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The region of Southeast Asia that is located geographically between China and India is 
home to a total of 11 countries with Timor Leste being the most recent addition in 2002. 
The name of the region itself derives from post-World War II developments with the 
formation of the British-American Southeast Asia Command (SEAC) that was cobbled 
together to receive the region back from surrendering Japanese occupation troops.  
Consequently, the name of the region itself is of recent vintage and a function of 
American hegemony in the post-War period. Apart from Thailand that was never 
colonized, the region was generally colonized by the British, Dutch, French and Spanish.1 
The British colonized Burma, and Malaya as extensions of their dominion in India and 
even controlled these territories from there in the early years. The French colonized 
present day Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos as part of the French Indochinese Union while 
the Dutch colonized most of Indonesia. The Philippines was actually the earliest colony 
of Spain from the mid-sixteenth century but was ceded to the United States after it lost a 
war in 1898.  Consequently, the United States became the second colonial power in the 
Philippines before it achieved political independence in 1946.

The Cold War affected Southeast Asia but was restricted to the Indochinese 
peninsula as part of the Indochina Security Complex. It began as a war of liberation 
between the Vietnamese communists and the French colonizers and ended in July 1954 
with the defeat of the French and the signing of the Geneva Accords that severed Vietnam 
into two halves at the 17th Parallel. North Vietnam became communist while the South 
was run by a military government supported by the United States.2  Then the conflict 
continued as the Second Indochina War that lasted until 1975 with the communist victory 
again. This development led the United States to withdraw its forces from the region.  
However, the conflict that wracked the region did not end then since the broader Sino-
Soviet rivalry was played out in proxy as the Third Indochina War.3 The Soviet Union 
supported Vietnam while China supported the Khmer Rouge.  This war that began in 
1979 led to a decade long Vietnamese occupation of Cambodia.

The collapse of the Cold War and the ensuing Third Wave of democratization did 
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bring some benefits to the region.4 A number of military authoritarian regimes collapsed, 
beginning with that of Ferdinand Marcos in the Philippines in 1986, then Thailand in 
1992 and Suharto in Indonesia in 1998. So it appeared as if the celebrated peace dividend 
was indeed bearing positive results for the region in terms of a movement towards 
democratic regimes.  The contrarian to the rule then was Burma that had imposed 
isolationism since 1962 following the military coup led by Ne Win.  Consequently, it 
remained seemingly impervious to broader external developments.  Yet, notwithstanding 
the peace dividend, many of the countries that democratized were also home to ethno-
linguistic divisions and tensions that emanated from them. And in the case of Indonesia, 
Myanmar, the Philippines, and Thailand, political violence based on such differences 
became magnified and more intense. 

This article seeks to examine the civil conflicts that have occurred in these countries 
with a special focus on developments from 1990 when the Cold War came to a formal end 
in Southeast Asia following the collapse of the Indochina Security Complex.5 In order to 
bring coherence and parsimony to the enterprise, the enquiry will be focused on 
answering a core pool of common questions. These questions are as follows:
　1.  What is the nature of the civil strife and what are the factors responsible for it?
　2.  Are there other issues that are conflated with the civil conflict and if so, what are 

they?
　3.  What factors account for the intensity of the conflict and what is the current status 

of the conflict?
　4.  Is there an external dimension to the conflict or are other countries or parties 

involved?
　5.  What attempts at domestic and international reconciliation have been made and 

how successful are these?
　6.  Are there any comparative lessons to be learnt from the Southeast Asian experience 

that may have much broader applicability?
While addressing these core pool of questions, each country will be dealt with 
individually in the first instance. Then the article will deal with the cases comparatively 
reflecting on the regional experience and the lessons learned. 

Introduction: State-society relations in Southeast Asia

Civil conflicts in Southeast Asia generally fall within the broader context of state-society 
relations in general. The simple reason for this assertion is that civil conflicts often 
involve the state and its executives as one of the parties to the conflict and in the cases 
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examined in this article, this observation is true of all the countries where such conflict 
obtains. In other words, there is some amount of grievance against the state that then 
erupts into violence over time. And in fact, the concept of the state with territoriality and 
sovereignty is a relatively recent phenomenon in the regional context and was a Western 
import in the post-colonial era. Prior to that power was exercised by individuals 
possessing what Max Weber would term as “charismatic authority” or by those referred to 
as “men of prowess” by the historian O.W. Wolters. Such power was dependent in turn on 
the amount of land and people under their control and their influence waxed and waned 
depending on their fortunes in relation to similar persons through friendships or warfare. 
And intermediate relationships were often brokered on the basis of reciprocal rights and 
obligations through a clientelist web. The Western conception of the state with all its 
attendant power replaced the traditional holders of power and that led in turn to some 
challenges in the early years. In fact, even in the European theatre violence was often 
inflicted on those who sought to challenge the jurisdiction of the state. While in the early 
years such violence tended to be instrumental in the consolidation of territory and power, 
it later on also served an exemplary function to deter similar challenges.6 Consequently, 
clearly challenges to the state are actually common and well within the framework of 
state building and consolidation.

