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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The conflict between Buddhists and Muslims can be categorised
into two dimensions. Firstly, the vertical conflict refers to conflicts
between the state and various groups in the society such as in-
surgency problem in the southernmost provinces. Secondly, the
horizontal conflict refers to conflicts between various groups such
as the conflict over political values between yellow shirt movement
and red shirt movement as well as the conflict between Buddhists
and Muslims. As for Thailand, the conflict between Buddhists and
Muslims which appears in both vertical and horizontal dimensions
only occurs in the area of “violence” while in the area of “tension”
appears the horizontal dimension of conflict. In addition, the conflict
between Buddhists and Muslims in Thailand is intertwined with
Islamophobia. Such phobia is induced by both internal and ex-
ternal factors. One is the impact of violence in three southernmost
provinces and the rise of Buddhist nationalist groups. Another is
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the impact of Islamophobia current in the western world and the
conflict between Buddhists and Muslims in Sri Lanka and Myanmar.

A fundamental issue of conflict and Islamophobia is stereotypi-
cal perception; for example, “the perception that all Muslims are
identical and all are inclined to violence so they are horrible and
dangerous” despite of the fact that Muslims in Thailand comprise
of various groups. Thai Muslims include Sunni Muslims and Shia
Muslims. The Sunnis are the majority group which are divided into
conservative wing and progressive wing; Melayu Muslims and Thai
Muslims. The majority of Muslims in Thailand are able to adapt
to the context of Thai identity while some conservative groups
of Muslims who are identified with Melayu ethnicity and reside in
three southernmost provinces hold the perception of resistance
to the assimilation into Thainess (Nation, Religion, and Monarchy).
In that regard, Melayu Muslims having fought the Thai state are a
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particular group that adopt conservative concept, specific oper-
ational areas, Melayu language and ethnicity, and narratives of a
single ethnicity. They are based in and aims for the southernmost
provinces/ Patani only. Nevertheless, no matter how diverse they
are, at least three aspects of Muslim identity are very similar among
all. They are costume identity (hijab), food identity (halal), and re-
ligious practice (mosque). These three aspects conduce towards
the issue of identity expression in public spaces.

As the population of Muslims is annually increasing coupled with
the Islamophobia current and growing demand to express Muslim
identity in three aforementioned aspects, some Buddhists began
to be suspicious of such strong rise of religious identity among
Muslims. Confrontations between Buddhists and Muslims then
occurred in the North, Northeast, Central, and South. Patani Forum
conducted fieldwork in each region by selecting eight provinces
in total as sample case studies in order to study the relationships
of areas and the conflicts between Buddhists and Muslims. The
findings lay the ground for understanding different characteristics
of each area: 1. area of tension, 2. area of peace/safety, and 3.
area of violence. It reveals that in the area of tension appears some
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disputes over hijabs, halal food, and mosques. Also, Buddhist
nationalist networks are found to operate in such areas. There in
the area of violence are a struggle to keep one’s own space of
identity and an intensive operation of Melayu nationalist movement.

In the modern era, our world consists of physical (offline) character-
istic and virtual (online) characteristic. Conflicting situations do not
only limitin physical world but conversely accelerated within virtual
world in such an interesting and worrying way. The online world can
escalate a community conflict into a larger and uncontrollable one,
and is capable of involving people who are not directly related to
the issues as parts of and manipulators of the situation. Religious
conflicts can consequently spread and escalate to broader society
very easily. Apart from that, the speed of reactions in such online
world makes identity conflict an urgent and important matter for the
society. The incitement of anti-Islam such as Phra Maha Apichat
case and the invective of Buddhist teaching such as To-tal case
are of evidently important. Most people in the offline world nowa-
days feel that Buddhist-Muslim conflicts in online world are more
terrifying and harder to prevent, especially forwarding messages
and rumours via widely-used LINE and FACEBOOK applications in
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Thailand. Thus, in a free and democratic world, preventing identity
and religious conflict cannot be done at the cost of freedom of
expression. Rather, there should be an increasing level and better
quality of interactions in the offline world expecting that people of
different religions get to know each other more, be more logical,
and be more tolerable.

Therefore, the vertical conflict between Thai state and insurgent
groups in the three southernmost provinces and the call for free-
dom of Muslim expression during the hijab situation in Nong Chok
or hijab situation in Pattani Kindergarten School is fundamentally
a structural problem which requires non-violent means to resolve;
such as negotiation, or open public discussion, or lawsuit. On the
other aspect, the horizontal conflict between Buddhists and Mus-
lims in the North and the Northeast; which appear in the form of
public resistance to Muslim-related places such as mosques and
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halal industrial complexes, is a conflict of two groups honouring
different values. For Thai society, these conflicts are the 2010s
challenge which are nearly at the point of breaking out with no
tendency to seize in the near future. The best preventive measure is
to strengthen social immune system through inter-group interaction
and encourage more creative common space. The awareness and
readiness to handle any prospective uncertainty is necessary for
Thai government, private sector, civil society sector, and active
citizens who concern of human security and world order.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1.
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Preventing Violent Extremism should be an important
agenda for Thai society in order to prevent violent
confrontation between Buddhists and Muslims. Inter-
national funding agencies should support local civil
society organizations in mobilizing funds for projects
that promote peaceful coexistence between Buddhists
and Muslims through social interaction and partici-
pation; especially among youth groups, in order to
prevent violence instigated by extreme sentiments
of Buddhist nationalists and Muslim extremists and
Ethno-nationalists



2. Civil society sector should develop a monitoring
system on the watch for growing number of Buddhist
nationalist organizations, Muslim extremist groups,
and other social movements which are inclined to
instigate horizontal violence. Moreover, there should
be a systematic documentation of Buddhist-Muslim
conflicts available for public access and use.

3. The State should realize that conflicts between religious
and ethnic groups are sensitive and rapidly contagious
especially through online platform. Hence, building
immune system for youth in fragile neighborhoods
should be a vital measure to prevent violence and to
develop human security. Besides, there should be a
cooperation between private sector and civil socie-
ty sector with regard to a prompt online monitoring
mechanism.
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4,
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The State should consider transforming conventional
history textbooks; which currently adhere to the idea
of nationalism, to ones that encourage mutual un-
derstandings and multiculturalism. Apart from that, it
should develop Thai history books which extend the
scope of national heroes and heroines to ones that
identify with all ethnic and religious groups and pro-
mote them as parts of mainstream body of knowledge
for the country.

The State and civil society sector should take up a
progressive collaboration at policy level to concrete-
ly push forward the concept of moderate Islam and
initiate a training scheme for Muslim students pursu-
ing Islamic education in some countries with devout
Islamic ideology such as the Middle East, South Asia,
and neighbouring countries. Such training scheme
should involve scholars from social science, cultural
studies, citizenship studies, and moderate Islam.



PREFACE

This study is a cumulative work of the report on “Understanding
Anti-Islam Sentiment in Thailand” published in 2018 which aims
to study the ontology of relationships between Buddhists and
Muslims in Thailand. Moreover, it reveals that the intensification
of conflict between Buddhists and Muslims is a 2010s phenom-
enon in need of systematic monitoring and control. The relations
between groups are created and accumulated through social
interaction and narrative perception among people with different
religions and ethnicities. The group relations may change over
the time; from cooperation to conflict. Over the past decade,
the relationships between Buddhists and Muslims are going
towards a worrisome direction. For instance, currently the lower
South not only faces the vertical violence but is also being chal-
lenged by the horizontal conflict. In some other regions like the
North and Northeast, there appears some resistance to Muslim
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identity and public signs while in the South and in the Central
there have been more demand for a religious expression of
Muslim identity. This report discusses why the relationships are
more fragile, which areas are the most worrisome, and how the
conflict implicates in its relationship with each area.

We would like to express a sincere gratitude towards all
members of the team who traveled and conducted fieldworks
together in four regions to study such challenging topic. It is
fortunate of Patani Forum that our team consists of both Bud-
dhist and Muslim members, so that the study on the fragile
relationships between two religious groups is achievable. This
report would not have been close to perfection and had the
least possible mistake without the dedication and commitment
from Arichah Kaikaew and Abdulloh Mad-adam as well as the
transcribing and proofreading from Chanatip Thongjun and
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Astapon Piriya. In addition, special thanks go Rukchart Suwan,
Imron Sahoh, Apichaya O-In, and Kittisak Janmai for kind co-
operation and professional work contributed for Patani Forum
over the past months. Many thanks to Buddhist and Muslim
participants in four regions for their constructive discussion
and recommendations. Last but not least, we are truly grateful
for the Embassy of the United Kingdom in Thailand to provide
funding and support of our work.

Patani Forum
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INTRODUCTION

Over the past five years, conflicts between Buddhists and
Muslims as well as Islamophobia current in Asia became more
apparent; from the violent conflict in the southernmost provinces
of Thailand, the violence between Sinhalese Buddhists and
Muslim Tamils in Sri Lanka, and the violence between Buddhists
and Muslim Rohingyas in Myanmar. These situations did not
only occur between the State and insurgent movement but also
expand its roots deeper into relationships between different faith
groups. This report categorizes conflicts between Buddhists
and Muslims into two dimensions. One is the vertical conflict
which refers to conflicts between the State and various social
groups; for instance, the State and insurgent groups, the State
and non-governmental organizations, or the State and social
movements. Another is the horizontal conflict which refers to
conflicts between various social groups; for instance, between
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Vertical conflict refers to conflicts between the state

and various groups in the society such as insurgency
oroblem in the southernmost provinces.

Horizontal conflict refers to conflicts among various

groups such as the conflict between yellow shirt move-
ment and red shirt movement as well as the conflict
between Buddhists and Muslims.

the lower class and the ruler class, or between ethnic and
religious groups (Buddhists and Muslims, Muslims and Chris-
tians, Malays and Chinese). The latter samples can escalate
into genocide and civil war like the genocide in Yugoslavia
and Rwanda or the violence between Buddhists and Muslims
in Sri Lanka and Myanmar. After emerging and mobilizing, this
horizontal conflict can easily transform to violence.

As for Thailand, Patani Forum conducted fieldworks and study
the issue of Islamophobia since 2016" and found that the issue
actually exists in Thai society, either in the South, the Central,
the North, or the Northeast but the intensity of problems does
not yet reach the violent level. One of the reasons is that Thai
society still possesses ‘social capital’ which helps nurturing its

" Don Pathan, Ekkarin Tuansiri, and Anwar Koma, ‘Understanding Anti-Islam Sentiment in Thailand’ (Pattani: Patani
Forum, 2018)
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Buddhist-Muslim relations. However, with the violent situation
in the southernmost provinces of Thailand and the Buddhist
nationalist current in our neighbouring countries, the relationship
status between Buddhists and Muslims has moved towards
a worrying direction over the past five years. The study and
review of such relationships is therefore vital to the process of
nation-building and coexistence within a multicultural society
in the 21 century.

