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ABSTRACT 

The issue of southern Thailand becoming the next battleground for international jihadist 

terrorist organizations—such as al-Qaeda, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, or Jemaah 

Islamiyah—has reemerged as a prominent security concern following the defeats sustained by 

ISIS in the Middle East and the dispersion of its fighting force. While the prospect was hotly 

debated a decade ago, the majority of contemporary scholarship contends that jihadism will find 

little audience with the Malay Muslims in Thailand’s Deep South, whose Shafi’i population does 

not espouse the conservative Salafist beliefs underlying global jihad—a religiously-charged 

violent campaign against infidels (non-believers), munafik (traitorous Muslims), and bastions of 

state secularism and Western liberal values. It is furthermore believed that because southern 

Thailand’s armed groups are fighting a nationalist struggle for independence, as opposed to 

fighting for more ideological reasons, they would not be amenable to jihadist involvement in 

their conflict. 

Although it is true that Malay-Muslim militants in Thailand have declined offers of 

foreign fighters from international terrorist organizations, the cooperation between various 

separatist movements in Mindanao and global jihadist groups reveals that ethno-nationalism and 

ideological dissonance are insufficient causes for a rejection of jihadism. Rather, I argue that 

secessionists develop ties with jihadist groups when they are in need of political, financial, or 

military support they cannot secure from a legal entity, such as a state. This often occurs when 

one militant faction breaks away from its state-sponsored parent group following the signing of a 

peace deal it considers unappealing. Insurgent groups in Thailand have been inclined to distance 
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themselves from jihadism because they have already acquired state patronage from Malaysia, 

and association with terrorist organizations would likely undermine that relationship. Strategic 

decisions to cooperate with jihadist organizations are thus executed according to a cost-benefit 

analysis and are not exclusively determined by ideological predilections. 

Keywords: Abu Sayyaf, Bangsamoro, BRN, Deep South, jihad, Malay, MILF, MNLF, 
Mindanao, Philippines, patron, PULO, Shafi’i, terrorism, Thailand 
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INTRODUCTION 

Maritime Southeast Asia and the upper stretches of the Malay Peninsula are crucibles of 

conflict. Muslim militants in southern Thailand and Aceh have been waging low-level 

insurgencies for over fifty years, and in Mindanao, armed rebellion has raged for well over a 

century. Separatist groups in Thailand’s Deep South, the Free Aceh Movement (GAM) in 

Indonesia’s northern Sumatra, and the Bangsamoro factions in the Philippine island of Mindanao 

are the most recent incarnations of the unrelenting fight for independence. Since their geneses, 

the armed struggles have been framed as movements aspiring to liberate local minorities from 

their oppressive colonial/neo-colonial states, and insurgents have openly identified as ethno-

nationalists in announcing their unwavering objectives to secure autonomy or independence. 

Shortly following the 9/11 attacks, the Southeast Asian conflicts fell under greater scrutiny as the 

fear of international terrorism spread. The George W. Bush administration cautioned that 

Southeast Asia would become the second front in the global war on terror and signed numerous 

bilateral and multilateral security agreements with ASEAN and its member states to combat 

terrorism in the region.1 U.S. suspicions appeared to be validated after Jemaah Islamiyah (JI)—a 

known affiliate of al-Qaeda—detonated a bomb in a tourist zone of Bali in 2002 that resulted in 

over two hundred civilian deaths. Within less than a year after 9/11, the independence 

movements in Southeast Asia that were formerly of little interest to the United States were 

suddenly declared as the loci of Islamic terrorism in Asia. The multiplying number of attacks in 

southern Thailand, Mindanao, and Aceh ostensibly corroborated these conclusions, and the U.S. 

government hastily attributed the spike in violence to the filtration of international jihadist 

terrorist groups like al-Qaeda into Southeast Asia. 