In Asia, the problem of violence was exaggerated since there was a tendency for 
state interests to be conflated with that of regime interests. In other words, holders of state 
power who constituted the political executive sought to identify their interest with that of 
the state. As a result of this conflation challenges to the regime in power were also viewed 
as challengers to the state. While such an equation benefitted those in power or 
incumbents, it seriously undermined others who legitimately aspired for power. In this 
regard, even states that practiced democracy suffered from such lapses. And to make 
matters worse, enforcement agencies that came under the state were often used to unleash 
violence on such challengers. This turn of events is often a major cause for civil conflict.

Given the region’s multiethnic and multi-religious character such differences are 
also potent sources of tensions. In fact, in many of the countries that will be examined in 
the next section such differences were some of the reasons that contributed to the 
tensions. And if such differences are overlaid with majority-minority divides, then the 
situation becomes much more exaggerated. Historical differences in terms of cultural and 
socio-economic developments between regions in a country and a strong sense of regional 
identity are other factors that can contribute to this heady mix. A combination of these 
factors and a state’s attempts to use power to enforce its will and subjugate seeming 
resistance to central authority almost always leads to the outbreak of violence. And if 
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unscrupulous elites are prepared to take advantage of such differences for mobilizing and 
aggregating power, the differences become much more deeply embedded structurally as 
well. However, not all states and elites subscribed to such divisive politics and Myanmar 
and Indonesia serve as examples at either end of the spectrum. In the case of Myanmar, 
early independence elites sought to privilege the Bamar-Buddhist majority that in turn led 
to the breakdown of state-society relations leading to military intervention. Indonesia, on 
the other hand, sought much more liberal accommodationist measures like choosing a 
minority language as the national language and espousing “unity in diversity” as the state 
motto.7 It can therefore be hypothesized that whereas an existing template may gravitate a 
country in the direction of differences with the potential for political violence, elites have 
the ability to thwart or minimize such tendencies on the basis of much more inclusive 
conceptions of the state and development. Consequently, where centre-periphery tensions 
obtain, elite predispositions and policies can make a big difference in the eventual 
outcome of the differences. 

Civil conflict in Indonesia

Indonesia is not only the largest archipelagic state in the world with more than 17300 
islands but also has the greatest ethno-linguistic diversity in Southeast Asia with more 
than 250 such groups. As a result of the country’s geography and heterogeneity, keeping 
the country together and stable is often a challenging process. Most of the country’s 
development has also tended to centre on the island of Java which traditionally houses 
some 60 percent of the population of 260 million inhabitants.8 The long period of Dutch 
colonial rule and conflict and exploitation associated with the process has left a strong 
historical legacy on the country and its elite. Politicians and in particular nationalistic 
ones are opposed to any fragmentation of the country’s territory. There is also a strong 
tradition of an active and independent foreign policy with Indonesia hosting the Afro-
Asian Bandung Summit in 1955 and being one of the founder members of the Non 
Aligned Movement in 1961.9

In the post-independence period Indonesia was home to three different separatist 
groups. Two of these operated at the fringes of the archipelago – the Gerakkan Aceh 
Merdeka (GAM – Free Aceh Movement) at the northern tip of Sumatra at the mouth of 
the Andaman Sea and the Organisasi Papua Merdeka (OPM – Free Papua Movement) in 
West Irian that is the easternmost territory in the archipelago. The third movement was 
located in the heart of the archipelago in the eastern part of the island of Timor and this 
was Revolutionary Front for an Independent East Timor (Fretilin). Two of these 
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movements, GAM and Fretilin, have since been disbanded and the situation politically 
resolved. OPM however continues as part of a low intensity conflict in West Papua.

The first situation that was politically resolved was Fretilin. This conflict goes back 
to the fact that the territory was colonized by Portugal as a trading post for spices and was 
therefore separately administered by Portugal in the post-independence period. The 
remaining territories in the archipelago were colonized by the Dutch. The withdrawal of 
the Portuguese from the territory in 1975 and civil strife between the major political 
parties prompted an Indonesian invasion and subsequent occupation of the territory. 
Military forces who had previously served under the Portuguese garrison and non regular 
local militia formed the core fighting units of Fretlin called Falantil. This group organized 
itself as a fighting force and resisted the Indonesian occupation for almost 25 years. The 
Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in East Timor that was mandated by 
the United Nations recorded a total of 102000 conflict related deaths that included those 
from diseases and starvation and attributed 70 percent of the deaths to the Indonesian 
military occupation and associated violence. Many of those who fled the violence settled 
in Australia as did Jose Ramos Horta who led the diplomatic fight for Timor at the 
international level and later led the country as President from 2007 to 2012. He was also 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his work on conflict resolution in Timor in 1996.

