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Special Article

Sarawak after 61 Years in the Malaysian Federation:

Where to Now?

Murray Hunter!
(Received: September 27, 2024; Revised: November 13, 2024; Accepted: December 2, 2024)

Abstract

Sarawak was thrust into a federation, along with Malaya,
Singapore, and Sabah (Noth Borneo) on September 16, 1963. Sixty-
one years later, Sarawak finds itself still reconning with history, due
to continued negotiation with Putra Jaya on the Malaysia Agreement
(MA63), and a cultural and political void between itself and
peninsula Malaya. There are now a number of contentious issues
between Sarawak and Putra Jaya, plus a rebound in Sarawak
nationalism which are shaping the region’s future directions. This
article will look at these issues and canvas aspirations for further

governmental autonomy and/or eventual independence from Malaysia.

! Independent Researcher and Writer, E-mail: murrayhunter58@gmail.com
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Part 1: The Past Makes the Present

On September 4" 1841, the land extending from Tanjung
Datu to Samarahan River in north-west Borneo was ceded as a
reward by Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddin of Brunei to James Brooke.
Brooke became Rajah and governor for suppressing the rebels
against the Sultan of Brunei. The expansion of Sarawak to today’s
borders was secured in successive stages with the takeover of
Brunei’s territories by the second Rajah Charles Brookes, taking in
the districts of Lawas and Limbang by 1917. The land, known as
Sarawak, recognized by the United States in 1850, and Great Britain
in 1864, is bordered by Indonesian Kalimantan to the south, Brunei
and Sabah to the east, with the shores of the South China Sea
running along the north of the territory. In 1888, Great Britain and
Sarawak signed a protectorate treaty.

In 1867, a legislative council, formally called the Sarawak
General Council was established by Rajah James Brooke in the small
fishing village of Bintulu, with 5 British officers, 16 Malay and
Melanau community leaders, and Rajah Brooke as the president.
The third Rajah Vyner Brooke in 1941 proclaimed the Sarawak
Constitution, with Nine Cardinal Principles2 to mark a century of
Brooke rule. The aim was to prepare Sarawak for self-rule, where
power from Rajah Brooke would eventually be devolved to the

people of Sarawak, as a secular, democratic, and pluralist state.

2 See Nine Cardinal Principles reprinted in Sarawak: The Real Deal (2013), vi.

2.



Conflict and Peace Studies Journal
Vol. 3 No. 2 July - December 2024

After the Japanese occupation ended in 1945, the British
had planned to consolidate all British colonies in the Malay-
archipelago, into what was described as the Malayan Union. With
Sarawak’s treasury practically empty after the war, Rajah Vyner
Brooke was ‘convinced’ to cede the sovereignty of Sarawak to the
British, even though there was already a long-standing protectorate
agreement. Amid protests by representatives of the indigenous
people, Sarawak?®, became a crown colony on May 17" 1946.

This wasn’t accepted very well by a number of native
teachers and civil servants of Sarawak, who expressed their
disappointment through organized protests against cession of
Sarawak to the British. This cession of Sarawak was denounced,
where the restoration of an independent state under Rajah Brooke
was demanded. This led to mass resignations from the civil service in
what is now called ‘338’ (the number of native civil servants who resigned).

Civil unrest climaxed on December 3™ 1949, where the
commander-in-chief Governor Sir Duncan Stewart was assassinated
in Sibu. The two youths that were involved in Stewart’s assignation
were convicted of murder and hanged along with two other

conspirators®, who were believed to be members of a political

® See letter to Raja Muda Sarawak in in Sarawak: The Real Deal (2013), pp. 9.
% In 1975, the name of SMK Bandar Sibu School in Sibu was changed to SMK Rosli Dhoby in
commemoration. Rosli Dhoby’s remains were removed from Kuching Prison to Sarawak’s Heros

Mausoleum in Sibu in March 1996, where he was given a State Funeral by the Sarawak Government.
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group, aiming for union which the newly independent Indonesia
(Thomson, 2016).

The United Nation’s stand against colonialism, and the need
for the British to let go of its colonies in the ‘Far East’ by United
Nations pressure, eventually led to the independence of Malaya on
August 31%, 1957, after lengthy negotiations with Tunku Abdul
Rahman and group of multi-ethnic leaders. Similarly, negotiations by
the British in Singapore, Sarawak, Brunei and North Borneo (no
Sabah) continued.

Moving forward to 1962, the Committee for Greater Malaysia
or the Cobbold Commission of Inquiry was well aware of opposition
to the formation of Malaysia by natives and some political parties”,
although this was not made clear in the final report. The commission
heavily supported the positions of the Malayan prime minister Tunku
Abdul Rahman, and the chief minister of Singapore Lee Kwan Yew.

There was great concern that the Borneo territories were not
ready for self-eovernment, and lacked respect for the rule of law.
The members of the Cobbold Commission believed that ‘one man
one vote’ in the Far East has not been a wild success, especially
with unsophisticated peoples. Subsequently, no plebiscite in North
Borneo or Sarawak was ever undertaken.

The Commission made the conclusion that the entry of

North Borneo and Sarawak into Malaysia would be in the territories’

® See assorted letters and declassified documents, in Sarawak: The Real Deal (2013), pp. 14-54.
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best interests. The Commission report had the firm belief that those
groups in North Borneo and Sarawak opposed to a merger would
eventually dissipate (Cobbold Commission, 1962).

The report ignored the strength of the anti-Malaysia
campaign. The Sarawak United Peoples Party (SUPP) had a
membership of 41,386 scattered across Sarawak, with a primary
platform to create a sovereign independent nation. Many minority
groups feared the domination of a Malaysia by the Malays®. The
monarch of the nation Malaysia would never come from Sarawak,
the national language Bahasa Malaysia, and Islam as the state religion
ran all against the tenets of life for a great majority of Sarawakians.

Any independence by merger into Malaysia would not be
recarded as any fulfilment of the aspirations of the people for
independence. It would merely be a transfer of political power from
Great Britain to Malaysia, a continuation of colonialism.

SUPP had concerns that any Malaysian military house more
than 300 miles away across the South China Sea would not be
adequate in protecting Sarawak. Sarawak could easily make
alternative security arrangements with Great Britain (like Brunei later
did). In addition, Sarawak had been economically sufficient on its own
for hundreds of years, and didn’t need to be part of a greater Malaysia.

Consequently, the Malaysia agreement was considered by

SUPP to be detrimental to the interests of the peoples of Sarawak.

¢ Sarawak is the only state or territory in Malaysia where Islam is a minority religion.
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Moreover, the pledge made by the Crown when Sarawak was ceded
to Great Britain by Rajah Brooke, was for Britain to uphold the 1941
Sarawak Constitution and Nine Cardinal Points.

SUPP submitted a memorandum to the Cobbold Commission
in the form of a petition, signed by 114,000 Sarawakians’. This was
supported by public meetings opposing the merger all over Sarawak,
which was not reported in the Cobbold Commission Report. Tunku
Abdul Rahman took the opportunity to paint SUPP as a communist
influenced organization.

In December 1962 after uprisings in Brunei, Sultan Omar Ali
Saifuddin Ill, decreed that Brunei would not join the Federation of
Malaysia. In Sarawak, British authorities, undertook a country-wide
sweep, leading to the arrest and detention of 6,000 ‘subversives’
suspected of being against the formation of Malaysia. Around 1,500
youths fled across the border to Kalimantan, Indonesia to begin a
guerilla war of liberation.

On July 22" 1963, Sarawak’s first chief minister Stephen
Kalong Ningkan, was sworn in by the Governor Sir Alexander
Waddell. Five Assembly members were then sworn in as council
members. This was self-government, but has been reframed as
pseudo independence (Borneopost, 2015) by the former chief
minister, the late Adenan Satem in 2016. The day has been officially

" The total population of Sarawak at the time was 745,000.
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gazetted as a holiday, which became known as ‘Sarawak
Independence Day’ (Goh, 2016).

Just before the formation of Malaysia, Indonesia and the
Philippines requested that the support of the people of the Borneo
territories be ascertained by an independent and impartial authority,
through a referendum, by the United Nations. A nine person UN
Mission travelled to Kuching in August 1963, and was met by
demonstrations against the merger into Malaysia. The UN group saw
signs of resistance to the merger all around Sarawak as they
travelled. The UN team on September 2" reached the conclusion,
based upon a ‘grassroot survey’ that the people of Sarawak were
pro-Malaysia®. It found little evidence of articulate and organized
opposition to the Federation, which quelled Indonesian and
Philippine disquiet.

The proclamation of Malaysia didn’t achieve the August 31°
target to coincide with Malayan independence day, and the
Federation of Malaysia came into being on September 16, 1963.
According to a telegram dated August 21%, 1963, Tunku Abdul
Rahman caused resentment in both Jesselton (now Kota Kinabalu)
and Kuching on the news that Sabah and Sarawak would only be
states in the new Federation, alongside the other states in the

peninsula’.

8 See assorted letters and declassified documents, in Sarawak: The Real Deal (2013), P. 109.

9 See assorted letters and declassified documents, in Sarawak: The Real Deal (2013), P. 118.

- 7-



Msasanudandazdufrne
77 3 atuil 2 nsngaau - Suay 2567

Part 2: The Kuching-Putra Jaya Relationship Today

After 61 years in the Malaysian Federation, Sarawak has
contributed more to the nation’s revenue, through oil and gas, than
it has received. While the peninsula is almost fully developed with
a good road system, and modern infrastructure, Sarawak’s roads and
infrastructure outside of major towns is very poor. In terms of
absolute poverty, Sarawak ranks third in Malaysia, after Sabah at 19.5
percent, Kelantan at 12.4 percent, and Sarawak at 9 percent, on
2019 figures (Koh, 2023).

To Sarawak’s benefit, the historical, demographic, language,
and cultural differences with the peninsula have spared the territory
the race tainted political and Islamic fervour, wrapped up in
Malaysia nationalism or Ketuanan Melayu. Such politics is not
practiced in Sarawak. Peninsula based political parties only hold two
seats in the Sarawak State Assembly.

Unlike Sabah, where migrants were assisted in a clandestine
program, in what was dubbed “Project IC” to assist on influencing
elections, Sarawak with a population of 2,907,500 (at 2020) is largely
unaffected by migration, except from Kalimantan, where the culture
is similar. There are an estimated 138,027 foreign workers from
Indonesia, Philippines, Myanmar, China, and India, under a controlled

immigration program (Lumayang, 2020).
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Dr. Johan Ariffin Samad, the former executive director of the
Sabah based think tank Institute of Development Studies (IDS) said
in a CNA interview that “the two states (Sabah & Sarawak) have been
relegated to the sidelines of the nation’s decision-making process”
(Aqil & Bedi, 2024). Samad felt there was a blatant disregard of the
Malaysia Agreement 1963 (MA63), the legal document that forms
the basis of the formation of the Federation of Malaysia. Sarawak’s
Parti Bumi Kanyalang (PBK) president Voon Lee Shun puts the above
argument much stronger when he said “Sabah and Sarawak and are
in-fact ‘colonies’ of Malaya, and Malaya is in control of power,
education, health, government service, economy, social life, politics
and religion” (SarawakTribune, 2021).

The major source of contention between Kuching and Putra
Jaya has been the MA63. The MA63 guarantees autonomy for
Sarawak, but there is disappointment by some professional and
educated people, that this was not honoured by the Federal
Government, over the last 61 years.

The MA63, recognises Sabah and Sarawak as equal partners
with Malaya in the formation of Malaysia, but Sabah and Sarawak
have been treated as mere states. Article 1 (2) of the Malaysian
Constitution still lists Sabah and Sarawak as states, alongside other
states in the Peninsula.