                                                
1 Acharya 2001, 192-193, 215. 
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In the early 2000s, renowned Deep South scholars like Joseph Chinyong Liow and 

Duncan McCargo who were familiar with the Malay Muslims’ ethno-irredentist credo 

challenged the assumptions of the U.S. security community and maintained that there was little 

risk of jihadist terrorism spreading to Southeast Asia. In their estimation, the conflict in Southern 

Thailand was a local independence movement and as such, the objectives of the armed groups 

were incompatible with the jihadist aspiration to create an Islamic state or target state symbols 

and icons of Western liberalism. They furthermore stressed that while the insurgents were 

Muslim, their struggle was divorced of religious or ideological trappings, and the syncretic 

Shafi’i version of Islam they practiced precluded them from espousing the more conservative 

Salafism touted by jihadist terrorist organizations. This, they claimed, explains why southern 

Thailand’s insurgents have rejected overtures from al-Qaeda and JI.2 While Liow and McCargo 

have astutely identified the reluctance of the Malay Muslims to invite jihadist actors like al-

Qaeda into southern Thailand, they have incorrectly diagnosed the rationale governing this 

aversion. A cursory examination of the Malay Muslims’ and GAM’s limited association with 

jihadist groups reveals how Liow and McCargo have oversimplified the motives behind the 

insurgents’ decision making, which cannot be reduced to phenomena like ideology. Moreover, 

despite their Shafi’i persuasion, armed groups in Mindanao have cooperated with or pledged 

allegiance to jihadist groups such as al-Qaeda, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and JI 

and invited them to operate in their territory.3 This cooperation suggests aims of local 

independence are not necessarily discordant with ideologically-driven jihadism. The 

unwillingness of Malay-Muslim insurgents to invite jihadist groups into southern Thailand is 

therefore in need of a more cogent explanation. 

 

                                                
2 Liow 2011, 1417-1418; McCargo 2008, 188. 
3 Clad, McDonald, and Vaughn 2011, 98. 
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Patronage Argument 

While the rallying call for southern Thailand’s insurgency may not be religious in origin, 

conventional wisdom is myopic insofar as it does not account for why Deep South militants 

groups have—from the genesis of the separatist movement—selectively associated with various 

state and non-state actors that have best served their causes. I argue that secessionist movements 

in Southeast Asia solicit the political and material support availed through state patronage to 

meet their secessionist objectives. In the Deep South, patronage is secured through Malaysia, 

which has demonstrated sympathy toward militant groups by funding and arming their cadres, 

providing them sanctuary across the border in Kelantan state, championing the cause of insurgent 

groups in Malaysia’s domestic and international politics, and representing their interests in peace 

negotiations with the Thai government.4 As the Deep South separatists have secured the tacit 

support from or otherwise forthright cooperation of the Malaysian government, affiliation with 

additional foreign actors or jihadist terrorist groups has been rendered not only unnecessary but 

cost prohibitive, as possible risks outweigh any potential benefit from such an association.  

In the absence of a reliable patron, other insurgent groups in Southeast Asia have 

engaged in a hedging strategy by selectively identifying or otherwise associating with foreign 

actors when most propitious to advancing their causes or enhancing their capabilities. It is not 

unusual that affiliation with jihadist groups most often takes place around the time peace 

negotiations are conducted. Frequently, peace talks cause factionalism within insurgent groups 

when one cadre considers the terms or concessions to be unfavorable. The newly-formed group 

is then forced to find patronage elsewhere. In Mindanao and Aceh, infighting due to 

disagreements in the peace negotiations led to the rift in the insurgent groups and the formation 

of new organizations by disaffected members. Bereft of state patronage, the offshoots 

                                                
4 Funston 2010, 239. 
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subsequently appealed to international terrorist organizations for support. This trend was 

apparent when the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) entreated al-Qaeda to offer aid in the 

aftermath of the 1996 peace agreement struck between its rival, the Moro National Liberation 

