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Discussion for Session 3

Ryoko Nishii: So now Professor Omar, can you make a comment?

Omar Farouk: Thank you very much Nishii-san. I would like to start on a per-

sonal note since reference was made to my friendship with Chaiwat. We first got 

to know each other more than 30 years ago when it so happened that both of us 

enrolled in the same master’s class in Chulalongkorn University in 1976. That 

was the first time that we became friends, and we have remained friends ever 

since. The last time I saw Chaiwat was last week when I organized a conference 

in Malaysia, very big conference. He was very busy but he promised me, one year 

ago, that he will come and he came just for one day.

He did two things. One, he knew that I was coming to this conference. He 

gave me Supara’s book and asked me to read it before I make my comments. 

That’s what I think a friend is for. As I was walking him to the taxi, which was 

going to take him to the airport, there was a call from Bangkok. I think this was 

Thai Radio TV. They wanted his comments on what was happening in Bangkok 

Airport, because that was the time when things were heating up in Thailand. 

Chaiwat, as most of you who know him know, is a peace activist, political phi-

losopher, and someone who seems to have more than 24 hours a day. He works 

very hard and he is a devout Muslim, a practicing and devout Muslim. Although 

physically he is not here, I am very sure spiritually he is with us. The paper is a 

testimony of that. And although I have not met Supara, I have read her book 

and I have read her paper. That also is a privilege.

What the two papers are all about have been sort of self-explained by the 

two people who volunteered to read his work. But there is something, which I 

must tell you what Dr. Chaiwat once said in a meeting on one conference like 

this. And the question of representation came up, he said that he could not rep-

resent anyone and would not want anyone to represent him. This was his idea. 
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But I think both of you managed very well.

What the two papers are all about? I think we need to look at the title “Imag-

ined Land: Solving Southern Violence and the State in Thailand” and Supara’s 

“Looking at Peace Intervention As Seen from Below.” They basically refer to 

what’s going on in Thailand. Now before I comment, I would also like to explain 

that in a sense I am privileged to be the commentator for these two papers, be-

cause I have also been doing work on Thailand for the last more than 30 years, 

definitely. So I am also quite sort of familiar, although may be my approach 

would be slightly different perhaps because of my training and also orientation.

Dr. Chaiwat has this fantastic quality of being able to see beyond the obvi-

ous. If you look at this paper, I think that’s fantastic. He is also very Aristotelian 

in his approach, and you will find that he raises more questions than provides 

answers. Such times people who are not familiar with his style can get either 

very agitated or confused because he provokes, he wants you to be involved in 

thinking rather than to expect him to provide an easy solution. And I think the 

value of Supara’s contribution lies in the fact that she tries to make available in-

formation which is so very difficult to obtain on the fluid situation in the south, 

which puzzles so many people on why after so long things have not improved. So 

I think the biggest value—I am not going into details of what she said—the big-

gest value is the information is made available. So the other perspective, there 

are blind spots of course, especially when you see from the bottom or you see 

things from the bottom, many blind spots, but that does not diminish I think the 

contribution that she makes.

Now what is the problem in Southern Thailand today? Thailand actually 

has had a very long history of chronic unrest in the Malay-Muslim provinces 

of Southern Thailand: Narathiwat, Yala, Patani, and parts of Songkhla. Some 

people would like to argue that this is something recent, but if you know enough 

of the history of the region, you know that this has been going on century after 

century. It is just perhaps only after January 4, 2004 that we have witnessed this 

dramatic escalation of violence and I will try to explain briefly the information as 



207

Discussion for Session 3

best.

There is also a raft of articles, research papers, commission reports, and 

books dealing with subject. So this is not something, which is completely un-

known or undocumented. We will show you what that has been produced, both 

in English and also in Thai, trying to understand the situation in the south. 

There has, in this problem region of Thailand, always been a mix of separatist 

insurgency, local banditry, criminal activities, lawlessness, and political bias for 

decades. The problematic situation has been compounded by endemic corrup-

tion, ethnic prejudices, bureaucratic tyranny, and bad governance.

There has always been an uncomfortable level of mutual suspicion and dis-

trust, which is the government represented by its various organs and officials and 

the local population in the south, which is overwhelmingly Muslim. The arms of 

government have always been dominated by the Thai Buddhists or often from 

the other provinces of Thailand and who are unfamiliar with the local history, 

customs, language, culture, and sensitivities.

On their part, the Muslims in this region tend to cling to their traditional 

Malay Muslim identity in a manner that time and again raises official anxieties, 

in particular about their political loyalty to Thailand. There is also, just like the 

case of the Moros, this history of resentment and resistance against their forcible 

incorporation into the Thai kingdom and the consequent loss of their long cher-

ished political autonomy and fear of cultural and religious subjugation.

The most recent outbreak of a series of violence occurred of course since 

January 4, 2004. We have seen until now more than 3,400 deaths, thousands of 

people injured, a climate of fear enveloping the region, and for the first time in 

the history of modern Thailand, a coup, the September 19th 2006 coup, which 

was staged, was actually partly a function of the unresolved problem of the south. 