Negotiations on MA63 between Sabah, Sarawak and the

Federal government are ongoing, where both Sabah and Sarawak

-9-
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want increased financial autonomy, with a 40 percent share of
revenue collected, and a much larger number of seats in the current
222 member Dewan Rakyat or lower house. Currently, Sabah has 25
seats and Sarawak 31 seats. This is perhaps one of the very few
issues Sabah and Sarawak are politically unified on the point of
wanting Borneo to have 35 percent of the seats in the Dewan Rakyat.
Other contentions with Putra Jaya concern control of the
continental shelf of Sarawak. Currently, Sarawak has rights over a 3
nautical mile (5.3km) limit from the shores, where the Federal
government controls the rights the exclusive economic zone (EEZ)
reaching 200 nautical miles (371km) from shore. At stake are oil and
gas reserves and future revenues. Sarawak possesses at least 800
million barrels of proven oil reserves, with recent discoveries
extending this figure greatly. This accounts for more than 60 percent
of Malaysia’s oil and gas reserves. Sarawak’s Premier Abang Johari
Openg has given The Malaysia national oil and gas producer until
October 1%, 2024 to come to an agreement with Sarawak. At the
time of writing, Petronas is seeking a court injunction to delay the
deadline (Battersby, 2024).

Sarawak holds 90 percent of Petronas gas stocks, and the
Sarawak state-owned Petroleum Sarawak Berhad (Petros) is now the
sole gas aggregator, pushing Petronas out of buying and selling gas

in Sarawak.

- 10 -
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Sarawak is relying upon a state law, the Oil and Gas Mining
Ordinance 1958, which was passed before the formation of Malaysia
in 1963. The Sarawak government is claiming this law is still in force.
The federal government has left this issue to Petronas to settle.

A Change in the Balance of Power Nexus

In November 2022, the balance of power dramatically
changed between Kuching and Putra Jaya after the last general
election. With the general election resulting in a hung parliament,
the first of its kind in Malaysian federal election history, the support
of Sarawak’s Gabunan Parti Sarawak (GPS) coalition with 23
parliamentary seats was necessary to create a stable federal
administration under Anwar Ibrahim, the prime minister.

This forced Anwar, to make a number of concessions to the
Borneo parties. For the first time in federal history, a deputy prime
minister position was given to Fadillah Yusof, a member of Parti
Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB), a member of the GPS coalition.
Ten out of 43 minister came from Borneo (8 from Sarawak), and 13
out of 35 deputy ministers (6 from Sarawak) came from Borneo. This
gave the Borneo parties, particularly Sarawak an unprecedented
position in the federal government in recognition of being the
kingmaker in the formation of the Anwar government.

Sarawak has not been slow to use its position to takeover
powers and responsibilities at state level. With a perceptively weak

prime minister, the current Sarawak state government has pushed

-11 -
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back on a federal government directive to use Bahasa Malaysia in
the civil service, and strongly stated that the Sarawak government
would continue to utilise English as the official medium (FMT,
2024a). Sarawak would also create its own school assessments (FMT,
2024b) and is on-track to provide free higher education at Sarawak
owned universities in 2026 (Tawie, 2024a).

In addition, Sarawak has taken over an airline MASwings to
begin operations at the end of 2024 (Curran, 2024), finalising
conditions for the takeover of Bintulu Port from the Federal
Government (Tawie, 2024b), and negotiating the purchase of Affin
Bank (Bernama, 2024a) to specifically serve the needs of Sarawak.
Under Sarawak’s own immigration jurisdiction, the state has
developed its own expatriate migration program, called Sarawak
Malaysia My Second Home (MM2H) to compete with the Federal
program to attract expatriate retirees (Ling, n.d.).

Such initiatives would have not been possible under
previous federal governments. Political analysts differ on their views
about how far the Sarawak government can push the current Anwar
administration, where one pundit believes the recent pledges of
loyalty from six opposition Bersatu MPs to the government, would
enable the Anwar administration to survive anymore pressure from

Abang Johari’s government in Kuching (Malaysiatoday, 2024).

-12 -
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Part 3: The Way Ahead for Sarawak

Many consider the MA63 agreement the major stumbling
block between Kuching and Putra Jaya. Lina Soo, President of the
Sarawak People’s Aspiration Party (SPAP) describes the MA63 as “a
broken mirror, which cannot be patched up to serve its purpose of
providing a good reflection”, metaphorical of a broken-down
relationship which can’t be healed or salvaged®.

UMNO vice president Mohamad Hasan (Tok Mat) said a new
Malaysia Agreement is the best approach to restore the rights and
interests of Sabah and Sarawak (FMT, 2022). The Democratic Action
Party mentor Lim Kit Siang went even further saying there should be
a complete reappraisal of all federal-state relations, greater
decentralization, and autonomy from Putra Jaya'!. There have also
been suggestions of Borneo having ‘veto power’” in some way or the
other in the federal parliament (Malaysiakini, 2024).

Such a new agreement, according to Soo (2013) would be
far sighted and potentially change the dynamics between Sarawak
and Putra Jaya. A new agreement may solve much political
instability. This could be an opportunity for a new Malaysia that not

just Sarawakians hope for'?,

1% private communication.
! Private communication.

12 private communication.
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Sarawak’s Future Options
There are three major options ahead for Sarawak;
1. No Change, Just Stay the Same

The vote on constitutional amendments and changing the
status of Sabah and Sarawak from Negri or state to Wilayah or region
is more symbolic than any great substance. What is more important
are the MA63 discussions now ongoing.

However, the inertia for the status quo is now being
challenged by the Sarawak state government itself. The moves it
has been taking over the last couple of years indicate this. Increased
pressure by PBB on peninsula based political parties like Parti
Keadilan Rakyat (PKR) and the Democratic Action Party (DAP), which
holds two state seats not to run in the coming Sarawak state
election, due in 2026 is increasing.

Issues that prevent Sarawak further developing economically
are additional push factors against the inertia of just staying the same.

A major structural problem is the domestic economy. The
local economy lacks enough diversity to provide sufficient jobs for
Sarawak’s youth. This forces Sarawakians to travel to the peninsula
or Singapore in search of jobs, due to lack of industry, and well-
rounded and growing agricultural and SME sectors. In addition, lack
of agricultural development beyond corporate owned plantations

brings food security issues to Sarawak (Rosni & Hunter, 2014).
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Sarawak lacks competitive merchant shipping to enable the
state trade with the rest of the world. A National Cabotage® policy
was introduced into Malaysia in the 1980s, mandating all ships plying
Malaysian ports must be registered in Malaysia, where foreign
vessels cannot off-load or on-load cargo except in Port Klang in the
peninsula. The need to trans-ship goods greatly stifles the potential
future economic growth, due to these increased costs. Exports and
imports into and out of Sarawak are unnecessarily expensive,
preventing both the development of a domestic private economic
sector and international trade (Wong, 2023).

“No change, just staying the same” will depend on Sabah
and Sarawak remaining as “king makers” in federal politics. This will
greatly depend upon whether the Malay vote remains split between
Perikatan Nasional (PN) and Pakatan Harapan-UMNO in the next
federal election due by 2027.

2. Secession-Independence

The nomenclature, secession or independence, depends
upon one’s interpretation of history, something beyond this review.
Much has been written about this subject. An independent Sarawak
would remain just a romantic sentimental notion, unless the
economics can be substantiated. Only a small number of urban

middle-class and professionals inside of Sarawak strongly support

13 Cabotage laws apply to merchant ships that have a coastline and want to protect the domestic

shipping industry from foreign competition.

- 15 -



Msasanudandazdufrne
77 3 atuil 2 nsngaau - Suay 2567

the secession option, fuelled on by a vocal diaspora domiciled in
cities like London, Melbourne, Sydney, and Adelaide.

In addition, national defence must now be considered a
major issue with the Chinese Coast Guard resgularly in Sarawak’s
waters (Bernama, 2024b).

Another factor would be the potential damage done to the
Sarawak economy if a Trump presidency resulted in crippling tariffs
on Malaysia for assisting Iran (Hunter, 2024).

Moves towards independence and leaving the Federation of
Malaysia would revive the anguish of the Malayan elite in the loss
of Singapore, when it left the federation in 1965. The Malay rulers
would exercise a great say on this issue, and its uncertain what their
views would be, thus taking any decision away any final decisions
from the politicians. Any attempt of Sarawak to leave the Federation
could lead to a violent road, which would be met with hyped up
security surveillance, and suppression. The symbolic deployment of
the Royal Malaysian Army 10" Rangers in Kuching attests to this, and
is a constant reminder to Sarawakians.

Any independence would presumably occur after an
exercise of self-determination, ideally an independent referendum
with international observers. However, even if this currently
unimaginable scenario occurred, achieving a positive vote for
secession from the federation, referred to as “Sarexit”, would not

be straight forward for the reasons mentioned above. It would be
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doubtful Putra Jaya would recognise any positive result for leaving
the federation.

2.1 The Elephant in the Room

Any secession from the Malaysian Federation would be
purely futile if the same Melanau elite rule Sarawak. PBB with its
coalition partners garnered 62.2 percent of the popular vote in the
last state election.

There are very close patriarchal political relationships across
Sarawak through all levels of government and the judiciary. Many
are the result of family and clan ties. Sarawak has its own version of
Ketuanan Melayu or Malay nationalism, being redefined as
“Ketuanan Malanau”, or Melanau dominance in government. This is
evident in the Sarawak civil service. To some degree the Dayaks and
Ibans and other minority groups are subservient to the Malanau and
Brunei Malays.

Thus, what is probably more important for Sarawak today is
developing a more inclusive notion of politics, democracy and
governance. Indigenous sovereignty of tribes in the deep inland
areas of Sarawak is another major unreconciled issue. Ancestorial
and tribal lands are continuing to be leased to ‘crony corporations’
with close connection to the Sarawak political elite. Historical
injustices, discriminatory practices and a grossly inadequate share of
state resources are issues to be overcome if there was ever to be

any equitable independence.
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The focus on Putra Jaya as the oppressor takes attention
away from which group is the real “feudal lord in residence”.
However, all is not black and white. GPS has been able to maintain
the integrity of Sarawak much better than Sabah over the last 61
years. Sarawak is the only region in Malaysia not to have a state
religion, and the only region to have pushed back on edicts from
Putra Jaya.

This has been at the cost of what ‘Marxists’ would call a
lumpen bourgeoisie in Sarawak, made up of connected people who
have accepted roles in government, serving the interests of the elite
who put them there. This creates a system of privilege, patronage,
nepotism, and exclusion, and an environment of exploitation.

The question for political scientists in the future is which is
best, an ethnically and politically concentrated government that is
strong-minded about the mission, or an inclusive government that
continually bickers over issues? These are ‘value judgement’
arguments.

3. Greater Autonomy

The relatively weak position of the prime minister Anwar
lbrahim towards Sabah and Sarawak today, due to his need to keep
the federal coalition intact, has allowed Sarawak to gain greater
autonomy over the last 18 months.

However, autonomy itself is a wide continuum which in the

extreme would mean Putra Jaya would be restricted to looking after
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defence and foreign policy, and the Sarawak government
responsible for all other matters. This would imply an extremely
complex revenue agreement, which would take a long time to
negotiate and implement.

Greater autonomy is the most likely pathway for Sarawak,
where the current state government and many ‘activists’ see as a
realistic alternative in the future — “a state within a state” solution.
This is an option that requires imagination, education, and
negotiation on reaching a vision in both government and the people
of Sarawak could share. However, this is where it becomes a naivety
to think such collaboration could possibly occur.