This field study shed some lights on the issue of relationships
between Buddhists and Muslims in Thai Society by focusing
on the interaction between community members from Buddhist
and Muslim groups, the understandings of identity issue, and
the inter-group conflict management such as a construction of
mosque, Azan calls to prayers, hijab, and rumors concerning
Islam and violence. An important inding we are presenting in
this report is that the emergence and expression of Muslim
identity is of highly concerned, leads to fear against each oth-
er, and increases social distance and antagonistic relations.
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This report firstly introduces the fundamental issue of stereotyp-
ical perception. Then, it goes on categorizing areas according
their level of intensity; including area of violence, area of ten-
sion, and area of peace. It points out the fact that situations in
each area are not the same. Besides the relationships between
areas and their Buddhist-Muslim relations, the report also lays
out how online and offline worlds affect people’s ways of life
differently. Whereas the day-to-day reality is not as dreadful
as the virtual one, daily interactions between Buddhists and
Muslims are harmoniously carried on; except for the case of
southernmost provinces. In that case, an issue of ethnic and
religious identity for them is quite intense compared with Mus-
lims in other regions. The adjustment of Muslim ways of life
towards Thainess in area of peace and area of tension does
not face the identity problem as intensively as ways of Melayu
Muslims in three southernmost provinces. As a result, generally
speaking the adjustment of Muslim ways of life may be not so
inextricably linked to the ethic and religious identity as to the
context they live in. The different context of majority Muslims
and minority Muslims is a crucial factor for them to adjust into
community and imagination of nation among Thai Muslims.
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Overall situation in 2018 - 2019

In 2018 and 2019, there are four worrying situations as follows:

1. A negative implication of Buddhist teachings via To-tal Facebook live channel re-

sulting in a massive and tense resistance from Buddhist online users (April 2018)

The hijab issue at Hat Yai Wittayalai School (May 2018)

The hijab issue at Pattani Kindergarten School (May 2018)

4. Thekillings of Muslim leaders and Buddhist leaders in Narathiwas province (January
2019)

w N

These situations deeply affected Thai people on both sides. The horizontal problem is
accumulated in the Buddhist-Muslim relationship. Abovementioned confrontation may indicate
a wider social distance between two groups. For the first situation, the chief of Muslim in
Thailand issued a statement to condemn To and Tal. Consequently, they apologised and
expressed their regret. For the second situation, the parents of the female student submitted
a resignation letter because their child could not bear the pressure from teachers and fellow
students in the school. For the third situation, state officials took control and altered the
legislation regarding schools located in monastery properties. For the last situation, there were
several statements of concern from religious institutions and civil society organizations, peo-
ple’s street march in resistance to violence, and the urge of state official to arrest the execut-
ers.
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FUNDAMENTAL ISSUES

This research studies the problem of Muslim minority groups in
Thai society. A fundamental issue of Buddhist-Muslim conflict
and ‘Islamophobia’ in Thailand is the stereotypical perception
that all Muslims are identical in all aspects. For instance, a
perception that Muslims in the southernmost provinces are to
overthrow the Thai State via violence or some Muslims use violent
forces to counterattack the United States of America’s foreign
policies. The use of violence by these Muslim groups causes a
misconception and a stereotypical bias against all Muslims. It
even introduces a confusing representation that Islam is equal
to violence and Muslims are all terrorists. In addition to that, the
stereotypes conduce towards the creation of new meanings
and narratives that ‘Muslims are Menace’. Such meaning is
widespread all over the country and consequently brings about
a new conclusion that although not all Muslims are terrorists,
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all terrorists are Muslims. Not only it is logically incorrect but
also had been proven wrong by various incidents that the use
of violence and terrorism do not necessarily have to relate to
Islam onlyz. The stereotypical perception is a fundamental issue
for our coexistence seen in any multicultural society.

The stereotypical perception also incites ‘fear’ and easily char-
acterises ‘otherness’ for Muslim community in Thai society.
For instance, the resistance to a construction of mosque in
the North was originated from the fear of violence and conflict
expectantly brought into their community by immigrated Mus-
lims. The said fear has been induced by the news perception
through various media and the sedition concerning violence in
the southernmost provinces. In this regard, the perception of
Muslims is inferred to the otherness and terror. Consequently,
the anti-Muslim movement is deemed legitimate as long as this

? Duncan McCargo, ‘Thai Buddhism, Thai Buddhists and the Southern Conflict’, Journal of Southeast Asian Studies
40, no. 1 (2009): 1-10; Michael K. Jerryson, Buddhist Fury: Religion and Violence in Southern Thailand (Oxford Uni
versity Press, 2012); Michael Jerryson, ‘Appropriating a Space for Violence: State Buddhism in Southern Thailand’,
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 40, no. 1 (February 2009): 33-57, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022463409000034;
Chris Beyrer and Adeeba Kamarulzaman, ‘Ethnic Cleansing in Myanmar: The Rohingya Crisis and Human Rights’,
The Lancet, 2017, https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(17)32519-9; Imtiyaz Yusuf, ‘Three Faces of the Rohingya Crisis:
Religious Nationalism, Asian Islamophobia, and Delegitimizing Citizenship’, Studia Islamika 25, no. 3 (4 December
2018): 503-42, https://doi.org/10.15408/sdi.v25i3.8038; Michael Jerryson and Mark Juergensmeyer, eds., Buddhist
Warfare (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

108  Patani Forum



stereotypical perception goes unquestioned. However, it can
be observed that such stereotype appears more frequent in
online space than offline space. Witnessing situations in some
areas inform us that once mosques and Muslims are perceived
as members of the community, the reality in offline world differ
substantially from the Islamophobia current being intensified in
online world. The construction of mosques and the migration of
Muslims are not always a determinative factor for disharmony
and conflict to take place in the community. (Please refer to a
case study of Mae Kachan in Viengpapao district of Chiangrai
province in this report)

This research aims at challenging such stereotypical perception
and pointing out the fact that Muslim society is non-monolithic
either in terms of language, ethnicity, ancestry, or religious
values®. Perceiving Muslim society as a unity is not problem-
atic, but a unity does not necessarily infer that they are not
diverse within their own group or that they lack group dynam-
ics. Thus, to overcome such fundamental issue ones need to
understand differences and diversity within Muslim groups

° Saowanee Jitmuad, “Ethnic groups: Thai Muslims [tan2iie anyaian, NGNTIARUS: ‘mimwaﬁu]" (Bangkok: Sa-nga
Ruji Amporn Fund, 1988)
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as well as related dynamics in the society. Patani Forum thus
conducted fieldwork to examine the conception and attitudes of
Buddhists and Muslims in various areas of Thailand, document
data about their identity and life experience in the multicultural
society, explore various relationships between Buddhists and
Muslims, and take some constructive recommendation for the
future coexistence.

In 2018, Patani Forum published in a report on “Understanding
Anti-Islam Sentiment in Thailand”. It finds that such phenom-
enon has existed in Thai society over the last decade. Apart
from gathering feedbacks on the findings, these second-round
visits aim at deepening our understandings on how areas of
conflict can be considered and categorized, in what way the
relationship between areas and conflicts can be interpreted,
and why the issue of religious identity has gained a significant
leverage in the conflicts between Buddhists and Muslims.
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COMMON ISSUES

In @ modern era, religious beliefs may be deemed as a per-
sonal matter but religious and ethnic identity can no longer be
restricted to private life. Social groups require common values
for every member to hold on to and for them to identify with other
members of their groups. Such common values may generally
refer to nationalist ideology, motherland, language, ethnicity or
religion. The field visits inform Patani Forum that religious and
ethnic identity is a core common value among Muslims in Thai
society. The identity could lead to public challenges which are
one of the most frequently discussed topics with regard to the
status of Muslim minority groups in Thailand. The question is
which of Muslim identity brings about public challenges.
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Muslims as a social group possess some dominant features in
terms of their beliefs and culture differing from other religions.
The belief aspect may be deemed personal, but in the cultural
aspect Muslims pursues their own unique ways of life within a
society. Patani Forum finds that at least three aspects of Muslim
identity are crucial for their public lives and show the dominant
features of Muslim society; including hijab (costume identity),
halal (food identity), and mosque (religious practice). From
fieldworks in 2018, most Muslims regard these three issues as
basic rights for Muslims in the society.

Hijab is an identity of Muslim women in public space. Many
women are willing to sacrifice their life and work for wearing
hijab. Some female students do not want to barter hijab with
the opportunity to pursue education in their current schools.
Some parents are fighting and demanding for their children.
Some people left their jobs because their boss does not allow
them to wear hijabs at work. A newly converted Muslim woman
from Chiangrai told us that “the department director asked me
whether it is possible | take off my Islamic headscarf (hijab),
so | explained that it is not because it is in accordance with
our Islamic covenant. It had been very difficult for me during
the first year but fortunately | can continue my faith with all
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supports from Muslim brothers and sisters. Had that day the
director forced me to quit the job because of hijab | would
have resigned.” Hijab will be an unresolvable social problem
unless Thai society lifts its restriction of religious expression
particularly for Muslim women.

Halal food is food that contains raw materials and is processed
correctly according to Islamic principles; not only the food
with no pork. From our fieldwork, we acknowledge that most
Buddhists will perceive Muslims in two important aspects.
“Muslims do not eat pork and Muslims can have four wives.”
However, not eating pork does not mean that Muslims can
eat non-halal chicken or beef. The above understanding is
an old understanding about Muslim people. Therefore, in the
event of attending a social event that does not provide halal
food Muslims will avoid eating food. If this event occurs on a
regular basis, which may be caused by the misunderstanding
of the society or the disregard of the organizers, Muslims may
be embarrassed to attend any events of other religions. There
may be some Muslims neglecting halal food, but that does
not represent Muslim ways of life. Therefore; it cannot be a
representative image of being a Muslim. Halal food is another
identity that Muslims consider to be necessary in maintaining
themselves in society.
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Mosque is the house of Allah that Muslims use in daily religious
practices. Itis also the center of the Muslim community. It can be
said that in every Muslim community, there must be at least one
mosqgue. A mosque or prayer facility is a necessity for Muslims
because the prayer is a daily precept for Muslims to practice.
Since prayer is a unique part of being a Muslim, mosques or
places of worship are also necessary places for Muslims. The
resistance against mosques in the North and Northeast is only
a problem in the past only, but Thai society will also have to
deal with the construction of additional mosques in the future
as a result of the expansion of the Muslim population, globali-
zation, tourism, or relocation etc. Therefore, considering the
need to build mosques and prayer rooms in various locations
in the future due to the above reasons, Thai society should
understand the identity and basic needs of Muslims. Getting
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to know and open for each other instead of excluding will be
the key for peaceful coexistence. Meanwhile, Muslims will
need to understand social processes in building mosques in
new communities which requires the consent of the commu-
nity. This challenge will remain in Thai society as long as our
society is not able to disengage in being exclusive (exclusivist)
and move towards a multicultural nation. The danger is that
religious nationalist groups that feel that their religion is being
threatened will take up this exclusivism as a political tool and
leads to a broad confrontation between groups.