The conflict came to a rather sudden end owing to developments that occurred with 
the collapse of the Suharto government in 1998. The Asian financial crisis of 1997 had 
very negative effects on the country that then led to intervention from the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund to the tune of $40 billion to stabilize the economy. Part 
of the reforms mandated by the lending agencies was the removal of food subsidies that 
led in turn to the outbreak of food riots in Jakarta. These riots that led to police violence 
eventually resulted in the collapse of the Suharto government. His Deputy, B.J. Habibie 
who then stood in as interim President until elections were called the year after did 
something no one else had thought possible. Much to the chagrin of nationalists and the 
Indonesian military, he offered to host a referendum for Timorese independence in 1999. 
The UN-supervised outcome was an overwhelming vote in favour of political 
independence. However, the military that was unenthused with the prospect of an 
independent country at the heart of the archipelago was involved in political violence 
both before and after the referendum. There were also a number of paramilitary groups 
associated with similar violence against the locals. 

The outcome of the referendum and ensuing violence led to the involvement of the 
United Nations that then authorised the setting up of the United Nations Transitional 
Authority on East Timor (UNTAET). It was common knowledge in ASEAN (Association 
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of Southeast Asian Nations) that the Indonesian military was upset with Habibie’s 
decision and the outcome of the referendum. Consequently, no ASEAN country was 
prepared to lead UNTAET. At this point Australia intervened and offered General Peter 
Cosgrove as the force commander and the deployment of a large military contingent 
thwarted further violence. Following the outcome of elections, Xanana Gusmao who had 
led Fretilin fighters against Indonesian occupation troops was sworn in as the first 
President and the country was renamed Timor Leste in 2002. This political solution ended 
a long running insurgency and also led to the creation of the newest country in Southeast 
Asia. Subsequently the United Nations continued to provide a stabilizing presence for the 
country in its first decade until 2012.

While leadership transition was responsible for the settlement of the Timorese 
conflict, the Acehnese situation was resolved owing to a natural disaster – the December 
2004 tsunami that destroyed the area and claimed approximately 170000 lives. The 
conflict itself is deeply rooted in the region’s strong religious identity and unhappiness 
with central government hegemony including over the development of oil and gas fields 
off the coast with little benefits to the locals. Aceh has traditionally been home to the most 
pious Muslims in the archipelago and the region has a long history of resistance to central 
rule and authority. In fact even during the colonial period the Acehnese fought the Dutch 
long and hard for almost three decades before they were subdued. Then in the immediate 
post-independence period resistance came in the form of the Darul Islam Uprising in 
1951. 

GAM traces its origins to 1976 but began as a very small organization that was 
subjected to counter-insurgency operations by the Indonesian military and then became 
very weak a few years later. Then with external funding, support and training it emerged 
much stronger from the 1980s and its core group of leaders were granted political asylum 
in Sweden. In the face of a seemingly growing threat Indonesia declared Aceh a military 
operations area and undertook major military operations. There was slight lull during the 
presidency of B.J. Habibie during which time GAM reinforced itself and then appeared to 
present a stronger challenge to the military. Following the appointment of Megawati 
Sukarnoputri as President in 2003 the military operations were significantly strengthened 
and there were widespread reports of killings and torture. There were early Swedish and 
Swiss attempts to broker a truce in the late 1990s but to no avail. And it was the 2004 
tsunami and the devastation and loss of life that it caused in turn that led to the negotiation 
of a political settlement. GAM announced a ceasefire after the tsunami in order to receive 
international aid and the Indonesian government also halted its military operations. The 
resulting outpouring of international aid and attention allowed for Finland to intervene 
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and bring the situation to a political settlement in February 2005. After that settlement 
GAM transformed itself into a political party and through its strong networks and 
presence in the area also managed to secure major victories in the elections that were 
subsequently held. These developments then brought an end to the second separatist 
movement in Indonesia.

Compared to the Timorese and Acehnese situations, OPM has a much weaker 
presence and international attention. Part of the reason for this is that the conflict itself is 
a low intensity one that pits many tribal fighters with crude weapons against police and 
military personnel largely in the form of ambushes. Like Timor, Papua was a territory that 
was occupied by Indonesia in the post-independence period in 1965. Prior to that the 
territory was administered by Australia. The Papuans are in the main Melanesian and 
ethnically different from many of the other inhabitants of the archipelago. The territory is 
thinly populated but home to large swathes of virgin forests as well as substantial deposits 
of gold and copper. In fact, the exploitation of these natural resources with little benefit to 
the local population and allegations of the eco system being poisoned by mining 
operations is a major grievance of the locals. This group continues its low intensity 
operations against mining interest and Indonesian security forces in Papua but its numbers 
and the impact of its operations are very limited and therefore pose no major security risk 
to the country or its elites. 

Civil conflict in Myanmar

The civil conflict in Myanmar is both long running and involving many different ethnic 
groups. And the insurgencies started shortly after the country’s political independence in 
1948. Owing to forestation and the threat of malaria the British never colonized the entire 
country. Rather, after fighting three major wars they only subdued the lowland plains that 
came to be called Ministerial Burma. Then treaties were signed with many of the 
highlanders who also happened to be ethnic minority groups as opposed to the lowlanders 
many of who were from the Bamar ethnic group. Just prior to political independence 
Aung San who led the nationalist movement convened the Panglong Conference in 1947 
and offered the ethnic minorities autonomy in internal administration and the right of 
secession to some of the minority groups if the Union of Burma did not succeed 
politically.