In addition, one of the collateral spillovers of Sarawak
autonomy is that it will lead to a ‘chain reaction’, where more states
would seek the same or similar degrees of autonomy. Sabah would
be next, with Kelantan and Terengganu following suit. Johor and
Penang would also have aspirations for more autonomy. This would
completely redraw Malaysia’s current nexus of federal-state
relations, which have been in the federal sovernment’s favour for

the last six decades.

Attitudes of the Sarawak Government
What is important is the attitude of the state government,
which is controlled by GPS coalition, made up of three parties, Parti

Pesaka Bumiputera Bersatu (PBB), Parti Rakyat Sarawak (PRS), and

-19 -



Msasanudandazdufrne
77 3 atuil 2 nsngaau - Suay 2567

Sarawak United Peoples’ Party (SUPP). All three parties are Sarawak-
centric, receiving 62.2 percent of the vote at the 2021 state election.
A very senior figure within PBB told the author that seniors within
the party believe Sarawak cannot go alone, and fundamentally must
remain in Malaysia (mainly security and economic reasons), but with
maximum autonomy and little interference in state affairs from
Putra Jaya'®.

The prime disenchantment with Putra Jaya is over oil
revenue issues, which appear to encourage official resurgences in
calls for more autonomy from time to time. Counterintuitively, GPS
abstained from voting on a constitutional amendment to restore
Sabah and Sarawak as equal partners back in 2019 for domestic
political considerations (Ling, 2019).

Sarawakians still need more deployment of basic education
that reaches deep into the interiors, so people can understand the
issues involved in civics and community. The reinstatement of local
elections would widen the scope of future discussion, and provide
new leaders from diverse backgrounds. Democracy must be opened
up at the grassroots and nurtured up the hierarchy of governance
to give a real sense of what Sarawakian’s really think and how their
destinies should be intertwined.

There are those who feel that Sarawakians have been

betrayed by many parties through history and they have been

14 private communication.
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prevented from sovereignty, once guaranteed to them by Clause 7
of the Nine Cardinal Principles in the preamble of the 1941 Sarawak
Constitution which read “The people of Sarawak shall be entrusted
in due course with the governance of themselves, and that
continuous efforts shall be made to hasten the reaching of this goal
by educating them into the obligations, the responsibilities and
privileges of citizenship.”

Then questions can be asked about what Sarawak should
look like in the future. How should Sarawak be governed? Should
Sarawak focus on development? If so, what type of development?
Should Sarawak focus on maintaining cultural integrity? Should
Sarawak open up to the world, or maintain a sense of isolation?

These are all questions for the next generation.
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Abstract

This study examines what motivated university teachers in
Myanmar to leave their secure positions in the academe and join the
Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM) in the wake of the 2021 coup
there. Using a phenomenological approach and semi-structured
interviews with CDM university teachers, our findings reveal a high
degree of idealism and the conviction that working under military rule
would not be tenable. Our research looked at the lived experiences
of and longer-term consequences for the university teacher CODM
participants, an issue that has not received much scholarly
attention. The themes that emerged include belief that the coup
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was unjust, concern for democratic backsliding and worries over the
working conditions within universities under military rule, as well as
personal safety concerns, economic hardships, social isolation, and
repercussions in their professional lives. In communicating through the
interviewees' words what it is like to continue to survive, our findings also
allow us to identify some common issues. By looking at the economic
and emotional, as well as professional, consequences of 'living CDM'
and capturing insights into how people survive, we enrich post-coup

Myanmar studies and the study of civil disobedience more widely.

Keywords: Civil Disobedience Movement (CDM), Myanmar University

Teachers, Non-violent Resistance, Motivations, Consequences
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Introduction

On February 1, 2021, a military coup took place that
disrupted Myanmar’s course to democracy. Following the coup, a
civil disobedience movement (CDM) began, and the public was
encouraged to take part in non-violent acts in protest. After
a prominent physician from the Myitkyina General Hospital, Kachin
State, refused to ¢o to work, other healthcare professionals
followed and joined the CDM. Many government staff from different
sectors joined the CDM, seeming to follow the example of the
physician (Anonymous, 2021). The public, including businesspeople,
participated in civil disobedience by refusing to pay their taxes and
fees to the military regime, or stopped selling products of military-
owned and -affiliated firms (NUG, 2021). Hundreds of thousands of
government employees such as doctors, nurses, teachers, and other
administrative  staff participated in that social movement.
The contributions of university teachers were also visible.

Civil servants form a major part of the CDM. The
participation of nearly 400,000 teachers from basic and higher
education was crucial in spearheading the non-violent resistance
against the junta. (Spring University Myanmar, 2022). By May 2021,
over 13,000 staff or nearly 45% of higher education staff were
suspended from their duties due to their involvement in the CDM
(Spring University Myanmar, 2023). Student and teacher unions
campaigned against reopening schools in June 2021 (Anonymous,
2021) and many students encouraged and supported the
participation of university teachers in this movement (Anonymous,
2021). After the coup, some university teachers and students

continued to express their opposition to the coup by wearing red
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ribbons and joining street protests clad in teachers’ uniforms. The
military targeted these university teachers in its crackdowns.

The military's crackdown on CDM intensified, with university
teaching staff getting evicted from their government-provided
housing (Drechsler, 2021) and dismissed from their job positions
(Wong & Kareng, 2023). The pressure forced life-altering decisions
among the university teachers, with lasting personal and
professional consequences (Wai, 2022). Hundreds of lecturers and
rectors faced up to three years in prison under Section 505 (a) of
the Penal Code, commonly used against political activists, and over
100 educators are now in custody (Moon, 2021).

This study investigates the motivations and consequences
of the university teachers’ involvement in CDM and sheds light on
their personal convictions and the impact of their participation on
their academic careers and lives. The significance of this article is in
presenting the views of university teachers who joined CDM and
continue to live in the country, playing a crucial role in this
movement to resist the military coup. These university teachers are
“living CDM,” living with the consequences of the decision to leave
their positions that provided status and economic security.

Since 1988, nationwide protests for democracy have been
held in Myanmar, and later, protests against the government’s
policies and laws have occurred. In Myanmar’s history, many
revolutions against military regimes arose by defending non-violent
movements. For example, the 1988 democracy uprising, and the
Saffron Revolution were non-violent movements (King, 2022). The
yearly commemoration of 1988 serves as an occasion for Myanmar

people to recognize present injustices and advocate for political
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change. Present-day protesters coopt and transform the memory of
the past to fit their political views, using the memory of 1988 as a
weapon in their protests against the Burmese government (Allen,
2021). The 2021 CDM can be seen as part of the lineage of previous
nonviolent movements. It strengthened the movement, however,
by promoting its objectives in digital platforms and incorporating
these platforms into its mobilization. It also helped build solidarity
with Myanmar’s ethnic communities and mobilize all people to
participate in the movement. The story of Myanmar’s resistance to
the military since 2021 is unfinished, recording and reflecting on the

voices of those taking part is vital and this is a key aim of our study.

The Research Objectives

This article’s first research objective is to examine university
teachers’ motivations for joining the CDM in Myanmar after the 2021
coup. The second objective is to assess the CDM’s challenges and
consequences for their professional and personal lives. In analyzing
the consequences, we respond to Schock’s observation that most
literature on civil disobedience focuses on defining what it is, or its
philosophical or political justifications, but much less attention is

given to its consequences (Schock, 2021).

Research Questions

Two key research questions drive this study: 1) what are the
individual motivations of university teachers in Myanmar for
engaging in the CDM, and 2) which challenges and consequences

did they face in participating in this movement?
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Literature Review and Conceptual Framework

This research draws on both civil disobedience and the
sense of duty to defend democracy that university lecturers
expressed. Within the literature on civil disobedience, our study
gives priority to the notion of intent and the convictions of
individuals who choose to take part in it; this is known as
“principledness.” Brownlee and Delmas highlight the aspect of a
person’s moral sense and deep commitment in joining civil
disobedience: “[T]he person must intend to protest laws, policies,
institutions, or practices that she believes are unjust on the basis of
her sincerely held moral or political commitments. The agent may
not be correct or even entirely reasonable about her convictions,
but she holds them sincerely” (Brownlee & Delmas, 2023). The
deliberate and principled features of civil disobedience are often
brought together under the umbrella of conscientiousness and
equated with seriousness, sincerity, depth of conviction, and
selflessness (Brownlee & Delmas, 2023). Barbara A. Peterson’s
definition civil disobedience as “nonviolent action that purposely
breaks what is perceived to be an unjust rule, policy, or law in order
to bring about a more just improvement” (Peterson, 2019) was also
a particularly useful explication.

The literature discussed here maps the concepts most
salient to the findings and tracks how the concept of civil
disobedience was used by activists in the wake of the coup within
Myanmar. Recent scholarship draws attention to the fact that
‘classic’ and successful civil disobedience movements took place
within what are ultimately liberal democratic regimes. (Scheurman,

2022) and the situation of military rule in Myanmar is quite different,
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not least of all because of the repression that CDMers face. Aware
of the divergences between the landscapes in which philosophers
such as Thoreau or Rawls wrote and the extreme (and potentially
violent) repercussions that Myanmar’s CDM participants face, we
nonetheless include the theorist/philosophers as they were
referenced by the activists following the 2021 coup. This was how
the respondents came to know what the concept meant, as will be
seen in the Findings section.

Political philosopher John Rawls defines civil disobedience
as a public, nonviolent, conscientious, yet political act contrary to
law, usually done with the aim of bringing about a change in the law
or government policies. By acting in this way, one addresses the
sense of justice held by most of the community and declares that
in one’s considered opinion, the principles of social cooperation
among free and equal humans are not being respected (Rawls, 1999).

Zain and Yusoff argued that in engaging in civil disobedience,
the citizen must disobey the law and most often the law that is
being broken is considered unjust. The citizen must have an honest
belief that his or her actions are intended to correct a grave injustice,
the act must be nonviolent, and the citizen must be willing to
accept the consequences of his or her action (Zain & Yusoff, 2017).
This latter point is especially relevant: the lecturers interviewed for
this research have accepted the consequences of joining and living
CDM. While our findings are not sufficient to draw conclusions for
comparative civil disobedience studies, we hope this article can
contribute to the scholarship.

Diverse factors influenced the decisions of university

teachers to participate in the CDM including a strong sense of
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personal conviction, a view that the coup was unjust and a concern
that it would lead to backsliding. Proserpio and Fiori’s (2022) work
has been very useful. They identify three common perceptions
among CDM academics: that the military cannot be trusted when it
comes to education, that the autonomy which higher education
reform was bringing about would be a grave loss, and that low levels
of education and restrictions on higher education would be revived
after the military coup.

Non-violent resistance is also a key form of contestation
against repressive regimes. In the face of dangers such as social
punishment campaigns, threats, and intimidation (Anonymous,
2021), those who participated chose to join based on their
principledness and conscientiousness. They participated in this
movement because of their seriousness, sincerity, depth of
conviction, and selflessness. The CDMers respondents kept to non-
violent resistance even though there was a pull for many towards
armed conflict (Vrieze, 2024). As observed by other scholars, people
pay a high price in resisting authoritarian regimes (Tarrow 1998,
Stephan & Chenoweth, 2011).