Front (MNLF), and the Philippine government. As expected, MILF approached al-Qaeda only 

after it lost the patronage of Libya that same year.5 In the case of GAM, patronage was secured 

through the Libyan government, which provided training and arms; Sweden, which afforded 

GAM leaders a government in exile from 1976 until the conclusion of the peace negotiations; 

and MILF, which provided GAM with training at a camp in Mindanao shared with JI.6 Southeast 

Asian insurgent groups’ association with state and non-state actors clearly underscores the reality 

that ethno-nationalist conflicts are not by default opposed to receiving support from 

ideologically-charged militant wings. Indeed, ethno-nationalist groups in Southeast Asia have 

demonstrated a proclivity for seeking assistance from jihadist groups when politically expedient 

or to ensure their survivability. 

My research and reinterpretation of the calculus involved in insurgent groups’ association 

with global jihadism indicates that Malay-Muslim insurgents are not impervious to foreign 

meddling in the Deep South. Rather, my analysis argues that if the Malay-Muslim insurgents 

lose Malaysian patronage, the conflict in southern Thailand may witness a surge in foreign 

jihadist involvement to compensate for the loss of political leverage and military support. More 

importantly, the patronage argument I advance may better explain the dynamics driving the 

radicalization of ethno-nationalist movements elsewhere in Southeast Asia and beyond. 

  

                                                
5 Acharya 2015, 37. 
6 Abuza 2016, 30; Schulze 2004, 55. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 The following sections will tease out the intricacies involved in securing patronage in 

southern Thailand and Mindanao and lay bare the oversights of the conventional argument that 

jihadism is invariably antithetical to ethno-nationalism. I break down my findings into two case 

studies and examine developments in southern Thailand first followed by Mindanao. In 

diagnosing the conditions behind an aversion to or association with jihadism by ethno-nationalist 

insurgent groups, I begin by offering an overview of the ethno-nationalist dimension of separatist 

groups in southern Thailand and Mindanao. In both cases, the insurgent groups conceptualize 

their struggle as one of ethno-irredentism and believe they have been persecuted by the 

government through harsh military rule, political disenfranchisement, and other discriminatory 

policies.  

I then explain how patronage has played an important role in sustaining the separatist 

movements and illustrate the lengths to which Malay Muslims and the Bangsamoro will go to 

preserve consistent support. Next, I cover the conditions under which insurgent groups seek the 

patronage of non-state actors. This necessitates a discussion on how past scholarship has 

erroneously adduced ideological variance to explain a lack of cooperation between the southern 

Thailand separatist movement with jihadist organizations as a) Malay-Muslim militants in 

southern Thailand fought alongside the mujahideen during the Afghan-Soviet War and b) ethno-

nationalist groups in Mindanao have partnered with jihadist groups to achieve their end of 

attaining independence.  

I thereby dispel the notion that ethno-nationalist causes are by default irreconcilable with 

jihadism and return to the patronage argument to explain why some insurgent groups cooperate 

with non-state actors or international terrorist organizations that espouse beliefs or advance 

objectives that do not cohere with the ethno-nationalist goal of local independence. Finally, I 



 6 

conclude that this transition does not involve a departure from an insurgent group’s strategies, 

long-term objectives, or ideology but is rather a tool that insurgents avail themselves to gain 

greater political leverage, military support, or funding in order to achieve their goals.  

 My findings expose a fundamental misattribution of cause behind the Deep South 

insurgents’ decision to refrain from collaborating with jihadist organizations. Although it cannot 

account for the statistical significance of patronage, I believe my argument is valuable insofar as 

it can be used to gauge why and when separatist groups may cooperate with non-state actors such 

as jihadist organizations. Therefore, I invite additional in-field research to test the validity of my 

hypothesis empirically. 