Shortly after independence and on account of the domestic politics of the country 
drifting in favour of the assertion of Bamar ethnicity and the Buddhist religion, many of 
the minority groups sought to break away from the central government. Since many 
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members of these groups had previously been recruited by the British into the military on 
account of their martial disposition the setting up of such armies was easily done. The 
weakness of the state and its inability to control the entire country contributed to the 
fragmentation of central authority as well. In order to stave off further deterioration of the 
domestic political situation the military staged its first coup against the civilian elected 
government and ruled the country for 18 months.10 Then a second coup was staged by 
General Ne Win in 1962 and this military regime lasted much longer until 1989. The 
country was ruled through the Burma Socialist Programme Party (BSPP) government 
during this period. Military rule was characterized by a radical policy of socialism that 
included nationalization of the economy and a foreign policy of neutrality obtained 
through self-imposed isolationism.11

When Ne Win decided to turn over power to his younger colleagues in 1988, the 
period coincided with a number of other developments. The first of these was the 
challenge to the government through a pro-democracy movement that was led in the main 
by students. After some foot dragging the government decided to use force to put down 
the demonstrations leading to the death of some 3000 protestors. This period also 
coincided with the collapse of the Burmese Communist Party (BCP) whose major sword 
arms, the Wa and the Kokang set up their own private armies. Finally, this was also the 
time when Aung San Suu Kyi returned to Myanmar to care for her ailing mother. Her 
return served as a catalyst to unite a weak and fragmented opposition.

In light of all these developments the military government decided to sign a number 
of bilateral peace agreements with many of these ethnic insurgent groups. Beginning in 
1988, the government eventually signed 20 such agreements with different groups. Under 
the fairly liberal terms of these agreements, the ethnic groups were allowed to retain 
control of a contiguous piece of territory, continue to retain their arms and the military 
had to serve prior notice if it was entering these areas.12 The government then attempted 
to merge some of these groups with the regular army as part of a Border Guard Force 
(BGF). However, the larger ethnic groups like the Kachin, Karen. Shan and Wa rejected it 
outright.  And in 1990 during a period of political transition when the military decided to hold 
a nationwide election, it was won overwhelmingly by the National League for Democracy 
(NLD) that was led by the returned Suu Kyi. However, the military government ignored 
the outcome of the election and proposed a National Convention of its own that would in 
turn serve to bring about a new constitution. This constitution was eventually ratified 
through a referendum in 2008 although there were widespread claims of irregularities.

The constitution subsequently led to the calling of a national election in 2010. The 
major contenders for power were the Union Solidarity and Development Party (USDP) 
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that represented the military’s corporate interests and a plethora of smaller parties 
representing ethnic and regional interests. The NLD that represented the political 
opposition did not participate in the National Convention and also boycotted the election. 
However, following a meeting between President Thein Sein who was from the military 
and Suu Kyi in August 2011 the relationship between the political opposition and the 
government became better. The NLD subsequently registered as a political party and 
competed in the 2012 by-elections where it won 42 out of 45 seats. This victory then 
allowed Suu Kyi to become the leader of the political opposition in parliament. The Thein 
Sein government was only nominally civilian since many of its executives were drawn 
from the military and who shed their uniforms to assume their new appointments. 
However, in light of the slew of liberal policies introduced by the new government, 
Western countries began disbanding their economic embargoes against the country as a 
gesture of support for the reform process.

The Thein Sein government picked up on the peace process that had started with the 
previous military government. Leveraging on the earlier bilateral peace agreements it 
sought to fashion a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement (NCA) that would bring all the 
insurgent groups into a nationally binding peace agreement. And it was partially 
successful in this regard. The first of its successes came when it managed to get 3 of the 
longest running insurgencies to sign a bilateral peace agreement in March 2012. These 
were with the Chin National Front (CNF), the Karen national Union (KNU) and the 
Karenni National Progressive Party (KNPP). It then sought to broaden this agreement to 
cover the 8 remaining groups afterwards but was eventually unsuccessful. One of the 
major reasons for the failure was the breakdown of the ceasefire agreement with the 
Kachin Independence Organization/Army (KIO/KIA) in June 2011. The KIO that had a 
lead role in the United Nationalities Federation Council (UNFC) – a major insurgent 
organization negotiating with the government was also able to persuade some of the 
smaller groups from signing on to the peace process. Other major complications included 
the unwillingness of groups like the United Wa State Army (UWSA) to sign on since they 
were already in control of a huge swathe of territory with their own political and 
economic arrangements. And finally, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army 
(MNDAA – Kokang) attacked the town of Laukkaing in March 2015 inflicting heavy 
casualties on government troops. They were also aided in the fighting by the Arakan 
Army (AA) and the Ta’ang National Liberation Army (TNLA – Palaung). As result of this 
fighting the military has refused to sign any peace agreements with these three groups and 
expects them to surrender before any negotiations.