Research Methodologies

Given the sensitive nature of the CDM in Myanmar, the
authors faced unique challenges in conducting this research. The
team comprises three authors: the third author is based outside
Myanmar and the first and second authors who are active
participants in the CDM live in Myanmar. The identities of the
authors living in Myanmar are not disclosed to ensure personal

safety and to avoid potential repercussions. Their insider perspective
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has been crucial in providing an authentic and nuanced
understanding of the motivations and consequences faced by
university teachers involved in the CDM. The involvement of an
external author has facilitated a broader perspective, enabled a
comprehensive  analysis  while maintained the necessary
detachment for objective evaluation. This diverse collaboration has
enriched the study, melding firsthand experiences with academic rigor.

This study employed a phenomenological research method
to explore the lived experiences of university teachers who joined
the CDM against the coup and their understanding of their
experience. Phenomenology “seeks meaning through experience
and seeks to explain that meaning in terms of the individual’s lived
experience” (Smith & Smith 2018).

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather in-depth
insichts into the university teachers’ motivations, challenges, and
consequences. This approach fostered trust, allowing participants to
openly share their personal experiences on sensitive topics and
offered a flexible framework for expression. The researchers ensured
ethical treatment of their stories, given the high-risk nature of
discussing their involvement. The researchers’ positionality also
played an important role: as university teachers themselves, they
gained the trust of respondents. “The importance of a researcher
approaching their participant with an open mind cannot be
overemphasized,” according to Smith and Smith (2018). Their
positionality also enabled them to interpret what the respondents
said and what the respondents considered important based on their
common experiences. In phenomenological research, “In order to

fully understand their lived experience, the researcher has to seek
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to understand the world from their participant’s point of view,” said
Smith and Smith (2018).

Fifteen respondents from various universities in Myanmar
were interviewed between December 2023 and January 2024. To
ensure the intersectionality of perspectives, participants of different
ages, genders, roles, and years of service were selected. Due to
repressive conditions in Myanmar, respondents were recruited via
email, phone, or personal contacts, as had been approved by
Mahidol University’s Institutional Review Board. Some had fled to
Mizoram, India, while others remained in undisclosed locations
within Myanmar. Interviews were conducted securely online, with
full participant consent. As sensitive information was included in this
study, the names of all participants were kept confidential, and all
data were kept securely.

Data analysis was carried out during and after the interviews.
After data was collected, thematic coding was used to analyze the
interviews. Analysis in phenomenological research “involves being
able to transform someone’s lived experience into a written form
that we interpret, and from which we can extract meaning” (Smith
& Smith, 2018). Themes were then drawn out from the interviews
and based on the research objectives.

The 15 interview participants are university associate
professors, lecturers, and tutors. With only one male participant, the
rest of them are female. We reached out to three male educators,
but only one responded to our message. Given that 80% of lecturers
in universities in Myanmar are female (Proserpio & Fiori, 2022), the
participants’ distribution according to gender was acceptable. The
respondents’ ages range from 34 to 51 years old. Out of the 15
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individuals, two are Chin, one is Mon, one is Rakhine (additional with
Karen), the remaining individuals are all Burmese. Additionally, there
is a difference in their years of service, from a minimum of four years

to a maximum of 21 years.

Results and Discussion

Part I: Motivations for Joining CDM

Decades of military rule left Myanmar’s education system
neglected, underfunded, and in need of major reforms (Kamibeppu,
2017). Universities operated under military-imposed restrictions.
After the 1988 uprising, universities faced long closures, and the
State Law and Order Restoration Council or SLORC government
imposed further restrictions on academic freedom (Smith, 1992).
Faculty members were burdened with non-teaching duties,
including monitoring student activities, and were held accountable
for students’ actions (Cemmell, 2009).

After the start of civilian rule in 2011, reforms were gradually
carried out, improving conditions for students and academic staff.
The National Education Law, passed in 2014 and amended in 2015,
brought some autonomy for universities, for example the right to
organize unions and academic control over curricula, changes
associated with hallmarks of democratic governance (Kamibeppu, 2017).

After the coup, most university teachers left their jobs to
continue resisting and defied military orders through strikes,
boycotts and refusal to pay taxes. Many were involved in the
parallel education system under the National Unity Government
(NUG) while facing the threat of arrest and repression (Moon, 2021).

Some have fled to Thailand, while others continue teaching through
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alternative platforms (Wong & Kareng, 2023). Moreover, Myanmar’s
civilian NUG founded the online Myanmar Nway-Oo University, as
well as interim university councils through which CDM teachers try
to provide courses for students participating in boycotts (Nora, 2023).

Days and weeks after the coup, most university teachers
became exposed to the idea of civil disobedience through
newspapers and Facebook and other social media. One lecturer said
that his ideas about civil disobedience had mostly been associated
with Mahatma Gandhi’s non-violent resistance. Admitting that "I
didn't study it extensively at first," a male university teacher
searched online about it after the coup. A female university teacher
who has 15 years of service did not know about civil disobedience
before the coup, but through social media and Facebook, she
learned that it would work to “stop all government machinery”. In
her words, “I believed that the coup would fail if people joined
together peacefully in this movement, and | chose to participate in
this movement to help.”

An assistant professor said she decided to participate in the
CDM because she thought that the coup went against the 2008
Myanmar Constitution. A lecturer explained that she had little
knowledge of CDM before the coup and she had not been
interested in politics. After the coup, however, she “felt that this
military coup was unjust” so she decided to participate in the CDM.

Most of the respondents participated in civil disobedience to
restore justice and democracy in the country. More than half of all
respondents said that they worried about the country moving
backward and that reforms in higher education would be lost. An

assistant professor predicted that she would be dismissed under the
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Civil Service Law but explained “I had no desire to work under the
junta because | felt that this coup was unjust. So, | decided to
continue participating in CDM for justice and for the next generation.”

The process of enacting and amending the National
Education Law had been evolving to ensure inclusiveness, openness,
and transparency, which are essential features of a democratic
government. Kamibeppu and Chao mentioned that Myanmar needs
to consider the requirements for nation-building and the contribution
of higher education through citizenship education to ensure
sustainable development and transition to democracy (Kamibeppu &
Chao, 2017). Many CDM university lecturers shared the view that
higher education reform was a fundamental aspect of the democratic
transition. They believed that they had a responsibility to try and
preserve the gains made during the period of the reforms.

Proserpio and Fiori (2022) highlight that standing up for
a functioning higher education system is one of the motivations why
university teachers joined CDM. Our respondents echo this in
expressing the fear that progress in education would be stopped.
Some respondents worried that the improvements in the education
system would be reversed after the coup. The reform of higher
education, starting from 2011, had allowed universities to enjoy
more academic freedom in letting university staff set the teaching
agendas (Proserpio & Fiori, 2022). However, as Proserpio also notes,
contradictions and complexities marked the period of transition in
which the higher educational reforms were undertaken such that
“tangible pushes for progressive social change coexisted with
authoritarian currents and the reinforcement of the position of

dominant elites in society” (Proserpio, 2022).
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Some respondents worried that the 2021 coup would
reinstate restrictions and limitations to the freedom of expression in
research. A lecturer described the impact of restrictions in doing
research in the period before 2012: researchers faced certain
limitations if they conducted research on human rights and
democracy. Under the civil gsovernment, however, “the conditions
for conducting research were freer.” When the coup happened, she
could not accept that universities would lose those freedoms.
A lecturer with nine years of university experience said that she
joined CDM with “a deep conviction for justice and the opportunities
of the next generation.” Even as her department called her back to
work with the promise of a promotion, she decided not to go back
until the CDM’s objectives were fulfilled.

An assistant professor who grew up in the old education
system under the previous military government and has 16 years of
teaching service worried that international cooperation with
universities outside the country might be stopped because of the
coup. She cites as an example her experiences of not learning any
research methodology both when she was still studying and when
she was serving as a teaching staff. She gained experience in
conducting research, however, through programs supported by
cooperation with other countries. She didn’t want to lose the
benefits of higher education reforms. “Reform of the education
system and policies would be great for the new generation,” she
said. Another lecturer with 12 years of service spoke about why she
did not want the country to return to military rule. Prior to 2015,
many barriers to conducting research with international scholars
existed. She explained: “When | studied with a scholarship abroad,
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| had exposure to excellent educational systems. Moreover, | saw
that people in those countries enjoy human rights, and their country
is modernized. During the regime of former president U Thein Sein,
education had been seen as transforming.

University CDMers face many difficulties and challenges, but
they continue to participate in CDM, showing their principledness
and conscientiousness. Echoing Rawls’ (1999) viewed that civil
disobedience gives voice to conscientious and deeply-held
convictions, the university teacher CDMers show their convictions in
standing up for their beliefs about truth and justice. They took part
in the CDM with the deep conviction that it was necessary to pursue
justice and to oppose the coup until power could be restored to
the duly-elected government.

Part Il: Consequences

In this section, we investigate the numerous challenges
faced by university teachers during their participation in the CDM
from personal safety concerns to emotional stress, and economic
hardships. According to Schock, the individual consequences of civil
disobedience may be costly, including arrest, along with violence
and humiliation that often accompany arrest. Furthermore, jail
sentences and criminal records can have turbulent effects on
everyday relationships, such as family relations, education, and
employment (Schock, 2021).

Safety was the most important concern of the respondents.
The lives of CDMers have been in constant danger as the military
raided their homes and arrested many of them. Some teachers have

been hiding in villages far away from their families for fear of reprisal.
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The military does not shy away from blackmailing CDM teachers using
family members and forcing teachers to turn themselves in (San, 2021).

One lecturer who worked for the Ministry of Education for
nine years and lives in a rural area says that when her students were
arrested, she was afraid that she would be arrested too. This fear
affects her daily life. “I cannot sleep at night. If | am not at home, |
am terrified that the military will do something to my family.” In the
village, her life became a shadowy one. “When | lived in the village,
I lived carefully without communication with other persons, because
of my safety. | did not use social media for over a year. | changed
my name when | later used social media. | had to change locations
frequently when | would hear that soldiers were approaching the
village.” Whenever the army arrived in a village, she would hide her
phone and laptop. The army might enter if lights are on in a house,
so people turned lights off.

Another respondent said that she was told if she continued
to teach outside her home she would be reported to the police.
She became careful in her daily activities as she is unsure of who
might be dangerous. Among the people who support the CDM,
participants are considered as heroes. However, to others, CDM
members could be considered as criminals.

One participant who has worked for 20 years at a university
noted that “there may be no one to protect us, and anyone can
hurt us at any time.” She participates as much as she can in various
local groups. These organizations, however, cannot protect her. She
said that “there is a Migrant Workers Association for Myanmar. There
are also other non-governmental organizations for refugees, but no

organization can provide security.” When the clashes between the
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military and the anti-coup resistance forces escalated in northwest
Myanmar, CDM participants were joined by others in fleeing the
violence. According to the Chin Human Rights Organization, more
than 52,000 people from Myanmar fled to Mizoram state in India
(Fishbein, 2023).

The CDM university teachers face a well-founded fear of
legal repercussions. Someone may put them in danger because they
joined the CDM. One participant who is an associate professor with
16 years at a university shared about her relatives being detained by
police after people not belonging to the CDM filed complaints
against them. Her cousin, who also participated in the CDM, was
arrested because of a complaint from an individual who did not
support the CDM. The teacher said, “my sister lived in the city where
she joined the CDM. A non-CDM complained about her because she
was teaching online. After about a month, she was released in
exchange for a confession." University teachers who joined the CDM
can be prosecuted, resulting in a criminal record. This can have an
impact on their personal and professional lives, affecting
relationships, education, and employment opportunities.