These three main issues are just a shortening of the challenge
that Buddhist and Muslim groups have negotiated in the past
and have to negotiate in the future. Muslim identity issues tend
to grow in young Muslims; both women and men. That means
the importance of identity will expand even more. For example,
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the identity of a beard of Muslims may be a problem in living to-
gether in Thai society with a modern culture that favors neatness
and cleanliness. Azan voice from a mosque may be perceived
by Buddhist neighbors as “noise”. The expansion of halal food
business will increase and the demand for halal standards
may grow. Halal businesses may become competitors of other
businesses in the mainstream. These are some examples of
situations that Thai society may have to prepare for. Whether
the identity of Thai Muslims will increase the challenge for the
society in the future or change its appearance and become
another issue is what needs to be followed. In the past year, we
found that the issue of religious identity is a prominent feature
in the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims; both in areas
of violence and areas of tension.”

* In accordance with the observations of Professor Nithi Eoseewong, who explained that “In the life of Muslims, the lay
man aspect must always be secondary to the religious aspect. Therefore, the ways of life of good Muslims is therefore
not separated from religion differing from other religions. As a result, Muslims are therefore “strangers” among other
religious believers “ Please see: Nithi Eoseewong, ‘Nithi Eoseewong: Muslims’s Otherness (end)’, Matichon Weekly
(blog) 13 October 2017, https://www.matichonweekly.com/column/article_58920.
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DIFFERENCES AND DIVERSITY
AMONG MUSLIMS IN THAI SOCIETY:
PRELIMINARY OBSERVATIONS

“There is the type of question that the southernmost Islam and
Islam here is the same group? We say that Islam is the same,
but they are not in the same group.” The above sentence is part
of a dialogue between Patani Forum and a Muslim in Chiang
Rai. If there are various groups among Muslims, what are the
characteristics of Thai Muslim society? How much different
are they? Muslims in Thai society can be classified into many
types. This section will present only differences in beliefs within
Islam. Classification with religious beliefs divides Muslims into
two large groups: ‘Sunni’ Muslims and ‘Shia’ Muslims. In most
cases, more than 95 percent of Muslims in Thailand are ‘Sunni’.
The total Muslim population in 2010 amounted to 4 percent
or 6-8 million people of the total population in the country.
At present, Sunni Muslims can be informally subdivided into
KhanaKao (Conservative Wing) and Khana Mai (Progressive
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Wing)® The former refers to Muslims who have traditional be-
liefs based on their ancestors, based on the Shafi'i Islamic
Law’. The conservative group here also refers to the Sufi and
Tablighi Jamaat groups. The Progressive Wing means Muslims
who have faith in the Salafi which has influenced by the idea
from countries in the Arabian Gulf such as Saudi Arabia. Their
important thinkers are such as Ibn Yaymiyah, Mohammad
Abdulwahhab, Al Afghani, Mohammad Abduh, Rashid Rida,
Yufus Al Qaradawi, etc. In the Sunni Muslims, the conservative
faculty is considered the majority of the population in the three
southern border provinces and throughout the country.

Among many Muslim groups, which group of Muslims have the
greatest difficulty in adapting to Thai identity. Imtiyaz Yusuf, an
expert in comparative religion (Buddhist-Islamic) explained
that Muslims in Thailand can be classified through adaptation
to Thai identity by dividing them into Muslims that can

° Another name used to call the Progressive Wing is “Sunnah group” Please see more details: Ekkarin Tuansiri, ‘The
politics of identity : diversity and dynamics of Melayu Muslim Pattani in deep south Thailand’ (Chulalongkorn Uni
versity, 2010), 68-70.

® Historically, the dominant schools of thought for Islamic legal principles consist of Shafti, Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali.
At present, the four schools also have ties to Muslim societies around the world. The new religious school of thought
that occurred after the 19th century was the Salafi and after the birth of Saudi Arabia was the Wahabi. Both Salafi
and Wahabi are similar. While Salafi has religious implications, Wahabi has political implications. It can be said that
Islamist groups that originated in Egypt are part of the Salaf.
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adapt well and Muslims that are difficult to adapt’. Muslims
that are well adapted are mostly conservative Muslims who live
outside of the three southern border provinces, Muslims who
do not speak Melayu, and the progressive Muslims. Meanwhile,
most Muslims who are difficult to adapt / do not want to adapt,
are old-fashioned Melayu ethnic groups that belong to the
three southern border provinces. His explanation conforms to
our data from the four regions which indicate that a number of
Melayu Muslim people have more difficulties adapting to new
communities than Muslims from other ethnicities, especially in
the North and Northeast. Muslims from Chiang Rai, Khon Kaen
and Phuket also feel that most Melayu Muslims who migrated
from the three southernmost provinces into their area interact
with the community less than other Muslim groups. One inter-
viewer from Udon Thani believes that the solution should be
that “Muslims have to go to participate in communal activities
so that they do not see Muslims confined.”

There is often a confusion from some analysts that the Progres-
sive Wing is involved in violence in the South. In reality, it is the
opposite. The Progressive Wing is a group of people

" Imtiyaz Yusuf, ‘The Southern Thailand Conflict and the Muslim World’, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 27, no. 2
(2007): 319-339; Yusuf Imtiyaz, ‘Faces of Islam in Southern Thailand’, 2007, http://www.eastwestcenter.org/publica
tions/faces-islam-southern-thailand.
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who try to adapt to Thai identity and urbanization. It also does
not resist the power of the State by using violence to demand
separatism’. Therefore, groups that use violence to communicate
with the Thai State in the three southern border provinces may
have features that are identified with “the conservative group of
Melayu nationalists who resist the adaptation to Thai identity,

with the operational base in the three southern border provinc-
es only”.9 If defined in such manner, Muslims in areas outside

the three southern border provinces or did not have roots from
the Melayu ethnicity and/or cannot speak Melayu language,
therefore have characteristics that adapt to Thainess and are
not related to violence in the three southern border provinces.
It is necessary to add that not all Melayu Muslims in the three
southern border provinces will oppose the state power and
refuse to adapt or align themselves with the violent insurgent
groups. Muslim groups that use violence in the three southern
border provinces are therefore a minority in a unique Muslim
society, as discussed above. In summary, although the religious
school of thought may have some implications for violence but

® Muhammad llyas Yahprung, ‘Managing Change and Continuity: A Study of the Salaf Reformist Movements in
Southern Thailand’ (Manuscript, Forthcoming).

9 Such distinctive characteristics make it the strength of the movement group in the management of organization, the
recruitment of new members, and the resistance to the Thai state.
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it should not be understood as a direct cause and effect.’” The
determinative factor is therefore a combination of traditional
conception, specific operational areas, Melayu language and
ethnicity, and narratives of a single ethnicity.

The majority of Muslims in Thailand are Muslim groups that can
adapt. Examples of Melayu Muslims that adapt to Thai identity
and modernity with Islamic revival ideology are the Al-Salam
group. The Al-Salam group has a Salafi religious concept
and has an ideology for the development of Muslim society in
Thailand through education and peaceful means. Especially in
the three southern border provinces, the Al-Salam group has
established the Fatoni University in Pattani Province and has
a project to develop the Santee Thani city (madinatussalam)
in Pattani province as well. Al-Salam Group has a network of
youth, and has a network of religious and social workers across
the country. This group of Melayu Muslims can speak Melayu
and Thai, does not hostile to the Thai State and Buddhists, and
does not support violence. The Al-Salam group is considered
part of the Progressive Wing or Salafi in Thailand.

10 Ekkarin Tuansiri, ‘The politics of identity: diversity and dynamics of “Melayu Muslim Pattani” in deep south Thai
land’, 147-48.
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Examples of Thai Muslims that adapt to Thai identity and moder-
nity are the network of ‘White Channel’ and ‘Muslim for Peace
Group’ under the leadership of Sheikh Rida Ahmad Smadi.
This group evolved from religious work and young people into
social work and modern media such as White Channel TV, Is-
lamic cooperatives and movie and drama work. This group is
based in Bangkok and has a nationwide network. Moreover,
Muslim for Peace Group is the group that has influence in the
peaceful way of fighting for the freedom of Muslims by working
on legal issues. A while ago, the group had announced the
intention of establishing a political party, but finally cancelled.
This network has a Salafi religious concept and is considered
part of the Progressive Wing in Thailand as well.

Examples of Thai Muslims in the “conservative wing” that do
not have a problem of adapting to being Thai are the working
groups in the Central Islamic Committee of Thailand and the
Sheikhul Islam Office. This group of Muslims is considered
a conservative group composed of the majority Muslims in
Thailand. Some of them still practice religious ceremonies
that are influenced by Buddhism and Brahminism. The claim
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of wearing a hijab or freedom of religious identity is usually not
caused by this group, which is the majority of Muslims in the
country, but more from the Progressive Wing. Even though the
progressive Muslims often demand more freedom, they do not
see Buddhists as conflicting parties.

Although the classification of the above characteristics of Mus-
lims will diminish the complexity of Muslim society in Thailand,
the classification in such manner gives the overall picture that
Muslim society is not the same in every dimension. There are
also conflicts between various groups on a number of religious
issues. However, these laid-out differences among Muslims in
Thai society have made a more detailed picture of why conflicts
and violence between Buddhists and Muslims occur in some
areas but do not occur in other areas. Muslims who settle in the
Northeast are not the violent Muslims from the three southern
provinces, but are those who have adapted to coexist with Thai
identity. So, the fear that Muslims from other areas will create
violence is caused by the ignorance on diversity in the Muslim
society. Importantly, understanding Muslims in Thailand through
violent events in the three southernmost provinces makes the
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perception about fellow Muslims blurrier and more confusing
because that violence should in fact be understood as a com-
municative action of groups fighting against the Thai State. For
this reason, this report is important for the coexistence between
Buddhists and Muslims in Thai society.
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The violence in the three southern border provinces and its communicative action

The violence that occurred in the three southern border provinces over the past 15 years
was not a coincidence, but it is a strategy that has been planned by the movement groups.
The attack or insurgency aims to communicate with the opponent that is the policymakers and
Thai security officers. There are many ways to communicate with an opponent, but the
weaker factions often have little choice, especially in situations of military-led politics. The
communication through violence is a medium of expressing dissatisfaction about policies, the
state tactics or situations that evolve. For example, sending signals that they do not agree with
the negotiations in Kuala Lumpur, sending a message that Malaysia should not coerce the
group leader into negotiations. Hence, as long as the non-violence means of communication
are still inefficient in this conflict, there is not much choice for movement groups in communi-
cating to respond to the Thai state. For this reason, the use of violence on soft targets is the
only remaining option for communication. In this regard, the initial solution would be to adopt
the concept of politics-led military.