What all of these complications meant was that when the Thein Sein government 
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finally signed the much awaited Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement in October 2015, it was 
only with a total of 8 groups rather than the 16 such groups that were in arms against the 
government. And this count excluded the three groups that the military refused to sign 
peace agreements with as well as another three more that did not have a fighting force. 
The second group consist of the Wa National Organization, Lahu Democratic Union and 
the Arakan National Council. And the NLD which swept into power in the November 
2015 election has leveraged on the NCA to continue the peace process. However, there 
are some differences between the current government and the previous one.

The NLD government has framed the peace process within a much broader 
framework of minority affairs and rights and signaled a much more inclusive approach to 
governance in general.13 To begin with it has created a New Ministry of Ethnic Affairs 
despite cutting down on the number of ministries from 33 to 23. And to drive home the 
point, an ethnic Mon has been appointed as Minister. The Myanmar Peace Center that 
used to be the vehicle of the Thein Sein government for peace negotiations has been 
revamped, relocated to Naypyitaw from Yangon and renamed the National Reconciliation 
and Peace Centre (NRPC). Additionally, Suu Kyi has appointed her own personal 
physician and confidant, Dr. Tin Myo Win as the lead negotiator with the ethnic groups. 
And finally, she was instrumental in arranging for the 21st Century Panglong Conference 
that was held in late August in Naypyitaw to signal her intent of returning to the liberal 
federalist styled arrangements of her father Aung San. And in the spirit on being inclusive 
political parties and civil society organizations were also invited to send between 3 and 5 
representatives each to the meeting. Finally, to give the process and agreement much 
more credibility a large number of international invitees also attended the meeting 
including U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki Moon. While the number of groups that have 
acceded to the peace agreements has not changed since the first NCA in October 2015, 
there appears to be much more goodwill towards the current government and a greater 
willingness to negotiate now. Suu Kyi is not only immensely popular but benefits from a 
very high level of domestic and international political legitimacy. So while future 
meetings are to be held 6 months apart there is much enthusiasm all around and the 
military has been generally supportive of the process thus far as well. The complications 
associated with the Myanmar political situation are such that this is likely to be a long 
drawn out process that will require compromises from all parties as well as the support of 
neighbouring countries like China and Thailand that have leverage on many of the ethnic 
groups. China in particular has tremendous influence on the “northern alliance” that 
includes the Kachin, Kokang, Shan and Wa groups. International support from countries 
like the United States and the European Union and organizations like the U.N. will also 
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be important in securing and guaranteeing long term peace in Myanmar. 
There is a second issue of ethno-religious violence centred primarily in Rakhine 

State in western Myanmar that has also led to political violence. These periodic bouts of 
violence between the Muslims and the native Rakhine Buddhists has surged since 2012. 
In that year, there were two outbreaks of violence that led to the death of approximately 
200 civilians, most of who were Muslims that the locals refer to as Bengalis. However, 
this group calls itself Rohingyas – a term that is not recognized by the Myanmar 
government as native inhabitants. Instead, the general and often official view is that these 
are illegal Bengali migrants from Bangladesh. Since then there have been approximately 
150000 internally displaced primarily Muslim residents housed in squalid conditions in 
the state. There have also been similar outbreaks of violence against Muslims in the 
outskirts of Mandalay, Yangon and Lashio since then. While the previous Thein Sein 
government hosted interfaith dialogues to dissipate the tensions, there is palpable and 
seething enmity between the two communities. This enmity is sometimes fanned by 
extremist elements within the Buddhist monkhood as well. Additionally, many of these 
Muslims have chosen to flee the country in boats and that in turn has led to a tide of 
illegal immigrants and refugees in neighbouring countries like Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Thailand. Such refugees are generally better treated in the Muslim majority countries of 
Indonesia and Malaysia but are often subjected to human trafficking as well. Over time 
some of them have been settled abroad in third countries.

Civil conflict in the Philippines

There has traditionally been two sources of major civil conflict in the Philippines. The 
first of these harkens back to the days of the Cold War and is rooted in ideology and 
specifically communism. The organization leading this insurgency was the Philippine 
Communist Party (CPP) and its armed wing the New People’s Army (NPA). This 
ideological conflict was also conflated with class based conflict that involved landless 
peasants versus rich land owners. Owing to Spanish colonization and the popularity of an 
hacienda culture among the country’s economic elite, the country traditionally has had 
problems with class divides14 The fact that the economically powerful also wielded 
political power exacerbated the problem since the rich were also able to structurally 
protect their privileged status. The second factor that led to a separate insurgent 
movement was rooted in religion and located in the southern island of Mindanao and Sulu 
Archipelago that was previously home to a Muslim sultanate. The Spanish who colonised 
the country in the mid-16th Century were unable to subdue the south and left it alone. 
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These southern Muslims were then referred to as Moros after the Spanish familiarity with 
the Muslim Moors in Europe. Interestingly, the operational terrain of both the communists 
and the Moros was located in the south.