The effects of CDM on people can be profound, mentally,
physically, and economically. Another participant, an associate
professor with 21 years of service, said that her academic career of
over two decades has vanished. “I feel like, apart from death, this is
the worst of all... A job that many people respect and believe in is
no longer in existence.” Most university lecturers feel emotional
strain, such as worries about potential threats to their family, lack of
family support, disappointment at not having a job, depression, fear

of leaving the house and anxiety about the future. One participant,
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who is a tutor and has served for four years in the university, shared
that because of fears and constant worrying, she could not even
hear phone calls. Although she has since received help from a
doctor, she says that during the peak of her anxiety, she felt that
she couldn’t even whisper and that her “heartbeat was so fast.”
She lacked confidence and was worried about her future.

Many university teachers do not interact with non-teaching
staff, administrators, supervisors, colleagues, or students who are
not CDMs, either in real life or on social media platforms like
Facebook. Individuals and communities are struggling under the
junta’s current policy towards CDM participants and the current
approach breeds increasing levels of social division and violence
(Soe & Anonymous, 2023). A lecturer with nine years of service
expressed how she is taking precautions to avoid interactions due
to the political sensitivity and potential repercussions of being
associated with the CDM. In her words, “I experienced trauma. | have
no desire to meet people. When visitors arrive at my house, | stay
inside because I’'m afraid they will ask questions regarding the CDM.
| don't want to respond to questions about why | don't go to school.
For security reasons, | avoid using my real name on social media.”

A lecturer with 12 years of service reported that while her
relationships with her friends, relatives, and colleagues have not
deteriorated because of her involvement in the CDM, family
relationships have: “My sister and | have a completely broken
relationship.” As a result of the CDM, the social relationships among
university lecturers have changed. Their social relationships have

become fewer and less strong.
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Since they have no more work, the university lecturers’
income has disappeared, and they are facing economic hardships.
Based on the respondents’ answers, only one teacher received
money from the Union of Students. She is an associate professor
who has been serving for 20 years. She commented that “I have
received only thirty thousand kyats from the Union of Students, an
activist organization that joined the CDM. Until now, | have not
received any support from any other organizations”. Another lecturer
with 12 years of service had to sell her house. She said “l was depressed
when | had to sell my house”.

These challenges also affected married couples. They may
not have enough money to support their spouse, or they may have
to borrow from others due to financial constraints. One lecturer who
has served for nine years and is his family’s primary breadwinner
explained that not having a job was financially difficult. It was the
time of the COVID-19 pandemic, and his father was in constant need
of medicine. He had to sell food to earn an income. He expressed
his worries over his father's medications and expenses for the house.
“I couldn’t provide my wife any money. | felt emotionally hurt
because | had no income.”

Most of the respondents are working as part-time, short-
term freelance teachers or freelance researchers. Two out of the 15
respondents are working for their own small business, for which they
do not feel that they have been trained. Three out of the 15
respondents are not working. The respondents who worked for
about four years have much less confidence in themselves based
on their experience. They also faced loss of educational

opportunities and difficulties in research. As one lecturer who has
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nine years of service stated, she was awarded an education
scholarship by a university abroad, but she was not able to travel
there for onsite classes. She also said that she was unable to do any
work in her own name. People who participate in CDM lose their
opportunity to study abroad because they are barred from going abroad.
They face restrictions with studying and working under their own name.

Furthermore, since all participants have lost their job, they
were unable to carry on with their professional work. Some people
are operating their own businesses during this time, even as they are
unable to do so under their own names. They fear that their
businesses will be closed if they conduct transactions under their
name. They also run the risk of losing money because they are not
qualified for positions outside of teaching.

The participants are having trouble finding a new job as
business owners are unable to hire them due to their participation
in the CDM. The security forces and government officials strictly
monitor and prohibit any organization, including private businesses,
NGOs, and CSOs, from employing any public servant involved in the
CDM. It is regarded as a crime punishable by prison terms and fines
and by revocation of business licenses and registrations (Soe &
Anonymous, 2023).

Together with the mostly negative consequences are some
positive consequences for CDM participants. People who engage in
CDMs can think of their experience as very empowering and
liberating. They can take active roles in shaping their society and
standing for what they believe in, which is a very deeply fulfilling
experience (Schock, 2021). Despite the challenges and risks, most

participants felt satisfied with themselves for standing up for what
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was right through civil disobedience, reflecting the personal
fulfillment and a sense of purpose derived from their actions (Moon,
2021). Most of the teachers felt satisfied with themselves because
they helped create the CDM and they stood up for what was right.
They have gained new experiences outside the university and civil
service since they are no longer government employees, and others
have developed self-confidence because they have overcome the
worst. They were satisfied with the opportunity to live with their
families, such as having more time for religious work, research,
personal study, and doing more domestic work. Many of them

receive support and encouragement from their families.

Conclusions

This research probed Myanmar university teachers’
motivations for joining the CDM and the consequences that they
faced. Most CDM university teachers were not fully aware of the
definition of civil disobedience. Despite this, their reasons are
consistent with the ideas of many scholars and thinkers mentioned
above. Their understanding of this concept pertains to an act of
shutting down the government machinery by joining together
peacefully to prevent a military coup from succeeding. However,
the main reason they joined this movement was to achieve true
democracy and justice. This research finds that their reasons are in
line with Thoreau’s idea that when a government is unjust, the
people have a desire and right to stop that government. Moreover,
the CDM university lecturers conscientiously and deliberately broke
the law in the interest of justice, not for their self-interest. In other

words, they are willing to accept the consequences of their actions.
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Therefore, they participated in the CDM with a strong conviction that
they will not retumn to normal life until they get justice and democracy.

The university teachers identified the many reasons and
motivating factors for participating in the CDM. Among those factors,
their fight for a functioning higher education system is one
motivation, because the progress and reform in the field of
education in which they served gradually improved during the civil
government regime. They worried that this transformation in the
education sector will revert to the underdeveloped state of
education under the previous military administration. However,
respondents felt that the coup was unjust and damaged the
country’s transformation toward a democratic state. In addition,
they participated with a deep conviction to get justice based on
their conscientiousness and principledness.

It is impossible to ignore the challenges and consequences
faced by university teachers who participated in the CDM. They
endure threats to personal safety due to their involvement. The
economic and emotional challenges also impacted their lives. They
face legal repercussions including arrests and charges. Their social
relationships became narrower. Their professional lives have been
disrupted, affecting research and teaching. Despite these risks, they
persist in advocating for change. While the revolution may bring
positive outcomes if it succeeds, for now, the impacts are
cumulatively negative.

Future research can examine the motivations of, and
consequences for, other sectors of society that are major participants in
Myanmar’s CDM. They can also compare the motivations and

consequences discussed here with those of university teachers or other
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sectors of society that participated in other CDMs. As long as people feel
that rulers are unjust, CDMs are most likely to continue erupting in other
countries and participants’ motivations and the consequences that they

face will likely continue to be compelling areas of research.

Suggestions

It is obvious that Myanmar’s higher education system faces
unprecedented challenges at present. The courage of the CDM university
teachers underscores the need for continued support and advocacy.
Legal aid initiatives should be provided for lecturers facing charges.
Emotional trauma and stress among lecturers must be addressed
through counseling services. Emergency funds should be established to
relieve financial burdens that threaten both the lecturers and their
families. Collaboration needs to be encouraged between Myanmar
scholars and international scholars to document the impact of the CDM
on education and the wider society. Strategies should be developed for
rebuilding the higher education system post-conflict, emphasizing
inclusivity and democratic values.

In conclusion, Myanmar’s university teachers continue to play a
pivotal role in shaping the country’s future. Their sacrifices and resilience

inspire hope for a democratic Myanmar.
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Abstract

This qualitative research examines the conflict over the
prohibition of wearing the hijab in schools by analyzing existing
documents and relevant studies and conducting in-depth interviews
with two third-party organizations involved in the conflict: the
National Human Rights Commission of Thailand (NHRCT) and the
Muslim for Peace Foundation. The study explores the perspectives
and roles of third parties in the dynamics of the conflict, employing the
concepts of third-party interventions and the Interest/Rights/Power (IRP)
concept as the analytical framework. The findings reveal that third-party
interventions in the hijab conflict among students manifest in two
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primary forms: The first form is facilitating dialogue and communication.
The third parties played a role in listening and creating spaces for
communication. The second form is balancing power dynamics. The
third parties sought to support the less empowered side in the conflict.
The study highlights the complexity of conflict management, influenced
partly by the power imbalance between the disputing parties and
differing attitudes toward human rights principles. This research
underscores the importance of a third-party comprehensive
understanding of the conflict in relation to its social and cultural context
and the power dynamics among the involved actors. Furthermore, raising
awareness about human rights and fostering societal acceptance of
diversity and multiculturalism can contribute to more effective
implementation of related regulations and laws, ultimately promoting

peaceful coexistence.

Keywords: Third-Party, Conflict Intervention, Interest/Rights/Power
(IRP) Model, Hijab Ban, School
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Introduction

In contemporary Thailand, it is now common to see Muslim
female students wearing hijabs in various educational institutions
nationwide. This practice is permitted under the Ministry of
Education's Regulations on Student Uniforms 2008, item 12 (3),
which outlines specific guidelines for how Muslim students may
wear the hijab. A notable change in the Thai Muslim community has
been driven by the growing number of middle-class Muslims and
increased access to Islamic lectures. These developments have
significantly heightened adherence to religious practices among this
group, bringing the hijab into greater focus as a visible marker of
religiosity and identity (Panjor, 2012).

However, while this situation appears to reflect progress
compared to the experiences of Muslim students two decades ago
(1987-1990), the reality tells a different story. During that earlier
period, students wearing the hijab faced exclusion or threats of
expulsion if they persisted in their choice, often at the cost of
missing classes, exams or even losing their student status (Panjor,
2012). Although outright bans or severe penalties have become less
common, conflicts surrounding the hijab continue to surface in
episodes, revealing that the struggle for religious expression within
the educational system remains unresolved.

The history of hijab-related conflicts in Thailand illustrates
this ongoing tension. In 1987, a pivotal moment occurred when
female students at VYala Teachers' College formally sought
permission to wear the hijab. Their request, addressed to the
president of the Islamic Ethics Promotion Club and the vice

president of student activities, marked an early institutional effort to
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advocate for the right to religious attire. Despite this and subsequent
moments of progress, the recurrence of disputes underscores the
enduring nature of the challenge.

Years later, in 2010, the issue resurfaced when students and
parents petitioned for hijab allowances at Wat Nong Chok High
School. This highlighted continued tensions between educational
policies and the Muslim community's desire to uphold religious
practices. In 2018, the conflict escalated when a school in Pattani
province implemented a prohibition on students wearing the hijab,
drawing widespread attention and sparking debates about freedom
of religious expression in schools.

These events illustrate the ongoing challenges and
negotiations surrounding integrating religious identity within
Thailand’s educational framework.

These incidents share common characteristics: 1) Muslim
students were in the minority, 2) the majority of teachers were non-
Muslim, and 3) the institutions were located within monastery areas
such as Pattani Kindergarten and Wat Nong Chok High School. These
cases are reminiscent of the large-scale hijab protest in Yala,
reflecting a consistent pattern of demands for religious expression,
identity preservation, and the right to practice one’s faith. While
inter-religious dialogues may have achieved short-term success over
the past decades, they often failed to foster lasting trust and
understanding. As a result, the creation of truly multicultural spaces
remains elusive (Wongtanee, 2018).

Conflicts surrounding the hijab in educational settings have
attracted the involvement of various agencies. Two notable third-

party actors are the Muslim for Peace Foundation and the Office of
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the National Human Rights Commission of Thailand (NHRCT). Despite
these efforts, the recurring nature of these disputes indicates that
past resolutions have not achieved long-term effectiveness.