See also: Pathan, Don. ‘Slaying of Buddhist Monks in Thai Deep South Jolts Nation’. BenarNews,
22 January 2019. https://www.benarnews.org/english/commentaries/far-south-view/monk-
deaths-01222019163803.html.; Bodetti, Austin. ‘Thailand’s Forgotten Insurgency’. The Diplo-
mat, 15 June 2017. https://thediplomat.com/2017/06/thailands-forgotten-insurgency/.
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METHODOLOGY

Patani Forum conducted field visits in four regions since 2016
aiming to study Islamophobia in Thailand. In the past years,
Patani Forum collected data in eight provinces including Song-
kla, Nakhon Sri Thammarat, Ayutthaya, Bangkok, Chiangmai,
Chiangrai, Nan, Udon Thani, and Khon Kaen. Our working
group consists of Buddhist and Muslim researchers, males and
females. Apart from gathering feedbacks on the findings pub-
lished in our 2018 report on “Understanding Anti-Islam Sentiment
in Thailand”, these second-round visits aim at understanding
further the situation and relationship between Buddhists and
Muslims in critical areas of Thailand. Overall, our field visits
cover four regions including the South, the Central, the North,
and the Northeast (Isan).
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With regard to field selection, it appears that some provinces
were once visited during our first report’s data collection while
some others were new. The reasons being for such selection
is for Patani Forum to update on the most recent situation in
addition to what has been documented in the past years. Most
of them are provinces that have had some news on conflict
issues between Buddhists and Muslims. New provinces are
the extension of previous research areas to understand more
comprehensively about Buddhist-Muslim relations, especially
in the South. Hence, two provinces were selected from each
region which are:

South Phuket and Pattani

North Chiangmai and Chiangrai
Central Bangkok and Chonburi
Northeast Khon Kaen and Udon Thani
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Patani Forum collected data through focus groups and in-depth
interviews. The focus groups invited participants from both
Buddhist and Muslim communities organized in two sessions
within the day. The morning session was participated by Mus-
lims, and the afternoon session was participated by Buddhists.
Both sessions comprised of participants of a wide age range
between 15 - 60 years; males and females; acquired levels of
education from high school to doctoral degree. They came from
all walks of life such as civil servants, politicians, academics,
religious leaders, entrepreneurs, housewives, activists, jour-
nalists, and contractors. The number of participants varied
per session but generally comprised between 30 - 40 local
residents. Patani Forum conducted these fieldworks between
July and December in 2018.

The discussion and interview consist of various issues related
to Buddhist and Muslim identity, Buddhist-Muslim relation, life
experiences resulted from religious and ethnic identity, con-
flicting situation and fragile issues, disputes and cooperation
between Buddhists and Muslims, each group’s discomfiture
and narratives about opposing groups, and recommendations
for peaceful coexistence among Buddhists and Muslims.
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OUR COMPLEX AREAS AND
SOCIETY: BUDDHISTS AND MUSLIMS

Thai Society comprises of diverse groups of ethnicity and
religion. Regarding ethnic diversity, a research reveals that Thai
society comprises of at least 62 ethnic groups.'' Under such
diversity, Thai Buddhists are the majority while Muslims are the
largest minority group. Since Ayutthaya Kingdom throughout
its nation-building history, both Buddhists and Muslims had
consolidated in founding and building the Kingdom and evi-
dently sacrifice their lives to defend the land. In those former
years, being Buddhists or Muslims was of no concern because
Muslims in Siamese society at the time had adapted their ways
of life to cohabitate peacefully within Thai context even though
having confined to Islamic faith. Furthermore, many Muslims
were in fact born as local Siamese and had the same ances-
tors with people of other religions in Siam. In many areas of

" Suwilai Premsrirat and et al, Ethnolinguistic Maps of Thailand (Bangkok: Office of the National Culture Commission,
2004).
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the South and the Central, Buddhists and Muslims venerated
the homologous ancestor and even perform a ceremony of
commemoration for their ancestor together.

Our space and society began to be of concern due to several
factors; both external and internal levels. External factors include
the current of radical Islam and terrorism in the Western world
which is followed by wars against terrorism between the United
States of America and Muslim countries, the growing trend of
Islam revival in Muslim world, the intensification of Buddhist na-
tionalism in neighboring countries, and the Islamophobia current
in the Western world. Internal factors may include insurgency
and violence in the southern border provinces, the growing trend
of Islam revival and Buddhist nationalism in Thailand, and the
increasing amount of foreign funding and number of foreign
agencies which target their support to Islamic development in
Thailand. These factors have all contributed to modern Thai
society since the Islamic revolution in Iran."

Buddhists and Muslims who used to mutually depend on each
other, began to build more distance between groups due to
many reasons. Improved economic factors make Buddhist
and Muslim groups depend on each other lesser than before.

"2 slamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 culminated in the wake of Muslims all over the world including Muslims in Thailand
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For example, in the past when organizing events in temples
or mosques, Muslims and Buddhists often borrow supplies
from each other. Such interdependence encourages the
inter-religious and ethnic communities to socially interact. It
also creates social capital. From the area in Chonburi which
is a peaceful area, we found that when both communities had
sufficient economic strength they chose to purchase their own
equipment and supplies and to reduce their dependence like
the past. However, we also found that temples and mosques in
many adjacent areas still have social capital that can be relied
upon such as sharing parking places at Buddhist and Islamic
festivals in temples and mosques.

In addition to economic factors, educational factors are no
less important. In the past, Muslim communities like to send
their children to state schools. The interaction of Buddhist and
Muslim youth in public schools, which is a common space,
allows the youth of two religions to develop a sense of being
“friends” from the very young age. It also helps those young
people learn to live together in diversity. Adaptation and fa-
miliarity in childhood of Buddhists and Muslims make them
understand each other, be generous and tolerate towards
each other. However, we found that in the present Muslims in
many provinces especially in the south and lower south began
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€€ . _ .
When opportunities in public

spaces shrink, opportunities to create and
strengthen “friendship” between

Buddhists and Muslims also shrank. .

to create “a comfort zone” for themselves. The phenomenon
of the growth of private Islamic schools is an important factor
in creating new space in the community. Building schools
does not only mean creating new buildings, but also creating
new areas through their imagination and thinking. On the one
hand, private religious schools act to raise awareness of being
Muslim. On the other side, it is to expand the comfort zone
and at the same time reduce the importance of public schools
as a common space.'® The impact of such phenomena is the
shrinking of the common space and the opportunity that the
youths of the two religions can interact. When opportunities in
public spaces shrink, opportunities to create and strengthen
“friendship” between Buddhists and Muslims also shrank.

'* Remark: the decreasing popularity in public schools in other provinces may be a result of the school’s inability to
adapt to community needs. It can also be caused by its educational inefficiency and organizational ineffectiveness.
This report does not study deeper in this matter.
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Creating a comfortable space does not only affect the size
of the common space between the two communities but
group-specific education also creates a group-specific mode
of thinking. Through fieldworks in four regions, we found that
group-specific education allows for easy cultivation of hostility
towards other groups, for example, stealing from people of other
religion is not a sin; dissemination of the patronizing concept
of ones’ own ethnicity and religion; and creation of Buddhist
enemies through discourse “Muslims will dominate the nation”,
etc. The space for group-specific ideas not only creates a bias
in the hearts of the youths of both religions but also a concep-
tual wall for working together between the two communities.
Therefore, a public school that acts as a common space that
connects two religious communities needs to understand its
social role and should not create conditions for diversity in the
school to diminish. Otherwise, the common space between the
two religious communities will become even more shrinking
and the distance between Buddhists and Muslims will expand
further.
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Field visits in four regions of Thailand inform Patani Forum
about three characteristics of different areas. The categoriza-
tion reveals differences and dynamics of areas as well as their
interconnectedness.

1. “area of tension” refers to areas with a record of
confrontation between Buddhists and Muslims due
to conflict, discrepancy regarding social values,
prejudice, and fear; for instance, the protests against
construction of mosques in northern region and the
anti-hijab movement.; and

2. “area of peace” refers to areas with no record of violent
conflict between Buddhists and Muslims. Assumed-
ly, Buddhists and Muslims in such an area mutually
depend on each other, compromise, and cohabitate
non-violently. If any conflicts at all, they are rather
amicable."; and

" Area of peace does not refer to areas with no conflict but it refers to areas with some contradiction among familiar
friends and neighbours which often never escalates.
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3. “area of violence” refers to areas with a record of
conflict and fatal violence between Buddhists and
Muslims; for instance, the violent occurrence in the
three southernmost provinces. Buddhist monks,
Imams, religious leaders, laypersons, and Buddhist
and Muslim people are victims and targets of hori-
zontal violence there.
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AREA OF TENSION

The nature of the area of tension:
There are Buddhist majority and
Muslimm minority. There is an effort/
construction of a building with
a symbol of Muslims. There are strong
Buddhist nationalist network groups.
There is a working group of Islamic
revival networks. No Melayu national-

ISt movement group.
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Area of tension

Positive factors: the interaction of both religious com-

munities, Muslims are incumbent leaders in some or-
ganizations and are accepted by colleagues of different
religions

Surveillance factors: narratives and prejudices about

other religion, the construction of religious places prior
to settlement of its communi

In this report, the areas where there was tension include Phuket,
Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai, Bangkok, Udon Thani and Khon Kaen.
They are one southern province, two northern provinces, one
central province and two northeastern provinces. Thus, six out
of eight provinces that Patani Forum conducted fieldwork used
to have tensions between Buddhist and Muslim groups. Those
areas have the following characteristics: There are Buddhists
in the majority of the population. Muslims are a minority pop-
ulation ranging from 30 percent to less than 1 percent. Efforts
are being made to construct buildings that are necessary for
Muslims, such as mosques and the halal industry. There are
a group of Buddhist nationalist networks that are quite strong.
There is a group of Islamic revitalization networks operating
in but did not find the movement of the Melayu nationalists. In
most areas, Buddhists protested, but there was no response
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Case study of Mae Kha Chan Mosque Chiang Rai Province: Interaction with Imam and
Phoh Luang

The Mae Khachan Mosque was constructed with a budget of 15 million baht from the United
Arab Emirates. During the first phase, there was a protest walk and a letter was sent to the
local government. Because Muslims have taken steps to request permission to build a mosque.
In legal terms, there is no problem, but in a social sense, the current situation became so tense
that the contractor has to suspend the operation for a while. After a period of time, there was
a new contractor back to build until completion. After that, Imam stationed at the mosque with
his family. The worries of the community are unrest, violence, and the possibility of future
incidents between new Buddhists and Muslims. The police came to surveillance the area
periodically. At first, the Imam experienced difficulties in building relationships with the com-
munity due to lack of cooperation and acceptance from the community. However, after the
death of cows, the relationship between Imam and the community leaders has changed. Prior
to a religious day, Imam received a donation of cows to slaughter on Islamic important days
but because of the bullocks until the cow had died. According to religious principles, if a cow
dies, Muslims cannot eat. Imam, who previously had not received the cooperation of the
community, travelled to find Phoh Luang (a word for ‘grandfather’ or male elderly person in
northern dialect) who was helping to repair the building at a temple in the community. Phoh
Luang did not like his face when he met Imam. Then Imam said that the cow died. Phoh Luang
asked why bother to tell him. Later, Imam stated that he would bring the whole cow to distrib-
ute to the people in the community. From the problematic dead cow turned out to be an op-
portunity. From that day, every time Phoh Luang met with Imam, he always greeted him
nicely.
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from Muslims. Only in Phuket, Muslims responded in a tit-for-
tat manner.

