sees itself as a secular na-
tion and state that can and should in-
clude Kashmir. Pakistan sees majority
Muslim Kashmir as a rightful part of
Pakistan which was created for Mus-
lims of British India. That claim, how-
ever, has been severely undercut by
the separation of Muslim Bangladesh

from Islamic Pakistan. Ethnic identi-
ty became more potent than religious
identity.

MARGINALISED, NEGLECTED

The more pressing challenges to the
sovereignty and territorial integrity
of Asian countries have and will con-
tinue to come from internal sources —
contestations over states and nations.

Unfortunately, this source of inse-
curity has not received due attention
from scholars and policymakers, lead-
ing to misconceptions or marginalisa-
tion of such challenges.

Along with the realist paradigm
that emphasises international secu-
rity, concepts like common security,
cooperative security, non-tradition-
al security and regional community
building that have become buzzwords
in South-east Asia underlie the ne-
glect of these challenges.

Excessive focus on the rise of Asian
powers and their consequences also
underscore the neglect of these press-
ing challenges. It is important and op-
portune now to rectify this by moving
from conceptions like common, coop-
erative and non-traditional security as
well as regional community building,
to comprehensive notions of security.