The Moro insurgency that came into being with the Moro National Liberation Front 
(MNLF) arose from attempts by the Philippine state to settle Christians in the 
predominantly Muslim south and take over arable farmland from them.15 The situation 
was worsened by the fact that land titling was an issue in the area. Consequently, over 
time, this Homestead Programme for Christian settlers from the northern and central 
regions pursued by the government served as a catalyst to the movement. The resistance 
to the government itself was by no means unified since there were splinter and more 
religious groups within the movement. The MNLF however led the movement in the 
early years and successive Philippine governments sought to introduce both agrarian 
reform as well as a peace agreement with the armed MNLF that had the support of the 
Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC). 

The major breakthroughs in domestic political reconciliation came following much 
more reformist administrations after the collapse of Ferdinand Marcos’ government in 
1986. While Corazon Aquino who replaced Marcos, and had the support of the masses 
sought to introduce agrarian reform, her successor, Fidel Ramos sought to actively defuse 
the Moro insurgency. After lengthy negotiations that were made possible by Indonesian 
brokerage of the situation, the Philippine government signed its first truce with the MNLF 
in October 1996. Under the terms of that agreement the government created an 
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) with liberal terms for local 
administration and management and the group’s leader Nur Misuari was appointed 
Governor of the area for a 5-year term. The agreement worked well for the first 5 years 
but problems began after Nur Misuari’s term of office expired in 2001. Thereafter, the 
more religious faction called the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) became more 
active and claimed representation on behalf of the Moros. Succeeding administrations 
engaged the MILF in both dialogue and armed conflict. While the administration of 
Gloria Arroyo sought a peaceful end to the conflict it was actually President Benigno 
Aquino who managed to sign a second truce with the MILF in January 2014. This second 
truce that was brokered with the assistance of Malaysia was however not ratified by the 
Philippine Senate by the June 2015 deadline since the terms were regarded as much too 
liberal on matters of land ownership and administration and therefore ended up being 
stalemated. The situation is therefore without a formal agreement now and skirmishes 
between the MILF and the military occur from time to time. A much more radical faction 
from the group referred to as Abu Sayyaf and numbering some 500 followers has acquired 
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international notoriety as a terrorist organization and regularly kidnaps foreigners for 
ransom in the Sulu archipelago.

Civil conflict in Thailand

The civil conflict in Thailand like that in the other Southeast Asian countries examined 
thus far is rooted in ethno-religious differences. And like the other situations, it is also 
historically rooted and embedded in the colonial experience. Whereas there was also a 
communist insurgency movement earlier on, it was defeated and the Communist Party of 
Thailand itself was disbanded with the assistance of the Chinese government in December 
1989.16 The civil conflict in Thailand involves the minority Malay-Muslim community 
that is primarily located in the four southern provinces of Yala, Satun, Narathiwat and 
Pattani. While Thailand was the only country in the region that avoided colonization, the 
colonizing countries that were located on its flanks – namely the United Kingdom and 
France – benefitted from the absorption of territories from Thailand. Similarly, Thailand 
that allowed the Japanese occupation forces two entry points in the east and south during 
World War II also benefitted from the control of the northern peninsular Malayan states as 
a return gesture of appreciation from Japan.

Under the terms of the Anglo-French Treaty of 1896, Thailand ceded the provinces 
of Siemreap and Battambang as well as the east bank of the Mekong valley to be 
controlled by the French Indochinese Union while the four southern provinces were ceded 
to British control from Malaya. This arrangement in turn allowed for a large number of 
Malay-Muslims to settle in southern Thailand paving the way for centre-periphery 
tensions against the central government in Bangkok that traditionally privileged Thai 
ethnicity and the Buddhist religion. The territories were subsequently returned to Thailand 
in 1909 and the borders demarcated with the 1922 Anglo-Thai Border Treaty. During 
World War II however, the Japanese allowed Thailand to control the 4 northern Malay 
states of Perak, Perlis, Kedah and Kelantan. This second transfer of sovereignty again 
facilitated the flow of Malay-Muslims into southern Thailand from 1942 to August 1945 
when Japan formally surrendered. The centre-periphery tensions with Bangkok led to the 
outbreak of an insurgent movement called The Patani United Liberation Organization 
(PULO) from early on. However, PULO was defeated by the Thai government and the 
most recent upsurge of the conflict in the south is of much more recent vintage and 
involves many other groups committed to political violence and revenge.17

Two events during the premiership of Thaksin Shinawatra served to reignite the 
insurgency. The first of these was the Krue Sae Mosque incident in April 2004 when 32 
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Islamic insurgents who took refuge in the mosque after a string of attacks on police posts 
in the south were all killed in a military assault. Later that year in October during a mass 
demonstration against the detention of a number of youths a total of 7 youths were killed 
when security forces opened fire on the protestors. Subsequently, some 1300 of the 
demonstrators were rounded and forced into military trucks to be transported to a camp in 
Patani province. During the long journey, 78 of the youths who were piled on top of each 
other died of suffocation and organ collapse. This second incident raised the temperature 
significantly and served to legitimise the insurgency on account of the unacceptable use 
of torture and violence by the security forces and with impunity. Since then the daily 
violence has claimed some 6500 lives in the form of shootings and bomb attacks that 
often target minor officials, members of security forces and well as small business owners 
and religious elite and those seen as cooperating with security agencies. The situation has 
deteriorated to the point where some 50000 troops are deployed in the area and routinely 
conduct security operations and provide escort services for villagers and teachers in 
particular. The military government that came into power following the coup against 
Yingluck Shinawatra in May 2014 has been unable to contain the violence thus far as 
well.