The major problem of tensions is the anti-mosque, the anti-halal
industrial estate, the Azan noise, and the Islamic dress code. In
areas where Muslims are a minority, problems between Buddhists
and Muslims do not always have to happen. Meanwhile, in the
North and Northeast, there are social processes contributing to
the problems; not a religious issue in itself. The opposition to the
construction of mosques in the North and the Mae Kha district
was described as being caused by the unfamiliarity between
newcomers and Buddhists in the area'”. However, from a survey
of Muslim opinions in Chiang Rai Province, we found that most
interviewees viewed that the establishment of a mosque in Mae
Kha district was against local traditions. Muslims in Chiang Rai
sees that building a mosque is a good thing but the process of
such establishment is wrong. They explained that the Muslims
in Chiang Rai began to set up communities and interact with
the community before building religious places. When being

'® Phakawadee Supanjinwana, ‘Unfamiliarity and resistance to the construction of mosques in the northern region of
Thailand [Aoxlsiduaaiunissesiunisa¥edadnluiuiniawmilesasinal, Songklanakarin Journal of Social
Sciences and Humanities 24, 2 (2561): 3-33.
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trusted in society then began to create “Bala”, a small place
for religious practice. Then, if there is a need to expand the
place, then construct a mosque. The acceptance of people in
the community and social processes is an important factor in
creating a community that has no problems.

Therefore, the anti-mosque problem in the North and Northeast
may be a result of most of them did not take into account the
gradual process of building and participating in the community
and partly from the sedition of Buddhist nationalist groups in
the area. The case of the construction of the Mae Kha Chan
Mosque in Chiang Rai is a building invested by foreign groups
to facilitate tourists and travellers between Chiang Mai and
Chiang Rai. Protesters from local leaders and religious leaders
are aware of future threats, come out to protest on the streets
and have to submit letters to relevant government agencies.
However, because the mosque has already been constructed
with an assistance from Muslims in the area to coordinate the
process, the construction was finally completed. The case of
Mae Kha Chan Mosque is probably an important lesson for
Muslims in other areas that want to build a new mosque that
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they have to take part in the community first. However, Imam’s
experience, which oversees the Mae Khachan Mosque, sug-
gests that in the early stages of living in such communities, it is
a challenge because of having to struggle with prejudices and
uncooperative reaction of the community. A centre that creates
suspicion is at the temple. With the interaction of Imam and
the community through time and events, Muslims have been
more accepted later. The lesson of Mae Kha Chan Mosque
has proved that Muslims from other regions are able to adapt
and live happily with the community.

The nature of the area consists of two important factors including
a positive factor and surveillance factors. For positive factors,
Patani Forum found that the interaction of the two religious
communities is at a level that is not very worrisome, especially
communities that have settled for more than 50 years. In some
areas, Muslims have a leading role in some organizations and
have been accepted by peers of other religion. For example,
Muslim women in Chiang Rai province have been appointed
as the chair of the Cultural Council, which has many Buddhist
monks as members. Muslim schools in Udon Thani have been
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trusted by Buddhist parents continuously. Muslims were elected
as local politicians in Phuket.

For surveillance factors, Patani Forum found that there are
stories and prejudices about various religious communities
through preaching, with religious organizations holding a lead-
ing role'®. In most cases, it is a story about the greatness of
one’s own religion and the placement of other religions to be
inferior. There is also a drawing of understanding that Muslims
are problematic and frightening. One interviewer from Isaan
told us that “There is a rumor that Islam is a cult to overthrow
other religions. It leads to the signs saying that the community
is a hundred percent Buddhist community”. In addition, some
Muslims have tried to build religious places prior to setting up
a community. The interviewer in Chiang Mai gave the view that
“The mosque in Chiang Mai that has no problems, mostly has
a community base already supported. With the most problems,
there is no community to support”. One Muslim from Chiang
Rai has a similar view that “The processes are wrong. They had

'® In accordance with the discussion of one teacher from Chiang Mai, who told us that there is a story book called “Talati
Tam Pong” at a temple. Such book is the use of conspiracy theories to create ‘collage’ stories and draw an image of
frightening Muslim groups. Please see the opinion piece about the book: Ali Suasming, ‘Rebutting the Talati Tam Pong
(episode 1) [IAnauntiade maasle (1A% )], Alisuasaming (blog), 2010, http:/alisuasaming.org/main/?p=1042.
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never asked Muslims in Chiang rai.” Meanwhile, Muslims from
Khon Kaen perceived the need to create understanding with
the community first, such as making a public hearing or asking
for opinions. The insensitive intervention in a social process
proved to be a trigger for resistance from communities. Even
local Muslim people who agree that mosques should be there
think that there are mistakes in the social relation process.
The most important factor that should be watched in this era
is the growth of Buddhist nationalist and devout Islamic revival
groups. Interviewees from Khon Kaen province stated that “The
Buddhist group that came to incite the resistance is the Bud-
dhist Confederation of Thailand”. Also, a Buddhist participant
from Chiang Rai told us that he heard stories from the temple
about Muslims to occupy the country. For the Muslim side,
Patani Forum found that Muslim for Peace Group is an important
organization in the legal battle for the rights of Muslims under
the Thai Constitution. In addition, we also found that there are
devout Islamic groups growing rapidly over the 2010s, which is
a group based on religious literal interpretations and is based
on Arabic culture.
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At present, the confrontation between Buddhist nationalist
groups and devout Islam is not very prominent but when one
crosses the line the reaction from the other side is a very worri-
some phenomenon, such as the invectives against the beliefs of
Buddhists expressed by To-tal Facebook live channel brought
about intensified criticism among Buddhists and Muslims in the
online world. In the past, each group had invectives against
belief and horror of each group in their own space, but now
the online world has made the internal space become an open
space for everyone’s access.

While the overall situation of tense areas in the offine world
in 2018 is considered not to be concerned, the situation in
the online area is more concerned than ever. For most offline
areas such as Chiang Rai, Muslims in the area have settled
there for a long time and have a continuous interaction with
the community. The Royal Cave incident is one example that
Chiang Rai Muslims had to help and support in various areas.
One of the participants told us proudly that the Muslim food
he donated to help the search team in rescuing the Boar team
received good feedback. Meanwhile, in some provinces such
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as Bangkok and Chiang Mai, we found that in the past year,
Muslims remained the target of verbal attacks and hijab pulling.
For example, one participant told us that he had been bullied
by a stranger who shared the road at a traffic light in Chiang
Mai by shouting that he should return to his own country. The
incident occurred because that day was the day he put on a
dress that showed Muslim identity. Similarly, a woman told us
that her hijab was pulled by a stranger in Bangkok. All of the
above events point to a fairly contradictory image: in the “tense
area” on one side, Muslims show that they still have good in-
teractions with Buddhists, but on the other side, Muslims are
also victims of bullying from strangers as well.
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AREA OF PEACE [ SAFETY

The nature of the peaceful / safe area:
There are Buddhist majority and
Muslim minority*’. There is interaction
oetween communities. There is no
strong Buddhist nationalist network.
No Melayu nationalist movement

group.

" Satul province is an exception as it is the only province of Muslim majority with no violent conflict between Buddhist
groups and Muslim groups
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Area of peace/safety

Positive factors: There is a community setting up before

the establishment of religious places and schools, the
creation of a common space for interaction, the pres-
ervation of social capital, and the comprised way of
oroblem-solving.

Surveillance factors: the creation of comfort zone and

the reduction of common space between two religious
communities, the growth of Buddhist nationalist and
devout Islamic revival groups.

“Peaceful area” does not mean that the area is always safe
from conflicts between Buddhists and Muslims, but in this area,
we found that there has never had a severe conflict incident
between Buddhists and Muslims. From fieldworks in eight
provinces, Chonburi is the only province that can be said to
be a peaceful/safe area. Because the Buddhist and Muslim
communities are mutually depending each other. For example,
when the mosque held an event, Muslims had borrowed the
necessary equipment from nearby temples. Likewise, when
there was a temple activity, the Buddhist brothers had bor-
rowed equipment from the mosque. In addition to borrowing,
they also did help with the activities. The kind of reciprocity
has been carried out since the past. Imam and villagers from
the mosque in Phanat Nikhom community, Chonburi Province
insists that they respect each other. Similarly, the coexisting
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atmosphere of the Buddhist and Muslim students in Burapha
University has no cause of conflict to be heard.

However, asking villagers and religious leaders in Phanat Nikhom
community, they no longer borrow the goods from each other
because at present each community has the ability to procure
the necessary equipment by themselves without having to rely
on each other as in the past. Especially in the year 2019, the
Imam in a mosque in Phanat Nikhom said that this is the first
year that they do not have to depend on the Buddhist commu-
nity as they have sufficient funds. The Imam insisted that they
do not borrow because they can afford to buy themselves,
not because of any dispute. In addition, in the same year, the
community is establishing the first Islamic school. As far as
people involved provide information, the establishment of a
new school did not lead to the resistance of the Buddhists in
the area. When considering the context of the community, it
was found that the community had been established before
and has been interacting with members of the Buddhist com-
munity. Religious buildings and schools were built later which
can be established without any resistance from the Buddhist
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community.

Such cases indicate that social construction processes are impor-
tant to resistance and friendliness. In the case of Muslims settling
and interacting with the community prior to the construction of
religious sites, the image of Muslim people does not conform
to the characteristic of otherness. One of the villagers told us
that he lived in Phanat Nikhom district, dressed as a regular
Muslim (such as wearing a hat and white long dress) without
problems. Sometimes, when | run a government-related errand,
| wear a dress that expresses Muslim identity. Similarly, Muslim
female students in Burapha University insisted that dressing
according to Islamic principles does not cause problems and
resistance from peers. Therefore, creating familiarity through
interaction between communities, especially in everyday life,
makes people of religion friendly to each other. When being
friendly, mistrust is reduced. The villagers told us that “The
Muslims in Phanat Nikhom migrated from Nong Chok, Bangkok,
similar to Buddhists who also migrated from elsewhere. Both
communities visit each other. To this day, there has never been
a conflict between Muslims and Buddhists.”
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The coexistence between Buddhists and Muslims does not
infer that they do not have to negotiate anything from each
other. Muslims in Chonburi did not disregard the demands
from neighboring communities. For Muslims, Azan is a religious
practice that must be done five times a day to invite Muslims
to pray together at the mosque. The use of sound from the
speakers became part of the religious practice which may
sound disturbing for those who are not Muslims. The Muslims
of Chonburi told us that they have a way to design and come to
terms without undermining the relationships. “When they held
an event, we turn the volume down. During Tarawih prayers
in the month of Ramadan (Special prayers during the night),
somebody will pass on a message from friends of other religion
that we should turn the sound down a bit. We then used normal
prayer sound instead [of speaker sound]”, said a villager.