Therefore, this research aims to examine the Muslim for
Peace Foundation's and NHRCT's roles as third-party mediators in
conflicts related to hijab-wearing in institutions situated in
monastery areas. By applying the Interests/Rights/Power (IRP) model
as an analytical framework, this study examines their interventions
to derive valuable lessons for future mediators, highlighting the
factors contributing to both the escalation and resolution of such
conflicts. Hopefully, these insights will benefit practitioners working
in the complex field of social and interfaith relations.

The next section reviews concepts of conflict interventions
and the role of power in such processes. It explores how power
dynamics influence the outcomes of third-party interventions and
examines strategies that have been effective in similar conflicts. This
review offers a theoretical foundation for understanding the
complexities of conflict intervention and its potential to transform

power imbalances while mitigating tensions.

Third Parties’ Conflict Intervention

Third parties intervening in the conflict are not direct parties
or responsible for resolving the issue but are invited by the parties
involved to balance power between asymmetric parties. They
attempt to understand the underlying issues and create an
environment where those involved in the conflict are willing to

engage in joint problem-solving.

-59 .-



Msasanudandazdufrne
77 3 atuil 2 nsngaau - Suay 2567

A third party, or a third person, refers to an individual or
group that plays a role in assisting conflicting parties and those
involved in the conflict to manage and resolve the issue (Folger et
al., 2021). According to this definition, the third party is not the direct
problem solver or manager but rather someone who creates an
environment that enables those involved in the conflict to work
together towards a solution. In simple terms, the third-party acts as
a facilitator, with the parties involved in the conflict playing their
roles based on their own distinct needs and desires. During the
process, there are many occasions when the third party may not be
able to determine their role in advance, and instead must rely on
insight and analytical skills to adapt to the situation. Therefore,
individuals assuming the role of a third party must possess the key
quality of being able to analyze the situation and adjust their role
according to the context. The third party's role becomes clearer
once they enter the situation, observe it, and understand its nature.
Once understood, the third party's role can vary depending on the
circumstances (Folger et al., 2021).

William Ury (2000) identifies ten distinct roles for third
parties involved in conflict intervention, which he categorizes into
three overarching groups. The first group encompasses roles aimed
at preventing conflict. These include the provider, who addresses
people’s needs to preempt potential disputes; the teacher, who
equips individuals with the skills necessary for managing conflict;
and the bridge-builder, who fosters relationships across divisions to
reduce tension.

The second category focuses on resolving conflict. Key roles

here are the mediator, who facilitates reconciliation of conflicting
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interests; the arbiter, who determines disputed rights; the equalizer, who
works to balance power dynamics by democratizing power and
leveling the playing field; and the healer, who helps mend damaged
relationships.

The third category addresses containing conflict when
resolution efforts are unsuccessful. This includes the witness, who
monitors and draws attention to escalating tensions; the
referee, who sets boundaries for acceptable behavior during
disputes; and the peacekeeper, who ensures safety and provides
protection to prevent violence (Ury, 2000).

Burgess (2004) states that intractable conflicts often require
external intervention for resolution or constructive transformation,
as these conflicts are typically complex and deeply rooted. Such
interventions can take formal and informal forms, with mediation
being one of the most recognized methods. In mediation, a neutral
third party—whether an individual, organization or even a country—
assists the disputing parties by helping them clarify their interests
and needs, working towards a mutually acceptable solution. Unlike
arbitrators or judges, mediators cannot impose a settlement but
facilitate the negotiation process. This process is often challenging
and time-consuming, particularly for conflicts that have persisted for
months or years, involving multiple interconnected issues and
parties. In addition to mediation, several other intervention
strategies address intractable conflicts. These include conflict
assessment, where an external party evaluates the situation and
provides recommendations for resolution; Facilitation, where a third
party aids in communication and problem-solving; and education, in

which parties are taught conflict management or negotiation skills.

- 61 -



Msasanudandazdufrne
71 3 avuil 2 nsngreu - Suarau 2567

Another approach, dialogue, involves facilitated discussions focusing
on increasing mutual understanding rather than finding a final
solution. Consensus building brings many parties together with a
mediator or facilitator to agree on complex issues. Additionally,
Problem-Solving Workshops involve disputants and conflict scholars
working together to identify underlying problems and potential
solutions (Burgess, 2004).

The effectiveness and expectations of these roles often shift
depending on the dynamics between more powerful in-parties and less
powerful out-parties. In-parties refer to those within the conflict with
significant influence or control over the situation. They often prefer
neutral third-party interventions that preserve the status quo and
maintain their existing advantages. Conversely, out-parties, typically
marginalized or less powerful groups, seek support from third parties to
address issues of asymmetric power, injustice, and systemic change.
These differing expectations highlight the complex interplay of power
and justice in conflict resolution efforts, emphasizing the need for third
parties to adapt their approaches based on the stakeholders' distinct
goals and needs (Ramsbotham & Woodhouse & Miall, 2011).

Analyzing Conflict Intervention Dynamics through the
Interests/Rights/Power (IRP) Model

In many cases, conflicts persist due to imbalances in the
underlying interests, rights, and power dynamics between the
parties involved. The Interests/Rights/Power (IRP) model, a key
analytical framework for this study, offers valuable insights into how
conflicts escalate and transform based on these three dimensions.
According to Furlong (2020), conflicts typically begin with "interest-
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based" disputes, which are the most manageable and easiest to
resolve. These conflicts arise when parties have differing needs or
desires that can often be addressed through negotiation or
compromise. However, if these interest-based issues are not
resolved, the conflict can escalate into a "rights-based" conflict. This
stage occurs when one party perceives that its legal or moral rights
are being violated, making the resolution more complex and difficult
to achieve without external intervention.

If rights-based solutions fail to resolve the conflict, it may
escalate further into a "power-based" conflict, where one or both
parties attempt to assert control or dominance over the other.
Power-based conflicts are often marked by a breakdown in
communication and negotiation, leading to a situation where the
parties lose control of the conflict, and the costs of resolution
increase. As Furlong (2020) suggests, this progression of conflict—
from interests to rights to power—highlights the importance of
addressing issues at the earliest stage to prevent further escalation.

The IRP model serves as a useful framework for
understanding how conflicts evolve, with particular emphasis on the
need for early intervention at the interest-based level. Transforming
asymmetric conflicts, as discussed by Adam Curle (1971), also relies
on a balanced approach to power dynamics. Curle’s steps, from
conscientization to power equality through third-party intervention,
illustrate the process of shifting from power imbalances to mutual
understanding and negotiation. In this context, the third-party role
becomes critical in helping to shift conflicts from the power-based

stage to a more manageable and resolution-oriented phase.
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While power asymmetries often complicate the conflict
resolution process, understanding and addressing the underlying
interests and rights of the parties involved can prevent conflicts from
escalating to more destructive power struggles. In the Thai context,
where cultural and institutional hierarchies shape power relations
(Wungaeo, 2004, p. 52-53), applying the IRP model and focusing on
interest-based interventions may provide opportunities to reduce
tensions and foster more constructive dialogue. In the case of the
hijab ban at the selected school, examining these power dynamics
is essential for understanding how third-party actions influence the
conflict’s progression and outcomes. Thus, an understanding of
both the IRP model and power dynamics is essential for effectively
managing conflicts and guiding them toward peaceful and mutually

beneficial solutions.

Research Methodologies

This qualitative research uses a case study approach to
analyze a specific phenomenon. It employs an instrument case
study method to interpret findings. After conducting in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with key informants, the researcher analyzes
and compares the data with the informants' experiences in resolving
the issue. The primary informants are lawyers from the Muslim for
Peace Foundation and officials from the Office of the National
Human Rights Commission of Thailand (NHRCT).

To understand the dynamics of conflict, interventions, and
events, the researchers collected data through literature review,
academic document analysis, and examination of relevant

publications. Four in-depth interviews were conducted with

- 64 -



Conflict and Peace Studies Journal
Vol. 3 No. 2 July - December 2024

stakeholders involved in the conflict over hijab-wearing bans in
schools. The third-party groups involved in conflict resolution
include the first group, comprised of individuals from non-
governmental organizations, such as lawyers from the Muslim for
Peace Foundation, and the second group were individuals from
independent agencies, including NHRCT officials, such as the Deputy
Secretary-General, Director of the Screening and Complaint
Coordination Division, and senior human rights academics
specializing in human rights.

A limitation of this study is the inability to interview women,
as initially planned, due to limited engagement with them and the
passage of several years since the case. As a result, the perspectives
of women, particularly those directly involved in the hijab request
in the educational setting, are notably absent from the data. Thus,
the lack of interviews with women in this study limits our ability to
fully capture the perspectives of those directly impacted by the
hijab ban and, more broadly, the cultural rights of girls within the
educational context. Future research would benefit from engaging
directly with female students to better understand their specific
experiences and challenges in navigating cultural and institutional
barriers related to religious expression.

To ensure transparency and replicability, this study
employed a systematic approach to identifying, coding, and
analyzing themes. The process began with a thorough review of
interview transcripts and relevant documents to familiarize the
researcher with the data. A thematic analysis was then conducted,
with initial codes generated based on recurring patterns, key

concepts, and significant phrases. These codes were organized into
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broader categories and refined into coherent themes aligned with
the research objectives. The final themes were analyzed in relation
to the research questions and the conceptual framework of the
I/R/P model, with direct quotes and supporting evidence from the
data ensuring consistency, depth, and robust interpretation.

The following section presents and discusses findings from the
study by examining the phenomenon of conflict intervention in the
context of hijab bans in schools, focusing on the perspectives and roles
of third parties. A selected school is used as a case study (with the
school's and informants’ names preserved for confidentiality) because it
provided an opportunity to engage directly with key informants who had
firsthand experience with the conflict. Additionally, the informants were
able to provide information, offering valuable insights into the dynamics
of the situation. The study hypothesizes that third-party actions or
interventions can have both positive and negative impacts on the
conflict (Ramsbotham et al,, 2011). By analyzing these interventions, the
study highlights flaws in current approaches and draws lessons that can

be useful for designing more effective interventions in the future.

Findings: Third Parties’ Engagement and Forms of Interventions
1. Factors Influencing Third-Party Engagement and
Acceptance by Disputants in Conflict Intervention
Before this issue garnered public and media attention, it
began with a request from the Islamic Committee of Bangkok. The
committee submitted a letter asking for 17 female students at a
particular school to be allowed to wear hijabs in accordance with

Islamic principles. However, the school declined, citing its
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regulations, school culture, and appropriateness, as the institution is
located on temple grounds (Isranews, 2018).

The students and their parents attempted to negotiate with
school administrators and teachers, emphasizing that wearing the
hijab is fundamental to preserving their Muslim identity and is a
matter of individual freedom of religion, a right guaranteed by the
Constitution. They believed their choice reflected their faith and
beliefs. However, the situation coincided with ongoing violence in
Thailand’s  southern  border  provinces and  widespread
Islamophobia, which complicated internal negotiations within the
school. Consequently, the students and their parents sought
external support from organizations.

Representatives from the National Human Rights
Commission of Thailand (NHRCT) reflected on the situation, noting
they had received phone calls reporting restrictions on religious
freedom.” In response, they conducted an on-site investigation.
Their involvement as third parties was primarily due to their official

roles:
"At the time of the incident, | was working in the inspection unit and was
assigned to investigate this case following a complaint." (NHRCT officials,

Interview, September 11, 2022).