International attempts at conflict resolution in Southeast Asia

The resolution of civil conflicts requires a good measure of political will on the part of all 
the parties to the conflict. Especially important in this regard is the role of the government 
in power as well as the military if the conflict involves political violence. Since civil 
conflict deals with issues like sovereignty and territorial control that are key functions of 
the state, nationalistic or hardline elements within the state and enforcement agencies may 
not take kindly to external involvement in brokering peace. The situation becomes much 
more difficult in the face of a strong state that rebuffs international offers. In this regard 
the relatively young states of Southeast Asia jealously guard issues that may be viewed as 
impinging on state sovereignty. Consequently, it is to be expected that some states would 
rather deal with the situation internally than invite external involvement. Of the 4 case 
studies examined in this article, 2 cases involved direct external intervention – that of 
Indonesia and the Philippines. The Myanmar case demonstrates an attempt to involve 
international agencies while retaining control over the peace process and sovereignty 
while Thailand has generally regarded the matter as an internal affair and at best sought 
some amount of assistance from neighbouring Malaysia to help cope with a deteriorated 
security situation through mutual assistance.
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In the case of Indonesia, the early attempts at brokering peace between GAM and 
the government was attempted by the Swiss Henry Dunant Centre. However, this effort 
was unsuccessful and the stepped up security operations under President Megawati 
Sukarnoputri from 2001 onwards led to an unravelling of the mediation efforts. In this 
regard the tsunami of December 2004, the devastation and loss of life associated with it 
led to global spotlight on the issue. GAM’s decision to declare a unilateral ceasefire in 
order to secure international assistance also helped pave the way for mediation between it 
and the government. And it was Finland that rose to the challenge on the second occasion. 
The direct involvement of the country’s premier Martti Ahtisaari and the willingness of 
the new incumbent government of Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono to negotiate terms for a 
long term political settlement and peace were also important issues that drove the process. 
The subsequent successful transformation of the conflict was also made possible by the 
generally accepted terms of the settlement – disarming in exchange for regional autonomy 
and the holding of elections. The fact that GAM members won the elections handsomely 
through the newly formed Parti Aceh also contributed to a lasting peace process. And the 
existence of international donor agencies helped to provide another layer of general 
support and goodwill.

The Philippine case that invited regional intervention from the Muslim majority 
states in Southeast Asia has had a much more chequered track record. While the Ramos 
government that came into power in 1992 demonstrated the political will and commitment 
to bring the southern insurgency to an end the effort did not last long. In this instance the 
achievement of autonomy for Muslim Mindanao was a sweetener just like in the case of 
Aceh and the appointment of Nur Misuari as the first governor of the province also helped 
to stabilize the situation. The Suharto government’s commitment to the process and 
Suharto’s standing as the region’s senior politician and elder statesman also helped to 
clinch the deal. However, the end of Misuari’s term in 2001 and factional infighting 
among the Moros themselves led to the MILF becoming the main representative for 
negotiations and change. The second attempt that was spearheaded by Malaysia involved 
a broader international monitoring team and also achieved success after lengthy 
negotiations in 2014. However, the unwillingness of Philippine political elite and 
institutions to ratify the agreement in turn led to a hung situation. In this regard, the 
regional tensions and elite interests served to undermine the process rather than secure it. 
The process is therefore now stalemated and the momentum and agreement achieved thus 
far has been dissipated. It remains to be seen how the current Duterte government will 
deal with the situation.

The Myanmar case is by far the most complicated on account of the number of 
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armed groups and the sheer length of the insurgency. The country’s poverty and 
isolationism also did not allow for international involvement. In fact, senior members of 
the military have always held xenophobic views about external involvement and 
assistance in domestic affairs and the military has always projected itself as the champion 
of the country and its people. Consequently, external involvement in the peace process 
did not come until the inauguration of the Thein Sein government and its efforts to 
structure the process and ensure its coherence for the longer term following on from the 
bilateral peace initiatives.18 The establishment of the MPC allowed for external donor 
involvement and advice in the process. This was spearheaded by the EU and Norway in 
particular. Japan also provided financial assistance and appointed Yohei Sasakawa as the 
country’s special representative to Myanmar. And both the Thein Sein and subsequent 
Suu Kyi-led NLD government have also sought the involvement of the U.N. in witnessing 
the formalization of the peace process. Accordingly, Ban Ki Moon was present for both 
the signing of the NCA in October 2015 as well as the 21st Century Panglong Agreement 
in August 2016. Additionally, from early on the UN had appointed Vijay Nambiar as 
Ban’s Special Advisor to observe and further the peace process. And finally, both the 
Thein Sein government and Suu Kyi governments have allowed access to international 
aid agencies to assist with the provision of aid for internally displaced persons from the 
conflict, especially in Kachin state and Rakhine state for the predominantly Muslim 
Rakhine population often referred to as Rohingyas. Additionally, the international 
community has for a long time now assisted with the relocation of Karen refugees from 
Thailand who held refugee status with the help of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR). And even Japan that has traditionally been reluctant to accept 
refugees has accepted about 150 Muslim refugees from Rakhine state.