In order to create a safe space between the two religious com-
munities, it is important to consider building “social capital” for
the youth of both religions. Being friends from a young age can
be a lifelong bond for safe areas in the future. Many Buddhist
students from Burapha University have Muslims friends. When
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describing experiences with Muslims, they remembered the
good memories in high school. Some people used to receive
news about Islamic terror, but when they came to know Muslims,
fear disappeared. “When we really know people from the three
southernmost provinces, it's better than you think”, one Buddhist
from Chonburi admitted. Therefore, if bridging communities
of different religion is a necessity for Muslim minority in Thai
society, creating and maintaining a common space between
Buddhist and Muslim communities should be a way to promote
coexistence and reduce prejudice against each other. When
the community and society are having interaction, social capital
is accumulated. Consequently, social distance and otherness
between the communities will gradually decrease.

In summary, the characteristics of peaceful/safe area can be
identified as areas where Buddhists are the majority and Mus-
lims are a minority. There is continuous interaction between the
communities, most of which are interactions at the individual
level, not at the organizational level. Patani Forum, did not find
reports of the influences of strong Buddhist nationalist network
groups and the operating base of the Melayu nationalist move-
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ment in this area. Therefore, the conditions of violence should
depend on actors and areas. In areas that does not have a base
for the Melayu nationalist movement, we do not find violence
between Buddhists and Muslims due to religious and identity
issues. For this reason, the area of peace/safety therefore has
positive factors and surveillance factors that are different from
other areas. For positive factors, Muslims have established
communities prior to setting up religious places and religious
schools, created a common space for interaction, preserved
social capital, and solved the problem in a compromising way.
For surveillance factors, Muslims should consider the impact of
creating more comfort zone and shrinking common space for
inter-religious communities. In addition, there should be direct
monitoring of the growth of Buddhist nationalists and devout
Islamic revival groups.
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AREA OF VIOLENCE

The nature of violent areas: There Is
a Melayu nationalist movement. Malay
Muslims are the majority. Buddhists
are a minority. There is a vertical strug-
gle with weapons of war between
states and groups of people.




Area of violence

Positive factors: a number of civil society groups and
a large amount of budget

Surveillance factors: Narratives and prejudices related
to different religious communities, shrinking space be-
tween Buddhists and Muslims, identity confrontation
in common space, the impact of violence between the
State and insurgent groups, the growing number of

Buddhist extremist groups and Muslim extremist groups

Among eight provinces that Patani Forum conducted fieldwork,
only Pattani province, that we can identify as a violent area.
Such violence can be identified as both vertical violence and
horizontal violence. Vertical conflict and violence is a struggle
between the Thai government and the movement led by BRN.
Such violence erupted in the second wave since 2004. The
key findings are that the vertical violence directly affects the
horizontal conflict over the past 15 years. The relationship be-
tween Buddhists and Muslims in Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat
provinces has changed negatively. People feel more vulnerable,
and that leads to wide distrust among each other. It is clear
that the vertical violence occurs before the horizontal violence,
but the movement from vertical to horizontal was caused by
tactical necessity and communicative actions. On one side,
vertical violence changed into a horizontal conflict through
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Killing and abducting Melayu Muslims by the Thai state party.
On the other side, intimidation, physical assault, and killing of
Buddhists by the movement group are tactics to counter and
communicate with the Thai State.

Although the three southern border provinces have become
dangerous areas, some Buddhist participants in the area give
information that they are still maintaining ties with the Melayu
people. “Occasionally, Melayu people in the area notify us
which period of time is likely to be dangerous and which areas
we should not travel alone”, a Buddhist participant revealed.
The other person said “When Muslim friends know something,
they will inform us too”. The coexistence is one side, but the
image of conflict in the area is more frightening.

During the past two years there are four major horizontal conflicts
that occur in Pattani. There has been both violence and con-
frontation. The first conflict is the debate of civil society groups
in the southern border provinces about LGBT issues and the
role of the Buku bookstore which occurred in February 2017.
The second conflict was the killing of a Buddhist and stealing
his car to plant an explosive device at Big C Department Store
which occurred in May 2017. The third conflict was the hijab
protest at Pattani Kindergarten School which occurred in May
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2018. The fourth conflict was the event of the killing of Islamic
leaders and monks in Narathiwat Province which occurred
in January 2019. From the above events, it can be seen that
the parties in each event are members of a society that has
different religious beliefs, and ethnic ideology and identity. In
the first case, it reveals the clash between different values. The
second incident points out that killing Buddhists for the goal
of the group is legitimate. The third case clearly indicates the
distance, hostility, and struggle between Buddhists and Melayu
Muslims in the area. The last case is to emphasize the horizontal
conflict that is becoming more intense.

In summary, the area of violence is the area that has the base
of the Melayu nationalist movement. Melayu Muslims are the
minority, and Buddhists are a minority. There are vertical vi-
olence using weapons of war between states and groups of
people who have different opinions and ideology from the State.
The area has two important factors. For positive factors, the
three southern border provinces have a large number of civil
society groups. It is said that Pattani province is considered
the largest civil society organization in Thailand. In addition,
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there are a large number of budgets from both government and
international funding agencies. For surveillance factors, since
Patani and Siam have a long history of struggle, narratives and
prejudices about communities of different religions are difficult
to dissolve and often transferred from generation to generation.
For example, the heroes of the Melayu people in Patani are
those who fight for independence, but they are regarded as
rebels in the narrative of the Thai State. Conflicts from the past
and the impact of violence between the State and the insurgent
movement resulted in conflicting narratives from two religious
communities and ethnicities. The last important aspect is the
growth of Buddhist extremists and extremist Muslims, which
will drive the distance between Buddhists and Malay Muslims
into crisis. If the situation continues with the military rule without
a political path, the light at the end of the tunnel would be just
a dream.
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Hijab in Pattani Kindergarten School 2018: Identity struggle

Most Melayu Muslim participants who participated in the activities of Patani Forum indicated
that the Melayu Muslim identity is important for them to live in society. Some people portray
hijabs, mosques, and beards as a representation of Muslim identity. Therefore, for the Melayu
Muslim society, the issue of hijab is important for their public life. There has been an event of
claiming the right to wear the hijab at the Teacher College in 1988 as the primary chapter of
the struggle for basic rights in religion in Thailand. So, the hijab event at Pattani Kindergarten
School is just another event of the struggle that must continue, even if some participants
perceive that the problem is caused by not accepting each other’s differences.

Buddhist participants have different views from Muslim Melayu participants. Some think that
if wearing hijabs is prohibited Muslims should respect the rule. “Rules must be rules. When
prohibited, they must not wear it.”, one Buddhist said. Some see that wearing hijab in public
schools and monastery is considered a cultural advancement. The resistance to wearing hijab
in schools is a cultural conflict between Thai Buddhists and Melayu Muslims. Buddhists at-
tended the focus group acknowledged that the issue was “hard to say”. Some people viewed
that if Muslims wanted to wear the Islamic headscarf, they should go to schools that allow,
such as private religious schools. Some people think that the solution is likely to come from
seeking for a common area or the parties directly involved should take actions. “Teachers,
Buddhist parents, Muslim parents, and four related ministries should come together to talk.
The cheering team is not necessary”, one Buddhist said.

The hijab problem of Pattani Kindergarten School is probably not the last case in Thailand and
is not the only case about horizontal conflict. Hijab is only a part of the struggle in identity
conflict between Buddhists and Muslims in many areas. The prohibition of wearing hijab has
occurred in other provinces, but the case of Pattani province differs from other areas. Since
Pattani province is the Melayu Muslim majority area, there is expectation from people in the
area that the understanding of the government and society should not be an obstacle to religious
and ethnic expression. On the contrary, the long-standing conflict between Buddhist groups
and Melayu Muslims makes the issue of identity as a field of contention for each group. If
Muslims can wear the hijab it implies the defeat of the Buddhists but if Muslims do not wear
the hijab, it is the defeat and sin of Muslims. When it became an uncompromising struggle
between Buddhist groups and the Melayu Muslim groups, it then is a trap that the winner takes
all and a zero-sum game. In this way, the struggle to preserve the space of identity is irrec-
oncilable for either party.
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EXPLAINING AREAS,
RELATIONSHIPS, AND, CONFLICTS

Thai society as a whole is a society that is free from conflicts
between Buddhists and Muslims. There are only three provinces
in the lower southern region that are area of violence and about
12 provinces that are area of tension. That means that most
provinces in Thailand are still in peaceful areas. However, over
the past 10 years, the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims
in tense areas has caused more frequent and intensified situ-
ations of mistrust. The frequency of conflict suggests that the
symptoms of mistrust must be closely monitored. Although most
provinces are still safe from confrontations between groups,
understanding the three areas and ethnic and religious conflicts
Is essential.
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Conflict areas consist of provinces in the South, the Central, the
North, and the Northeast. In these areas, there are three types
of ethnic conflict: fighting for the right to wear hijab, resisting
mosque construction, and resisting halal industries establishment.
What needs to be understood is who the conflicting parties to
the above conflicts in the area of tension are.

Resistance to the Construction of Mosque and Halal
Food Industrial Estate

For problems in the North and Northeast, it can be divided
into the anti-mosque and the anti-halal industrial estates. The
protest of the construction of a mosque occurred after a group
of Muslims bought land and post the construction principles for
a new mosque in the community where no Muslim community
has existed before such as in Chiang Rai, Nan, Mukdahan
and Bueng Kan etc. Those involved in the Muslim side are
Muslims from elsewhere; not native Muslims in the area, who
wants to build a mosque to facilitate the practice of religion.
These Muslims believe that the constitutional law allows Mus-
lims to have freedom in religion, including the creation of reli-
gious places according to the correct legal process. For the
Buddhist side, those involved are Buddhists in the community
which is suspicious of the arrival of non-native Muslims. This
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Buddhist group has a network that links with central Buddhist
nationalist groups which have a mission to protect Buddhism
by using the discourse of the fear towards Islam in Thai soci-
ety. For example, the otherness discourses that help picturing
Muslims as dangerous and threat to the nation. Therefore, the
important contributor to the rise of anti-Muslims in the North and
Northeast is the network of Buddhist nationalism. The group
acts as a think tank and moves through discourses such as
“Muslims devour the nation” “Muslim extremists” and “Muslim
terrorists”.This group is similar to the far-right groups in Thai
society in the past which believe that “Kill Communists is not a
sin”.There is a movement strategy through discourse and then
let the local network receive the ideology and practice similar
to the case of village scouts (Look Suea Chao Ban). The main
method of presentation is to create a collective stereotype that
Muslims are national enemies. When the group members are
able to piece together the horrors and similarities of Muslims,
the resistance to building a mosque is therefore a matter of
protecting Buddhist and Thai identity.