 

RESULTS 

Case I: Southern Thailand 

Origins of the Malay-Muslim Separatist Movement 

 Malay-Muslim separatists in southern Thailand understand the Deep South conflict as a 

struggle for greater autonomy against a neo-colonial Thai state. What today constitutes 

Thailand’s southern border provinces—Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat—once formed an 

independent polity known as the Patani Sultanate, which paid only nominal tribute to the 

Siamese kingdom of Ayutthaya from 1457 until the late eighteenth century. As the Patani 

Sultanate bordered the Kelantan Sultanate to the south—which today comprises Malaysia’s 

Kelantan state—the Malay-Muslim population of greater Patani shared a cultural milieu with 

their ethnically-identical neighbors. Arab merchants who introduced Islam to the Malay 

Archipelago between the twelfth and fifteenth centuries were instrumental in shaping the identity 

of Patani and Kelantanese society. The Shafi’i version of Islam practiced in the region was 

unique insofar as it hybridized pre-Islamic Hindu beliefs and Sufi mysticism with Islam. It is 
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notable that greater Patani had been receptive to foreign influence since its inception—a 

predisposition that persists through the Malay Muslims’ lobbying for external support to attain 

independence.7 

 When the British began to consolidate control over the sultanates on the Malay Peninsula 

toward the end of the nineteenth century, Siam formalized its suzerainty over the Patani 

Sultanate and implemented direct rule in 1902. Siam’s increasing political intrusion and 

educational reforms were considered discriminatory and a violation of the Malay-Muslim 

community’s traditional Islamic religious teachings inculcated at local pondok schools. 

Expanding Siamese dominance over greater Patani eventually precipitated a backlash among 

religious dissidents in greater Patani, who sued for integration with the Malay States.8 This 

marked the first instance in which the Malay Muslims of southern Thailand appealed to a foreign 

entity and sought the support of a nascent Malaya to advance their liberationist cause—a trend 

that would dominate the patronage relationship vital to the survivability of the nationalist 

movement in years to come. 

 The southern Thailand separatist movement was inaugurated in response to 

assimilationist policies of the Thai state. Military strongman and Prime Minister 

Phibunsongkhram promulgated a series of cultural mandates that attempted to homogenize 

Thailand’s disparate cultural groups through a process known as “Thaification.” Phibun’s decree 

replaced Sharia law with the Buddhist-derived law of the land, established Buddhism as the state 

religion, and imposed Thai-sounding names on every citizen.9 The cultural mandates forbade the 

use of the Malay language and the donning of traditional Muslim attire. In addition, local 

administrative positions were increasingly filled by outsiders from Bangkok, further 

                                                
7 Liow 2011, 1389. 
8 Gunaratna and Acharya 2013, 9-15. 
9 Chalk, Rabasa, Rosenau, and Piggott 2009, 5. 
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undermining native rule of greater Patani.10 Phibun’s “Thaification” was not well-tolerated by 

the Malay-Muslim population, who interpreted it as a policy of cultural erasure and an attack on 

their identity and way of life. Immediately after World War II, Malay-Muslim leaders formed the 

Malay Association of Greater Patani, which petitioned the United Nations to incorporate greater 

Patani into Malaysia. This move was supported by Malaya’s Malay Nationalist Party (MNP) and 

the United Malays National Organization (UMNO). The appeal was ignored, however, and 

Thailand’s Malay Muslims in turn abandoned any future prospect of joining Malaysia.11 It is 

worth noting, however, the very early cooperation between the Malay Muslims of the Deep 

South and their brethren across the border. While integration into British Malaya did not 

materialize, fraternization between separatists and the Malaysian government has persisted 

largely unabated since the 1940s.  

Continued political repression and discriminatory policies at the hands of the Thai state 

galvanized the Patani people into throwing their support behind the fledgling separatist 

movement. By the 1960s, local cadres had formed into armed groups dedicated to subverting the 

Thai state’s administration and establishing a self-governed Patani. The two most notable 

organizations were the Barisan Revolusi Nasional (BRN) and Patani United Liberation 

Organization (PULO), both of which continue to operate in the Deep South today. Over the 

years, Bangkok’s insensitivity to the Malay Muslim cultural identity, harsh military crackdowns 

against the militants and civilian population—which witnessed a spike under the Thaksin 

premiership—and severe economic underdevelopment have served to steel insurgents’ resolve to 

wage a war of attrition against the Thai government. This struggle has been sustained with the 

help of a host of non-state actors as well as the government of Malaysia. 