Thailand is the country that has been the most unwilling to involve external 
countries or agencies to resolving its insurgency movement in the southern provinces that 
has now claimed more than 6500 lives and continues to fester on. The country which has 
never been colonized would rather keep external agencies out of the process and prefers 
to treat it as an internal issue. The fact that the military’s Internal Security Operations 
Command (ISOC) determines policy output in these states and the fact that the army is 
heavily deployed in the area treating it as a security threat undermines the possibility of 
external involvement. Curiously though, the insurgency was stepped up during the 
premiership of Thaksin Shinawatra who held little sympathy for the southern Muslims. In 
fact, his successor Surayud Cholanont and Privy Council Chairman and previous Regent 
Pro Tempore who both hail from the south have been much more conciliatory. The 
military’s catalogued involvement in arbitrary arrests and use of torture also appears to 
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preclude a sustainable settlement. The only external party that has been approached so far 
is Malaysia for registration of nationals with dual nationality and to assist in peace talks 
with some of the insurgent groups. This situation appears unlikely to change in the 
foreseeable future as well.

Comparative lessons from Southeast Asia

The Southeast Asian experience in civil conflict suggests a number of causal reasons for 
the outbreak of civil conflict as well as approaches in their resolution and containment. 
Firstly, in all the cases examined, the conflict has its roots in differences in ethno-religious 
identity. Interestingly, in all the cases this difference overlays with a majority-minority 
divide as well. These are then often compounded by centre-periphery tensions that may 
also include regionalism and resource exploitation. Many of the conflicts also appear to 
have historical roots going back to the colonial period and the actions of subsequent post-
independence elite. Given the heterogeneous nature of most states in the region exclusive 
claims to power and resources would have made the situation much worse whereas a 
more accommodative and inclusive approach would have deflected such misgivings and 
consequent problems. 

The cases of conflict resolution from Timor and Aceh indicate that political will on 
the part of state elite and the leadership of the disenfranchised group is critical to conflict 
resolution. Elite predispositions in particular appear to be paramount as was the case with 
Presidents Habibie and Yudhoyono in the case of Indonesia and President Ramos in the 
case of the Philippines. External actors and agencies have also performed a useful role in 
brokering peace and ensuring that the process is brought to a formal and enduring 
conclusion. While regional elite have assisted with the Philippine case, external 
involvement has been critical with the Indonesian case. The simple reason for this 
development is the likely regional perception that most states regard Indonesia as primus 
inter pares in the region and do not wish to get involved in the country’s domestic politics. 
Negative implications arising from such involvement will have spillover effects on 
regional cooperation and relations within ASEAN where Indonesia also holds a certain 
centrality and gravitas.19

The cases where such conflict has yet to be fully resolved like Myanmar and 
Thailand suggest that the process of state building that had been conceptualized in 
exclusive terms continues to have a lingering effect on elite policies. The protracted 
involvement of the military in dealing with the conflict as a security issue and denying 
external parties a role in the settlement of the conflict is likely to significantly lengthen 
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the process. And in the Philippine case where the peace obtained has remained elusive 
suggests a seeming unwillingness on the part of state elite to endorse a mutually accepted 
compromise agreement. Democratic procedures can have a deleterious effect on the peace 
process if the situation is configured or perceived in majority-minority terms. The other 
thing that can be observed is that the granting of regional autonomy has benefitted the 
peace process in general. The situations in Aceh and Mindanao appear to bear this out.

Conclusion

Southeast Asia as a region faces inherent challenges in governance since most states 
house heterogeneous populations. The difficulty is compounded by strained majority-
minority relations that sometimes have a poor track record. In all the cases of civil strife 
in the region, ethno-religious differences have played a prominent role. The most difficult 
situations currently obtain in Myanmar and Thailand where the process of reconciliation 
is likely to be a long and drawn out affair. Military involvement in both cases also lessens 
the possibility of peace since perceptions harden when violence is used indiscriminately. 
And there is some evidence of that in both countries. The Papuan situation in Indonesia 
may be better managed by the incumbent President Joko Widodo in Indonesia who has 
committed himself to focus on developing eastern Indonesia including Papua. The 
Philippine situation requires stronger political will for the peace process to be brought to 
a formal end. International involvement in the process may be one way to help move the 
process forward.
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