The resistance to the creation of the Halal Industrial Estate
in Chiang Mai occurs after the Muslim conqguest to the use
of land covering an area of 800 rais in Doi Lo District. It is nec-
essary to add that the consideration of the area is a struggle
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between Islamic capitalist groups; consisting of the Islamic
Committee of Chiang Mai Province, the Chiang Mai Chamber
of Commerce, and the Chiang Mai Provincial Industry Council
that see the opportunity to develop and support the industrial
estate project, and a group of local politicians that need such
areas to make a garbage dump. In the first round of consider-
ation, the local politicians won. After the coup, a new round of
hearings occurred and the group that supported the industrial
estate project won. Such events led to the movement of local
politicians and the monk network in Chiang Mai, and a large
amount of news stated that it was a conflict between Buddhists
and Muslims. This struggle turned out to be about protecting
Buddhism from the invasion of Muslims. However, the problem
was not a religious and ethnic problem, but initially the political
competition and conflict of interest. Then, it was brought to the
point of being a religious and identity issue. Finally, the problem
brought about the integration of Buddhist nationalist networks
that demanded the protection of Buddhism by having Muslims
as the opposite side.

Therefore, the resistance of Buddhists in the North and North-
east is a movement of Buddhist nationalism that has grown
steadily over the past five years. There is no definite conclusion
whether the growth of such groups comes from the political
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{4
To distinguish between us and them

oy using religion as a gauge is not abnormal and
does not necessarily lead to conflict, but the
creation of hostility from religious identities is a
dangerous matter for the creation of modern
nations and the solidarity of people in the

country, including Buddhists and Muslims

awakening of Thai people during the decade of 2010 or not,
but the movement of such groups is not much different from
the Buddhist nationalist groups in Myanmar which create a
discourse that Muslims is to harm the nation. The extension of
Buddhist nationalist groups is a struggle against Thai Muslims
to protect Buddhism from outsiders without understanding the
dynamics of the group in Muslim society. (Please see the topic
of differences in Muslims in Thai society). To distinguish between
us and them by using religion as a gauge is not abnormal and
does not necessarily lead to conflict, but the creation of hostility
from religious identities is a dangerous matter for the creation
of modern nations and the solidarity of people in the country,
including Buddhists and Muslims.
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It can be seen that the parties of the above events are different.
The resistance to industrial estate is a struggle between the
party of Buddhist nationalist networks and local politicians and
the party that supports projects led by the Provincial Islamic
Committee (the committee is an organization in the government
sector) and non-Islamic organizations. While the anti-mosque
in the North and Northeast is a conflict between the villagers
influenced by the discourse of Buddhist nationalist networks
and Muslim groups in their own province who want to build a
mosque. It is necessary to add that Muslim groups in different
provinces do not have a similar source of funds and needs.
The construction of a mosque in Mae Khachan district orig-
inated from multinational Islamic capitalist groups, requiring
a mosque between Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai to facilitate
tourists. The source of funds for building a mosque is therefore
from abroad. Meanwhile, the construction of mosques in other
provinces, such as Nan Province, was caused by the needs
of Muslims in areas that migrated from elsewhere. (Not local
Muslims in the northern and northeastern regions that have long
been settled similar to Chinese Muslims and Pathan Muslims
etc.). Such need is derived from within the province. Therefore,
the construction of mosques of different Muslim groups has
different significance.
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In summary, the conflict between Buddhist and Muslim groups in
the tense area seems to have the same parties.However, when
considering further it found that the issue for the construction of
mosques and industrial estates was not initiated by the same
group of Muslims. The demand is not imposed by either the
Sheikhul Islam Office or the related religious organizations, but
influenced by the Buddhist nationalist network that resist the
governmental projects/ programs. The network created dis-
course of defending Buddhism and introducing the perception
of Muslim as a dangerous community. It is necessary to say here
that, according to a survey of Muslims in different sectors, most
Muslims do not think that Muslims will undermine Thai identity,
and being a Muslim does not have hostility to Buddhism.

Hijab and Muslim Identity

Hijab problems that appear the most on the news occur in the
central and southern regions. The claim to the right to wear
the hijab of Muslim women is a long struggle since the mass
protest in 1988 at the teachers’ college, Yala province. The
claim has continued until now. As appeared in the events of the
Nong Chok in 2010, the Hatyai Wittayalai School in 2018, and
the Pattani Kindergarten in the same year, the hijab problem
is different from the anti-mosque problem in the North. The
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hijab problem is a struggle against government regulations
and the regulations of public education institutions while an-
ti-mosque building is a confrontation between Buddhist and
Muslim groups in the community; not between social groups
and the state. Therefore, claiming the right to wear the hijab
is a structural problem, which is to negotiate under the Thai
government structure and regulations while anti-mosque is
more of an agential problem.

Hijab claims occur after Muslim women want to comply with
Islamic provisions. Since 2010, the important contributors to
this fight are Muslim for Peace Group; both in the case of the
hijab from Nong Chok, Hat Yai Witthayalai School, and Pattani
Kindergarten. The legal department of the Muslim for Peace
Group came to help in legal proceedings which include send-
ing a notice to the authorities and submitting a lawsuit. In most
cases, the notification of the intention to dress according to
religious principles in public schools is not a problem. Most
problems occur when the school is located in monastery lands
such as Wat Nong Chok School and Pattani Kindergarten. The
Sangha Association has a clear resolution after the events of
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hijab that it will not allow wearing Islamic clothing (hijab) in the
monastery zone. The Sheikhul Islam Office did not show any
response to the resolution of the Sangha Association. Moreover,
Islamic organizations are not in conflict with Buddhist organ-
izations in any way. The main stakeholders are Muslims and
those who enforce dress code in public schools; not between
Muslims and Buddhists.

Muslims regard religious dress as the right and freedom of
expression under the Constitution. However, because Thai
society is a society that is dominated by Buddhist culture, the
social order is therefore directed by a Buddhist worldview.
Muslims in the past adapted to Thai Buddhist culture as can
be seen from the dressing of Muslim women and the image of
the memories of the Muslim people in the past. As mentioned
above about the topic of Muslim differences in Thai society, the
Muslim majority in Thai society (Except Muslims of conservative
group whose is Melayu nationalists and resist adaptation to Thai
identity in Patani / three southern border provinces) can adapt
to local context and culture all along. After Thailand adapted
to democracy, there are the current revival of Islam in the Mid-
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dle East and the emergence of a new Muslim group (Salafi) in
Thailand. Muslim intellectuals also adapted to the world as well
in correspondence with the Constitution that provides religious
freedom. Muslims in the post-revolutionary era of Iran began
to be more alert with Islamic revival. Such currents are a factor
that accelerates Muslims in Thailand as a whole to be more
“devout” in the religion. They perceive Islam and modernity
as two concepts that can go together. Therefore, being alert
and aware of being a good Muslim makes the modern Muslim
intellectual community want to express Muslim identity even
more and it is not related to the dynamics of Buddhist society
in any way.

Muslim women who participated in the interview with Patani
Forum insisted on their intentions, stating that if they had to
choose between wearing a hijab and a job at university they
chose to leave the work but refused to leave the Muslim iden-
tity. “If | cannot wear a hijab and teach, | will not teach”, one
university professor confirmed. When letting them choose to
draw a picture about Islam or Muslims, many Muslim women
choose to draw a hijab to indicate the importance of Muslim
identity. In addition, expression of Muslim identity can also
create social imagination. Ben Anderson, a leading scholar on
nationalism pointed out that the concept of modern nation-state
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makes people in the same region feel that they are members
of the same community even though they have never met."
Likewise, one participant explained that “If you see youths of
other religions (inappropriately) holding hands we would not
be interested, but when wearing the hijab it is considered to be
our issue to warn them.” Such social imaginations are caused
by the common identity of Muslims, even though they have
never met each other before. The importance of hijab does not
only affect individuals, but also extend the influence to society.

How has the hijab become a problem between Buddhists and
Muslims? As mentioned above, when such problems become
a problem that cannot be negotiated, either Buddhists or Mus-
lims must lose. The hijab claim for Wat Nong Chok School does
not appear to have a group of Buddhists protesting Muslims,
but in fact Muslims who protests government agencies. In the
case of Pattani Kindergarten turned out to be the resistance
of Buddhist groups that were not satisfied with Muslims. It is
necessary to understand that Pattani is a violent area where
Buddhists and Muslims all feel uncomfortable and unhappy with
the violence over the past decade. Buddhists feel that they are
the second-class citizen in the three southern border provinces

"®Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised Edition,
Revised edition (London ; New York: Verso, 2006).
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and being dominated by the Melayu Muslim culture. Muslim
people feel that the three southern border provinces are lands
where Muslims are the majority, so religious expression should
be done freely. However, when the incident occurred in the
monastic area, the Buddhist nationalist network group, which
is presently dissatisfied with the growth and advancement of
the Muslim culture, people were then incited to focus on pro-
tecting Buddhism according to Buddhist nationalist discourse.
Formerly, the hijab problem is a structural problem between
Muslims and Thai rules but recently turned out to become a
problem between Buddhists and Melayu Muslims.

When structural problems become problems between individ-
uals, tackling them is more difficult and complicated. Changing
the ministerial regulations for monastic organizations / temples
to have the power to rule out does not end the conflict between
groups. The solution to such issues should look back to those
directly involved and should be limited to the area. Failure to
handle such problems not only reflects the mistakes of the
management of the agency, but also points out the social
distance between Muslims and Buddhists in the area. Why
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do alumni associations that are both Buddhists and Muslims
cannot suppress the incident? Conversely, the alumni network
and the guardian network also triggered a conflict to escalate.
One participant commented that “Because the alumni network
IS not organized and united”. This event may be a triggering
point for civil society organizations to reconsider what actually
the social politics of Pattani look like. If Buddhists and Muslims
who are alumni cannot come to terms, the efforts to build a
civilized society with trust and tolerance would be ineffective.
A community that has no tolerance and cannot trust each other
is a failed society and is not conducive to long-term democratic
development.™

'® See also the study by Putnam which indicates why southern Italy is less efficient than the northern region. It also
explains that the conditions of civil society are important in the deep root of democracy in the long term. Robert D.
Putnam, Robert Leonardi, and Raffaella Y. Nanetti, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern ltaly (Princeton
University Press, 1994).