Similarly, the Muslim Lawyers for Peace became involved
after receiving complaints from the students, who reported feeling
pressured by teachers not to wear the hijab. The lawyers and

foundation staff sought meetings with the school’s director and

> Given that many years had passed since the conflict, some officials involved had retired and were
unavailable for interviews. However, another official who later worked in the same department but
did not directly engage with the disputing parties provided additional insights into the case.
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teachers identified in the complaints. When progress stalled, they
attempted to engage school administrators and the temple abbot
to negotiate on behalf of the Muslim students. However, the school
often rejected their efforts, which will be discussed in the following
section.

This case highlights a critical factor in third-party
involvement: the request and support from one disputant. The
Muslim Lawyers for Peace intervened based solely on the students’
and parents’ appeals without mutual acceptance by both parties.
This lack of equal communication and agreement on resolution
pathways underscores all disputants' importance of third-party
acceptance (Fisher, 2001). Inviting a third party by only one side can
exacerbate mistrust, particularly when the intervening party shares
an identity with one disputant, potentially raising concerns about
impartiality.

In contrast, the NHRCT officials were able to engage school
personnel due to their formal authority and mandate. However,
even this authority did not guarantee trust or acceptance. One

official recounted:
"l visited the school as part of a committee with police officers. There was
visible dissatisfaction; they even asked me whether | was Buddhist or
Muslim. Given the situation in the southern border provinces, tensions were
high, and outsiders were often viewed with suspicion. Some questioned
why external actors were intervening when the surrounding community did
not show any issues with the matter" (NHRCT official, Interview, September
11, 2022).
In conclusion, gaining acceptance from all disputants is
crucial for third-party intervention. If any party opposes third-party

involvement, the intervention risks obstacles and ineffectiveness.
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Acceptance by all disputants fosters collaboration and paves the
way for voluntary, mutually satisfying solutions. Such inclusivity
ensures a fair and creative resolution process, guaranteeing that no
party feels discriminated against by the third party (Fisher, 2001).

2. Roles and Forms of Third-Party Intervention

The two third-party groups involved in this conflict
demonstrated differing roles and forms of intervention, shaped by
their respective mandates and positions of authority. The National
Human Rights Commission of Thailand (NHRC) assumed the role of
a “witness” by observing and attempting to facilitate “channels of
communication.” At the same time, the Muslim Lawyers for Peace
acted as a “voice” for the complainants.

2.1 Witnessing and Facilitating Communication Channels

NHRC officials functioned as witnesses, gathering information
and observing the emotional dynamics of the parties involved. They
engaged in discussions with school administrators and the abbot of
the temple where the school was located. Early interactions
suggested a degree of flexibility from the school’s side, as reflected

in the remarks of one NHRC official:
"Initially, the school seemed cooperative. The principal even facilitated
our meeting with the abbot, who offered constructive suggestions. He
emphasized the need to clarify matters to teachers and students to
prevent further issues" (NHRC Official 1, Interview on September 11, 2022).

However, subsequent interactions revealed that the dynamics
shifted when NHRC officials met with the assistant abbot rather than
the abbot himself. The assistant abbot’s firm stance intensified the

conflict.
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"We spoke with the assistant abbot, a younger and more assertive monk,
who remarked, 'lf the school wishes to permit this [hijab], they should
relocate outside temple grounds.’ This escalated tensions further" (NHRC
Official 3, Interview on September 11, 2022).

These interactions highlight the critical importance of
conflict analysis and actor mapping, as proposed by Lederach (2005)
and Fisher (2001). NHRC officials lacked a strategic plan for engaging
stakeholders and navigating power dynamics, which ultimately
constrained their effectiveness. Recognizing the impasse with the
temple’s representatives, the NHRC officials suggested involving
higher Buddhist authorities, such as the National Office of Buddhism

and the Sangha Supreme Council.
"Freedom of religion is a constitutional right, but practical enforcement
often fails. In this case, the temple’s rigidity left even the National Office
of Buddhism powerless. Resolving such issues ultimately falls under the
Sangha Supreme Council’s jurisdiction” (NHRC Official 3, Interview on
September 11, 2022)

NHRC officials acknowledged limitations in their mandate to
mediate religious conflicts deeply rooted in cultural and institutional
structures. Their reflections underlined the intricate interplay
between human rights principles and religious norms, often
influenced by Thailand’s sociopolitical history as a Buddhist-
dominant state.

2.1.1 Institutional and Structural Constraints

Under the 2007 Constitution of Thailand, the National
Human Rights Commission (NHRC) is established as an “independent
organization under the constitution” with the mandate to address
human rights violations and recommend appropriate remedies, as
outlined in Article 257. However, the scope of their authority is

limited to specific functions. First, they are tasked with investigating
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and reporting instances of human rights violations, as well as
proposing corrective measures to relevant authorities. Second, they
are responsible for making policy recommendations, including
proposing amendments to laws and policies, to the parliament or
cabinet to enhance the promotion and protection of human rights.

In the hijab case, NHRC officials’ ability to mediate was
restricted by the structural power dynamics of a predominantly
Buddhist state. The NHRC, established within the framework of a
state dominated by Buddhist institutional structures, lacks the
authority to challenge entrenched cultural norms. This historical
marginalization reflects the challenges of integrating universal
human rights principles into a society where religion is deeply
intertwined with governance. Furthermore, the third party’s decision
to engage with stakeholders played a critical role in shaping the
conflict’s progression. While the NHRC initially aimed to address the
conflict through a rights-based approach, the intricate dynamics of
stakeholder interests and structural constraints caused the conflict
to escalate into a power-based struggle. They gradually lost control
over the conflict’s trajectory. This shift painted the importance of a
thorough conflict and stakeholder analysis to foresee potential
escalations and better navigate power dynamics in culturally
sensitive disputes. On the other hand, the assertion of rights in this
case became a source of influence for the third party, challenging
the Buddhist institution and triggering the phase of power
confrontation as outlined by Curle (1976).
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2.1.2 Empathy and Communication Barriers
Attempts to mediate were further hindered by the inability
to foster mutual understanding. NHRC officials noted the absence

of empathy between the conflicting parties:
"The school, situated on temple grounds, must adhere to the abbot’s
authority. While the abbot's decision is final, it reflects broader individual
attitudes rather than structured legal principles. Religious issues are
inherently sensitive, particularly in temple jurisdictions where the temple
wields absolute authority” (NHRC Official 3, Interview on September 11,
2022).

The NHRC’s limited engagement highlights the importance
of empathy as a bridge toward mutual understanding in conflict
resolution. However, the officials perceived their role as narrowly
defined by procedural constraints, leaving substantive resolution
efforts to Buddhist institutions.

In - summary, the NHRC’s intervention in assisting
communication channels was constrained by structural limitations,
cultural sensitivities, and insufficient conflict analysis. This
underscores the need for a more integrated approach that considers
the interplay of human rights principles, institutional dynamics, and
cultural context to address conflicts involving religious and cultural
identities effectively.

2.2 The Role of Amplifying the Voices of the Marginalized

The Muslim for Peace Group has positioned itself as a
neutral third party rather than a direct stakeholder, with a clear
stance in supporting the demands of Muslim students who face
restrictions on their cultural rights. Acting as advocates, the group
engaged with school administrators to address complaints regarding

requests to wear the hijab. Initially, the principal appeared receptive,
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expressing willingness to uphold the students' constitutional rights
and facilitate discussions with teachers. However, subsequent
developments revealed a lack of action, as students reported
continued denial of their requests, leading to further meetings.

An attorney representing the Muslim for Peace Group

explained:

"At the time, a group of students wished to wear the hijab but faced
pressure from their homeroom teachers. When the matter reached the
school administration, the students approached us. We clarified the legal
and cultural aspects to the principal and an Islamic studies teacher during
the first meeting. Unfortunately, the teacher did not fully understand their
role as an educator. Initially, the principal assured us that students would
be allowed their constitutional rights and pledged to address the issue with
teachers. However, after this meeting, the students returned, reporting that
permission was still denied, necessitating a second round of discussions"
(Interview with the attorney from the Muslim for Peace Group, February 13,
2023).

While the school acknowledged the issue, they requested
that students adhere to the standard uniform policy, pending further
review. In response, the group formally submitted another request
advocating for the right of female students to dress per Islamic
principles, citing religious doctrines, constitutional rights, and school
regulations. Despite their efforts, the requests were denied.
Repeated attempts by the attorney to negotiate with the school
were met with resistance, reflecting deeper systemic issues.

The attorney noted that the school appeared influenced by
a rigid national identity narrative entrenched in Thai educational

institutions, which marginalized non-Buddhist cultural expressions:
"We cited legal principles and the importance of multicultural coexistence,
but the school remained inflexible. Over five attempts were made to

engage through meetings, discussions, and legal appeals, but the situation
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did not improve. The school administrators' lack of understanding of
multicultural coexistence led to a deeply conservative stance. This reflects
the legacy of past Thai administrative frameworks, particularly those from
the era of Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram, which prioritized Buddhist-
centric identity in state institutions. This cultural entrenchment has
marginalized anything perceived as non-Buddhist, pushing it to the
periphery” (Interview with the attorney from the Muslim for Peace Group,
February 13, 2023).

This resistance to recognizing religious and cultural diversity
has had direct negative consequences for Muslim female students
seeking to wear the hijab. Scholars, such as Arthit Thong-in (2011),
argue that as long as Thai society perceives "difference" as a threat
and "sameness" as unity and stability, efforts to grant marginalized
groups greater autonomy over their lives will be viewed as
problematic and unattainable.

The group’s advocacy drew media attention, with some
outlets framing their actions as "surrounding the school" due to the
involvement of various supporters. This portrayal caused concern
among local Buddhist institutions, as described by a representative
from the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC):

"The school administrators were inclined to avoid conflict, but the temple
feared reputational damage. They worried that if the issue became widely
publicized, it could create tensions between Buddhists and Muslims.
Despite their long-standing coexistence, they feared scrutiny and potential
disputes that could attract media and external attention” (Interview with
NHRC representative, September 11, 2022).

The involvement of a third party, while amplifying
marginalized voices, inadvertently escalated tensions, leading
stakeholders to retreat from direct dialogue. Neither the NHRC
representative nor the group’s attorney had an opportunity to

engage fully with the temple leadership.
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From a conflict transformation perspective, the third party's
efforts to amplify the voices of marginalized stakeholders were vital
in drawing attention to the unequal power hindering conflict
resolution (Curle, 1972). However, such advocacy also risked
widening the relational gap between parties, complicating
negotiations. Lederach (2005) emphasizes the importance of
creating safe spaces for communication to restore relationships, a
foundational step toward constructive conflict resolution. Ensuring
balanced power dynamics and fostering dialogue are essential for

addressing such deeply rooted systemic challenges.

Discussion on Stakeholder Interventions and Interactions
Impacting Conflict Dynamics

1. Negotiations on Interest-Based and Rights-Based
Grounds Rejected

The conflict originated from disputes over wearing the hijab
in schools. As previously discussed, schools and temples initially
rejected interest-based negotiations as a means of resolving the
issue. This impasse led stakeholders to invoke rights-based
frameworks, leveraging legal and constitutional guarantees of
religious rights. Muslim lawyers attempted to utilize human rights
mechanisms to negotiate with schools and lodged complaints with
the Ministry of Education. The Ministry responded by sending
representatives to clarify regulations affirming Muslim students'
richts to wear religious attire.