Remember this was one of the things that Sonthi said, because Thailand could 

not continue to face this situation of the lawlessness and violence in the south, 

which is very very bad for the country was part of the reason because there were 

other reasons and so on and so forth.
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Now, one was even more frightening was that if in the past the conflict 

between the local population of Malays at the region and the state was always 

a vertical conflict, which is between the people, the state, and the symbols of 

the state. That was what characterized actually the long history of insurgency in 

Thailand. But since 2004, it escalated to become a horizontal conflict. Malays or 

Muslims began not only killing Buddhists but also hating Buddhists, something 

which never happened in the long history of religious tolerance in that part of 

Thailand.

Temples became the target of attack and assault and this also never hap-

pened before. And as Supara quite correctly described, there was this mist, I 

think the book, violence in the Mist. I think that very clearly characterizes the di-

lemma of the south where it’s not clear who the villains are, who the bad people 

are. So, of course the normal tendency is to blame the insurgents. You will see 

that and I think this has been debunked by many people who are very familiar 

with the area. Every time there is a killing, it is the separatist insurgent as if they 

knew before hand that separatist insurgents have their signature all over in the 

south.

I think in the paper too it comes out quite clearly that the lines are very 

blurred. It’s really not clear who is the bad guy and who is the good guy. And 

I think Chaiwat’s paper, which is actually a summary for an introduction or an 

attempt to weave nine other papers or nine other research projects on various 

aspects of the south. Also I think it points to that Thailand has come to the point 

where it no longer is clear what is happening. He talked about the special space, 

the imagined land, special space, which means that is also losing grip of that 

part of Thailand, which is supposed to belong to Thailand without any question, 

but it’s special, which means it has to be treated even if one looks at the policy. I 

think Chaiwat asked whether it is comprehensible that the Government of Thai-

land has been facing this problem without any thorough knowledge of the issues 

or without any clear policies. It’s unthinkable.

He tried to argue that actually there are but the policies are security policies 



209

Discussion for Session 3

rather than policies towards the people. Whereas if one looks at the NRC, Na-

tional Reconciliation Commission Report, it is very clearly stated that the most 

important element is to ensure that relations between people are cultivated, 

are preserved or promoted, because I think that aids to the survival cradle of 

national security. I think that’s how Chaiwat quoted from the National Reconcili-

ation Commission Report rather than the state and the people, because if this is 

a state and if you have a security policy targeting a certain group of people, you 

have a recipe for trouble, unending trouble.

Now how do we actually make sense of what is happening? I think there are 

five levels of analysis that can be suggested. Some of these have been indicated 

or are indicated in Chaiwat’s paper or Supara’s, but maybe not all will be in the 

order that I am going to present. One, this is a global level. You have to look at 

following in the global context. And inevitably I think this reference was made a 

couple of times to the war on terror. So if you look at the problem in the south 

and the war, it also can conjure the image of the problem of being of extension 

of this global war on terror that is going on.

There is hard evidence available. The Center for Counter Terrorism was set 

up in that part of Thailand in itself provoking actually anger and mistrust from 

the local population. I think Chaiwat made this point also in the paper when he 

suggested that there is also the flaw in thinking that you can import the policy 

of somebody else, basically suggesting that Thailand was pursuing America’s war 

on terror in the south, it is not going to work. It’s going to create more problems 

and this is what has happened. But beyond that I think the question of what 

Huntington referred to as the civilizational clash, I think should also be taken 

into consideration, because if we talk to many people in the south. They see this 

as part of this civilizational onslaught on Muslims and Islam, not reflected in 

Supara’s work. I am not surprised. But I think basically this is what I think the 

agony that people feel that now 9/11 happened there and suddenly they had 

become the easy target of the new American empire with the complicity of Thai-

land. I think the other evidence that is so overwhelming is the presence of secu-
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rity agents and outfits from a host of countries and institutions including CIA, 

Mossad, that people know, Singapore intelligence all operating in the area. So I 

am suggesting that this has not contributed to relieve people’s fear but rather to 

aggravate the sense of agony and anger for being targeted.

Second level, the regional level, the problem in the south also has very in-

teresting regional implications and we will be surprised regarding countries or 

people who have an interest in this. Cambodia for example. Cambodia, no less 

than Prime Minster Hun Sen came forward to make the statement that Muslim 

Cambodians who went to Thailand were not terrorists, but people who went 

there for education disputing the official Thai version that one of the channels 

of terrorism in Southern Thailand came from Cambodia. So there is this Cambo-

dian also became involved in the problem in the south, because they think that 

that is scapegoating the Muslims of Cambodia very easily. But maybe Hun Sen, 

because of political reasons and his close affinity with the Muslim community of 

Cambodia, came up very strongly, so we see that.

The other country that is also involved is Myanmar. You will be surprised. 

Maybe not the government but the people because many of the people from 

Myanmar—students from Myanmar go to Patani, Southern Thailand, for their 

religious study. As also I think students from even Indonesia—this is very inter-

esting. Indonesia is known for its pesantrens but many Indonesians go to Patani 

to pursue their education. People from even China, but of course China is out-

side the region. So I think the regional implication, that is very important. And 

the role of Patani as a center of traditional learning, which it was known for 

more than a 150 years ago, is now sort of becoming, being relived again. And 

there are regional implications for that.