On the Fragile Relationships between and ims in Thai Society 171




OUR CHANGING WORLD:
ONLINE AND OFFLINE

“| perceive Buddhist-Muslim conflict/ Islamophobia from media
(on the internet), never experienced it myself.” A Buddhist student
from Burapha University told us. Expectantly, Buddhist-Muslim
conflict can spread widely and rapidly regardless of whether
ones have ever interacted in person with friends of other religion
or not. In former years, news concerning a conflict in a province
could take weeks to reach another province.Besides, the per-
ception of conflicting situation may not be identical in various
places resulting in less intensifying perception and reaction
among those outside the actual conflicting scene.Conversely,
in the present world where young people mostly have a mobile
phone®, news consumption and reaction could be done within
seconds. The advance technology significantly changes the
way we perceive our time. The obvious impact is that the ability

* Patani Forum, ‘Mue Tue Kong Wae Rung: Mobile phone usage among youths in southernmost provinces’ [ﬁ@ﬁ@“ﬂ@d
U : mi‘l‘i’ﬁﬂﬁﬂﬂmﬁﬂiuﬁﬂLLmuW], 2019 https:/Avww.facebook.com/PATANIFORUM/Nideos/393206221415648/.

172  Patani Forum



to submit instant reactions can help escalate a small problem
into a big one. An insignificant problem is urgently dealt with;
whereas, a big and critical problem is of no interest. A study on
ethnic conflicts points out that religious and ethnic issues are
more sensitive and easier to spread since they lie at the cores
of group identity. Hence, if the core issues become problematic,
it could attract the unprecedented interest from same identity
groups and be escalated to a security issue shortly.

Our fieldworks in Buddhist and Muslim communities in four
regions contributed to the realization of two different worlds.
The former is an offline world referring to physical space where
people interact with each other in person and perceive everything
through five basic human senses”' such as holding hands and
observing body language. The latter is an online world referring
to a virtual space where people interact via telecommunication
devices with no or little chance to experience their counterparts
through the five senses. If the online world is deemed as a
dominant characteristic of our modern era, we might be able
to admit that the conflict between Buddhists and Muslims is a

' sight, hearing, touch, smell and taste
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particular phenomenon of our modern Thai society.”” From the
visits, we found that the relationship between Buddhists and
Muslims has never been worse than these present days; the
era of online lives. The impact of online world is then a vital
factor for understanding Islamophobia and Buddhist-Muslim
conflicts in Thai Society.

During February 2019 the most contending period for political
campaign, creating rumors, fake news, and stereotypes that
spread fear about other groups is easily done. Moreover, we
often feel freer to express our opinions in the online world
than the offline one. Therefore, the presentation and response
to others we disagree can be freely expressed and likely
reflect more honest views of each group. Considering the
social interaction in the online world, it is reasonable to say that
Islamophobia in Thai society inevitably exists. In the past years,
there has been several virtual attacks on being Muslims in online
platforms since the incitement of Phra Maha Apichat in 2017.
Some instances are a rumour that National Legislative Assem-
bly comprises of so many Muslim members, General Prayuth
Chan-ocha has a Muslim daughter, and a personal attack on
mwmg pointed out that “prejudices against Muslims are new phenomenon, starting just after the

end of Cold War...It was caused by modernization which most people especially in the western world have different

views towards religions.” However, he did not mention any implications of online world. Please see: Nidhi Eoseewong,
‘Muslims’ Otherness’ Weekly Matichon (blog), 4 October 2017, https://www.matichonweekly.com/column/article_57152.
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Mrs. Angkana Neelapaijit for her Muslim identity. A concrete
proposal by a Facebook user can possibly summarise the
anti-Islam sentiment and demand among Buddhist nationalist
groups”’ in the following:

1.

o bk~ DN

Revoke the Government House reception of breaking
fast for Muslims; initially pushed forward by General
Surayut Chulanon, because it spends the govern-
ment’s tax money for a group of believers only.

Abrogate all Islamic related Acts;
Dissolve the Islamic Bank;
Abolish all Islamic prayer rooms in all official places;

Revoke the provision of budget and official personnel
to facilitate the Hajj; an annual Islamic pilgrimage
to Mecca because it is a matter of personal faith
and not a matter of the State to take on the burden;

Introduce a ban for wearing hijabs in public;

Do not allow a separated provision of Islamic food
and other food in all official places and provide
same ordinary food which all people in the country
can eat;

# Ppasika Pat Suwachun, ‘Prepar»ed to submit to the PM candidate as follows...- Pasika Pat Suwachun’ [Lm‘?‘ﬂmﬂu@dﬁ
mﬂﬂ?ﬂuum?wwaﬂiwﬂﬂmﬁdﬁﬁ:.A. - Pasika Pat Suwachun], Facebook, 2018, https://www.facebook.com/suwachun/
posts/2693465574026955.
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8. Condemn the Yala Hospital as acting unlawful by
giving privileges for Muslims;

9. Keep the number of mosques all over the country
from growing and restrict the use of religious-re-
lated voices within prayer rooms only;

10.Do not allow the use of megaphones/loudspeakers
for praying;

11.Introduce a contraception by one child only for
Muslim families;

12.Revoke immediately all privileges for Muslims in
the South especially exempting tests for school
admission and granting work positions without entry
examination, and then use all national standards
with them;

13.Bring back the peaceful Thailand; and

14.Execute all terrorists who intend to destroy the
country and incite disharmony in the three southern
border provinces

On the one hand, the online world seems like a genuinely
common/public space in term of modern world because it
embraces everyone and act as a place where they all can “re-
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“ This inextricably intertwined

relationship of online and offline worlds
s therefore capable of escalating a

oroblem in one remote community to
become a national problem within

a short period of time. .

lease” their discomfiture anytime and freely. On the other hand,
it becomes more terrifying than the offine world because there
is not a single power that could control the intensity of language
use in it and it is usually engineered to prevent outsiders from
easily and clearly identifying its users. Patani Forum found that
Line and Facebook are the most common channel to spread
messages that incite anti-Islam sentiment. This inextricably
intertwined relationship of online and offline worlds is therefore
capable of escalating a problem in one remote community to
become a national problem within a short period of time. In
addition, the interconnectedness of both worlds helped spreading
anti-Muslim current from one province to another even quicker,
and at the same time enabled Buddhist nationalist groups to
mobilise effectively as networks. Supposed the circumstance
persists in our Thai society, there is a tendency that Buddhist
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nationalist networks will grow even bigger.

Many participants agreed that the circumstances in online
and offline worlds affect them differently. In some cases, it is
likely that elder generations are more vulnerable to consuming
Islamophobia-related news from Buddhist nationalist groups.
A Buddhist discussant expressed that “hate speech inciting
Islamophobia current is more impactful in the view of our
parents because they receive them more frequent than us.”
In the offline world, Muslims can live normally and interact
with friends of other religion. They mutually visit and hang
out without any ethnic conflict. Nonetheless, their relations in
the online world are sometimes disrupted especially when
their fellow Buddhists forward and spread anti-Muslim news
through social media platforms. Despite such disruption, their
relationships are unlikely affected in the long term given that
there are open discussion and explanation in the offline world.
It is necessary to mention that it is not easy for such open

* This view corresponds to the survey of Patani Forum about the question of the importance and identity of religion.
We found that young Buddhists have less devout Buddhist identity than the elderly. Young people are not so
interested in dharma and messages that create hatred for Muslims as adults. Many answered that they are
“Buddhist according to the ID card”. On the other hand, young Muslims are increasingly aware of the Islamic
identity, which can be seen from the need to wear hijab and long beard etc.
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discussion to happen unless each person/group are personally
familiar. Thus, social capital is one of the most crucial grounds
for inter-religious understandings to be found upon.

Even though our worlds have changed, the offine space
maintains its significance in weaving and fixing any fragile
relationships between groups. Phra Maha Apichat is an example
of those abusing online platforms to incite anti-Islam sentiment
in Thai society. Online community at the time had no authority
to stop him; however, the news of him having been charged
by security officers and been disrobed eventually weakened
the public tension in online platforms. Another instance of
cross-temporal dimension in the offine world was given by
a Buddhist student in Chonburi province that “In my primary
school, the teacher regarded all Muslims in the southern border
provinces as rebels intending to overthrow Thailand but after
| know some people from the South in person they are much
nicer than | thought.” Therefore, it is inevitable and illogical to
deny the dimension of physical diversity in today’s worlds, but
in dealing with such diversity and complexity the technology
and media literacy and modern monitoring measures are ur-
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gently needed. If otherwise, we have no way of knowing how
deep the online world has eroded the offline world and our
inter-religious relationships.

It can also be observed that players in each world differ in
the number of participants. In the online world, no physical
space is needed for participants to communicate and interact.
Anyone from anywhere can take part in the conflict. On the
contrary, the offline world restricts the scope of participation
to some people who appear and have a role at the scene of
Buddhist-Muslim relationships; for instance, the resistance to
Mosque construction in the North. People in the online world
mostly act through their virtual means of “communication” and
“expression” while people in the offline world face and fight
with reality on the ground. The latter must put themselves in
some risky circumstances in order to make a robust demand
or to protest. They are the ones who deal with any urgency and
unexpected situation. Sometimes, the confrontation in the of-
fline world provides a chance of altering ones’ understanding
and relationships toward others as evidently seen in the case
of Imam and Phoh Luang in Mae Kachan district of Chiangrai.
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“ People in the online world

mMostly act through their virtual means
of “communication” and “expression”
while people in the offline world
face and fignt with reality

on the ground .
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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1.

Preventing Violent Extremism should be an
important agenda for Thai society in order to
prevent violent confrontation between Buddhists
and Muslims. International funding agencies
should support local civil society organizations
by mobilizing funds for projects that promote
peaceful coexistence between Buddhists and
Muslims through social interaction and partic-
ipation in order to prevent violence instigated
by extreme sentiments of Buddhist nationalists
and Muslim extremists and Ethno-nationalists.



2. Civil society sector should develop a monitor-
ing system on the watch for growing number
of Buddhist nationalist organizations, Muslim
extremist groups, and other social movements
which are inclined to instigate horizontal vio-
lence. Moreover, there should be a systematic
documentation of Buddhist-Muslim conflicts
available for public access and use.

3. The State should realize that conflicts among
religious and ethnic groups are sensitive and
rapidly escalate especially through online plat-
form. Hence, having a social immune system in
place for youth in fragile neighborhoods should
be a crucial measure to prevent violence and to
develop human security. Besides, there should
be a cooperation between private sector and
civil society sector with regard to the develop-
ment of a prompt online monitoring mechanism.
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4. The State should consider transforming conven-

tional history textbooks; which currently adhere
to the idea of nationalism to ones that encourage
mutual understandings and multiculturalism.
Apart from that, it should develop Thai history
books which extend the scope of national he-
roes and heroines to ones that identify with all
ethnic and religious groups and promote them
as parts of mainstream body of knowledge for
the country.

. The State and civil society sector should take

up a progressive collaboration at policy level to
concretely push forward the concept of moderate
Islam and initiate a training scheme for Muslim
students pursuing Islamic education in some
countries with devout Islamic ideology such as
the Middle East, South Asia, and neighbouring
countries. Such training scheme should involve
scholars from social science, cultural studies,
citizenship studies, and moderate Islam.
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