One lawyer from the Muslim for Peace Group described the

process:
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“When discussions with the schools failed, we had to resort to legal
mechanisms, including appeals to the government and direct petitions to
the Minister of Education. The Ministry's response consistently affirmed that
students had the right to dress according to their religion, and schools had
no authority to prohibit this. Officials from the Ministry even engaged
directly with school administrators and temple abbots to ensure these

rights were upheld” (Interview, February 13, 2023).

Despite these efforts, many local Muslim families refrained
from asserting their rights due to fears of retaliation from school
staff. Students who insisted on wearing the hijab often faced
increased scrutiny and pressure, hindering their ability to study in a
supportive environment. Consequently, the effectiveness of rights-
based solutions was limited, as the weaker party (the students)
lacked negotiating power. Moreover, cultural hierarchies in which
temples and monks wield significant influence hindered progress in
framing the issue as a human rights matter. Nonetheless, some
schools adjusted their regulations to align with constitutional rights.

A representative from the National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC) noted:

“Legal and policy mechanisms exist, including Ministry regulations on attire
that align with constitutional rights. However, compliance remains
inconsistent. Some schools, such as Satri Wittaya, have adjusted their rules,
showing gradual progress. Yet the NHRC still has a role to play in raising
awareness about respecting human rights in such matters” (Interview,
September 11, 2023).

The NHRC collaborated with the Ministry of Education to
alien dress codes with constitutional principles, emphasizing
freedom of religion as a protected right. Despite these efforts,
schools located on temple grounds often invoked directives from
the Sangha Supreme Council (SSC), which prohibited overt religious
symbols to preserve "Buddhist customs." This restriction created a
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tension between constitutional rights and cultural traditions, leaving
affected students without effective redress.

A Muslim lawyer observed:

“Laws lack enforceable penalties for rights violations, leading to repeated
infringements without consequences. Victims, such as students, often face
prolonged legal battles without resolution, enduring harm in the process”
(Interview, February 13, 2023).

In conclusion, the conflict over the hijab in schools shifted
from an interest-based approach, focused on finding a mutually
acceptable solution, to a rights-based framework, where the legal
right to religious expression became central. While rights-based
arguments, grounded in constitutional guarantees of freedom of
religion, provided a legal basis for advocacy, they were ultimately
undermined by cultural and religious factors. Despite the legal
recognition of students' rights to wear the hijab, cultural norms, and
religious authority, particularly from temples and the Sangha
Supreme Council, continued to deny these rights in practice. This
tension between constitutional guarantees and cultural-religious
traditions highlights the complexities of resolving conflicts when
legal rights collide with deeply ingrained cultural beliefs.

2. Conflict Management Shifting Toward Power Dynamics

The hijab issue reflects more profound sensitivities linked to
the unrest in Thailand's southern border provinces. Stereotypes
associating Islam with separatism perpetuate a social narrative that
views “difference” as a threat and “sameness” as unity. This
perspective limits any perceived legitimacy of granting minority

groups autonomy over cultural or religious practices.

- 77 -



Msasanudandazdufrne
77 3 atuil 2 nsngaau - Suay 2567

A NHRC representative remarked:

“Some schools comply with constitutional guidelines, but underlying
tensions persist. The broader societal fear of Islam, fueled by unrest in the
south, exacerbates these conflicts. Power dynamics within schools and
temples often result in discriminatory practices despite the legal framework

guaranteeing rights” (Interview, September 11, 2023).

In cases where schools are located on temple land, the
temples' authority frequently overrides constitutional provisions.
Temple officials have stated: “If the school wishes to allow hijabs,
it should relocate off temple grounds.”

This unilateral imposition of authority demonstrates the
interplay of structural and cultural violence, as conceptualized by
Johan Galtung. Structural violence manifests through institutional
constraints, while cultural violence is entrenched in societal
attitudes that perpetuate inequity. Together, they sustain a cycle of
conflict where one party monopolizes decision-making and
suppresses dialogue.

Ultimately, attempts to address the hijab conflict reveal a
broader societal challenge: balancing constitutional protections for

individual rights with entrenched cultural and institutional hierarchies.

Conclusion

This study reveals the critical role of third-party interventions
in addressing the hijab prohibition conflict within Thai schools,
highlighting both opportunities and challenges inherent in such
engagements. Employing the analytical frameworks of conflict
transformation and the Interest/Rights/Power (IRP) model, as well as
examining power dynamics and third-party interventions, the

research highlights two primary intervention strategies: assisting
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dialogue and balancing power dynamics. These interventions reveal
the complexities of managing culturally and institutionally rooted
conflicts while emphasizing the importance of fostering empathy,
understanding, and collaborative problem-solving.

The findings emphasize the interplay between constitutional
guarantees of religious freedom, entrenched cultural hierarchies, and
power imbalances. While third parties such as the National Human Rights
Commission of Thailand (NHRCT) and the Muslim Lawyers for Peace
sought to mediate the conflict through a rights-based approach, their
efforts were constrained by power-based structural and cultural
dynamics. The NHRCT facilitated communication and highlighted legal
frameworks but faced limitations due to its procedural mandate and the
dominant influence of Buddhist institutions. Meanwhile, the Muslim
Lawyers for Peace amplified the voices of marginalized students, yet their
advocacy efforts sometimes escalated tensions, revealing challenges
around impartiality and trust-building in polarized environments.

An important insight from this study is that human rights
organizations and other interveners can still play valuable roles in
resolving conflicts, but their success depends on gaining acceptance
from all parties and stakeholders. Firstly, in the Thai context, there
is often limited acceptance of the role of third parties in conflict
resolution. When conflicts arise at societal levels, professional third
parties such as mediators, negotiators, or facilitators are rarely
involved, either due to a lack of institutionalization of these roles or
because the parties involved do not seek external assistance due to
trust issues. Secondly, shifting the focus of intervention from a rights-
based to an interest-based approach can help miticate the risk of

the conflict escalating into a power-based struggle. This shift
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encourages finding common ground and addressing underlying
needs rather than focusing solely on legal entitlements. Thirdly, a
comprehensive conflict analysis, which is often ignored by those
involved in or intervening in conflicts, is essential. Effective conflict
and actor analysis, along with clear and open communication
between interveners, is crucial for managing such delicate situations.

In conclusion, this study highlights how societal attitudes,
including Islamophobia and rigid national identity narratives,
perpetuate structural and cultural violence, hindering inclusive
negotiations and the enforcement of human rights principles.
Achieving peaceful coexistence requires more than legal solutions—
it demands a cultural shift toward embracing diversity and mutual
respect. The effectiveness of third-party interventions depends on
their ability to navigate complex power dynamics, foster empathy,
and engage stakeholders at all levels. By integrating human rights
principles with cultural awareness and adopting interest-based
approaches, third-party actors can play a transformative role in
conflict resolution, fostering understanding and contributing to a

more inclusive and harmonious society.
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Abstract

This research aims to study the role of local administrative
organizations in promoting peace in the three southern border
provinces of Thailand under Sustainable Development Goal 16, as
well as to examine the challenges faced by these organizations in
fostering peace in the region under the same goal. This is a
qualitative research study, using in-depth interviews. The key
informants  were  specifically  selected, comprising 21
representatives of the executives of local administrative
organizations. The research findings indicate that the role of local
administrative organizations under Sustainable Development Goal
16 is crucial in supporting state agencies responsible for
maintaining peace and order. Additionally, these organizations

place significant importance on improving the quality of life for
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local citizens by organizing activities that promote multiculturalism,
with a focus on religious and sports-related events. Furthermore,
local administrative organizations play a key role in establishing
networks, acting as mediators, and creating mechanisms for
collaboration, with a primary target group being children and
youth. The challenges include budget limitations, regulations, and

personnel recruitment for working in these areas.

Keywords: Local Administrative Organizations, SDG 16, Peacebuilding,

Southernmost Provinces of Thailand
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Research Article

Expression of Identity of Tadika Students:
Perspectives of New Generation Community Leaders,
Government Officials, and Religious Leaders

in Pattani Province

Firhana Hawaekachi’ Nuttanan Thongnon?

Abstract

This study aims to 1) examine the attitudes of the new
generation, community leaders, government officials, and religious
leaders in Pattani province on the expression of identity by Tadika
school students; 2) explore Tadika students’ perspectives on their own
identity expression; and 3) provide recommendations for identity
expression that foster understanding and coexistence in the region. A
qualitative research methodology was employed. Environment,
context, and activities of the Tadika students were observed. Interviews
and in-depth/semi-structured interviews were conducted on key
informants. The participants and key informants were selected based
on relevant experiences, or direct involvement in pertinent events. The

key informants included a total of 20 individuals from four groups (five
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Prince of Songkla University, E-mail: fir.firhana@gmail.com (Corresponding Author)
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each): 1) the new generation, 2) community leaders, 3) government
officials, and 4) religious leaders. Other 2 Tadika school students were
also selected as informants. The study also incorporated a review and
synthesis of relevant research literature to analyze and form
conclusions, leading to a set of recommendations.

The research findings indicate that the key informants generally
view identity expression of Tadika students as both appropriate and
positive, with an emphasis on the importance of communicating this
identity to the wider public. Key aspects of identity expression
identified for Tadika students include the Malay language, traditional
Malay attire, and cultural practices passed down through generations,
such as customary greeting and adherence to Islamic teachings. Identity
expression is influenced by factors such as environment, family, and
religious knowledge. These factors serve as both a reflection of pride,
and a catalyst for expressing one’s identity. Tadika students feel a
sense of pride in their ability to express their identity, which is seen as a
valuable contribution to multiculturalism and coexistence in a diverse
society. The study recommends that government agencies should
foster understanding of the Malay identity and Tadika students’ sense
of self-expression, as well as encourage a perspective that recognizes
identity expression as cultural norm without security implications.
Furthermore, it is suggested that government agencies should support
identity-related activities and refrain from obstructing or restricting such

expressions.

Keywords: Tadika’s Identity, New Generation, Community Leaders,

Government Officials, Religious Leaders
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Academic Article

Weaving Legitimacy, Power-Sharing and

Peace Building in Southeast Asia

Srisompob Jitpiromsri

Abstract

Peace practices have been affected by geopolitics of
Southeast Asia which has two dimensions, security and resources. A
sustainable peacebuilding could be attained through the
inter-subjectivity process and inclusion. There are two processes of
making legitimacy including redistribution and recognition.
Redistribution is a process to support peace as well as legitimacy.
Recognition of identity is also the support of peace through
representation. Both processes involve people’s feeling of justice,
making the right to govern acceptable. On the other hand, peace
also involves the forms of power-sharing. Therefore, the proposed
model of governance includes consociationalism, which has been
divided based on different ethnicities and identities. Another form

of power-sharing is identified as the centripetalism, in which the

! Assistant Professor Dr., Center for Conflict and Peace Studies and Cultural Diversity, Institute for Peace Studies,

Prince of Songkla University, E-mail: srisompob.j@gmail.com
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form of governance is designed to encourage inter-communal
moderation by promoting multi-ethnic political parties, cross-
cutting electoral incentives and inter- group accommodation.
Findings from some case studies of Southeast Asia indicate that
the Aceh of Indonesia has been evolved to be the centripetalism, while
the Mindanao of the Philippines is developed to be similar to the
consociationalism mixed with the neopatrimonialism. In Thailand’s
Deep South conflict, the Thai state is more oriented to choose the
centripetalism as a form of conflict resolution as the elites are still
confused with the authoritarian mode of resolution. Peace in Papua,
Indonesia, evolves to become ramified and expanded fields with
mixed power sharing and continued struggle for justice. The mixed

power sharing is between consociationalism and centripetalism.

Keywords: Peacebuilding, Power-Sharing, Southeast Asia,

Consociationalism, Centripetalism
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