The third level, I think the bilateral and border, this is Malaysia, Malaysia-

Thai relations. You cannot even pretend to want to resolve the problem in the 

south without talking to Malaysia because of many factors. One, the porosity of 

the borders, if you understand. Once I remember, I brought a student of mine 

who was supposed to be here to South Thailand and he was stunned because we 
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moved from Malaysia, from Kelantan to South Thailand without going through 

the immigration check post just by boat. And this is the real world, not what you 

read in the text-book but in the real world the porosity with which people move 

back and forth without any problem.

And there are also very very important socio-economic ties between the Ma-

laysian people and the Malays in Patani and so on. And extensive kin relation-

ships. I think people also have to understand that when you talk about people 

in Southern Thailand and you are fighting. If you think that you could resolve 

the problem in Southern Thailand without taking into consideration more than 

150,000 or 200,000 Malays from Southern Thailand who are now in Malaysia, 

you would be wrong. The problem is going to go on for a long time.

The fourth level, I think, is the national level because the problem in the 

South of Thailand is also—I have written on this—is also a function of the crisis 

of the democracy in Thailand. It’s also a problem of bad governance. So, you can 

see it as something very local but it’s also national, because it shows that the state 

is not functioning well. A state that cannot provide for the basic protection of its 

citizens is not in good health. And this question of internal colonialism I think 

that it has been written by many scholars. Internal colonialism, which means it is 

a function of the present scenario. The question of center periphery relation—

the southern region is too far from the center. Bangkok is still the capital and 

the dominant player in Thai politics.

And maybe the fifth level is the local level. I think local factor and this is 

where Supara’s contribution is very critical. But I would go to also touch on the 

turf wars, between the warlords in the south, people who control the drug trade, 

smuggling, prostitution, and all kinds of other illicit activities in complicity with 

government officials. So I think that also has to be taken into consideration. So 

it’s very complex, which means that you also have to understand.

The killings ? Now, do Muslims kill? Of course. it’s not just the insurgents. 

There are also Muslims who are with the security forces. When you put on the 

uniform, you cease to be a Muslim or a Buddhist. You are a soldier and you just 
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follow orders. So, I think this kind of thing is very important. I think the dynam-

ics of local society, people also have to understand that within local society, there 

is still this society in Southern Thailand which is still traditional. The way of 

thinking is still traditional. So if you expect them to behave as if Thailand is now 

modern nation state, and everyone thinks like a Thai, I think you are also miss-

ing the point. You have to understand that the majority of the people are still 

rooted in traditional culture. Unless you understand that or maybe have to relo-

cate them, you are not going to see change in the situation.

And I think this last point, the clash of cultures. I think, this is one very 

vital issue, that is, the question of Jawi, for example. Jawi is used as if it’s a lan-

guage. The Jawi language, but I think, Jawi in the south means more than just a 

language or a script. It’s a tradition so well preserved, so meaningful that if you 

begin to attack it, if you begin to question it, if you begin to undermine it, you 

are causing a cultural backlash. Final point, I think the problem in the south 

poses an insoluble dilemma for Thailand and for the Muslim population as well. 

Thank you.

Ryoko Nishii: Thank you very much for this presentation. And may be next it is 

better for Professor Omar to respond on some comments in the next general 

discussion. So who would like to say now it’s ready to comment now.

Azizah Kassim: At the end this is something, which I am not familiar about. So 

I need some clarification. Now in one of the papers, there is reference made 

to Malaysia being a threat to the Thai national security. Now, Professor Omar 

you mentioned about the porosity of the borders and so on and is this what is a 

threat because probably for the Malaysian side too. I think we look at Thailand 

as a threat from the point of view of security, essentially when we discuss interna-

tional or cross border migration. Can you comment on that?

Omar Farouk: Malaysia is perceived as a threat by certain circles but the dynam-
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ics of Malaysia and Thai relations have changed in the sense that both are mem-

bers of ASEAN and Malaysia considers Thailand as an elder brother in the sense 

of—although Thailand predominantly Buddhist, I think relations have always 

been very close at the level of the government, g to g, very close. But people 

within the security establishment continue because they leave no stones un-

turned, to them Malaysia, and that is a fact, because this is also partly historical 

in the sense that irredentism, the fear that Malaysians want to annex that part of 

Thailand, which is overwhelmingly Malay. So it has been there from before. But 

I think there are also people who realize that this growth triangle for example, 

northern growth triangle, Malaysia is supposed to help and Malaysia has offered 

assistance because the thinking on many issues is the same. Their thinking is the 

same. But of course there is always a danger and I think there is also why ASEAN 

countries as a whole are very conscious of the need to prevent further de-escala-

tion which could bring in governments into the conflict. So I hope that answers 

your question. Does it?

Ryoko Nishii: Okay. Thank you very much. So now we will close the third session 

and the discussion can be continued in the general session.