 

                                                
10  Abuza 2016, 123-124. 
11 Funston 2010, 237-238. 
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Malaysian Patronage 

 Greater Pattani’s close proximity to Malaysia’s Kelantan state and the ethnic, religious, 

and cultural affinity among the Deep South’s Malay Muslims and their southern neighbors have 

afforded it both political and material support since the inception of the insurgency. As noted 

above, Malayan sympathies for southern Thailand’s separatist movement predated Malaysia’s 

own independence, though MNP and UMNO efforts to incorporate greater Patani into the 

Malayan Union foundered in the aftermath of World War II. In the 1960s, Malaysia experienced 

a renewed interest in the plight of Deep South secessionists as prominent politicians such as 

Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman advocated for the autonomy of greater Patani. Among the 

most vocal in lobbying for a political resolution to the conflict was the Parti Islam Se-Malaysia 

(PAS), which maintained control over Kelantan state. At the time, PAS was a part of the 

Alliance Party Coalition with UMNO, which has dominated Malaysian politics since 

independence. Thus, the assistance delivered to militant cadres in southern Thailand was 

sanctioned by the uppermost echelon of the Malaysian government. Support of southern 

Thailand’s independence movement also issued from Malaysia’s civil society, as the Islamic 

Youth Movement of Malaysia (ABIM) became an outspoken champion of the separatist cause. 

ABIM’s close ties with Thailand’s Young Muslims Association of Thailand (YMAT) not only 

publicized at the international level the injustices the Thai government perpetrated against Malay 

Muslims but also influenced YMAT’s political outlook and helped transform it into one of the 

leading human-rights activist groups in the Deep South.12 

Beginning in the 1960s, PAS and UMNO provided sanctuary to Deep South insurgents in 

Kelantan state and allowed separatists to establish a headquarters in Malaysia. Those who sought 

refuge in Kelantan state were permitted to become citizens of Malaysia, even though the 

                                                
12 Liow 2011, 1392. 
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Malaysian government did not officially recognize dual citizenship.13 Until the late 1980s, 

Malaysian politicians and intelligence agencies provided the Deep South’s insurgents with covert 

military funding.14 Although the Malaysian government continued to offer political support to 

the separatist movement after ceasing military aid, a tightening of relations between the 

Malaysian and Thai governments in the 1990s placed great strain upon Malaysia’s patronage 

relationship with the Malay Muslim insurgents as Malaysia was forced to scale back its 

assistance. In a bid to reclaim domestic and regional attention, four insurgent groups—BRN, 

PULO, New PULO, and Gerakan Mujahideen Islam Patani (GMIP)—formed an umbrella group 

called Bertubuhan Pembabasan Patani (Bersatu) in 1997 and staged a litany of severely 

disruptive bombings and shootings throughout the Deep South in what would be known as the 

“Falling Leaves” campaign. Bersatu and “Falling Leaves” proved to be disastrous for the 

insurgent groups, however. The campaign backfired when Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, 

unwilling to jeopardize his government’s goodwill with Thailand, felt obligated to arrest several 

PULO leaders and deny the armed units safe haven in Kelantan state.15 This period marked a 

nadir in the patronage relationship. Accordingly, insurgent groups scaled down their operations 

and a period of relative tranquility in the Deep South ensued. It is worth noting that Malay 

Muslims insurgents have not launched attacks on the scale of the “Falling Leaves” campaign 

since the Malaysian crackdown in 1998. This is due in large part to Malaysia’s imploration of the 

separatists to refrain from activities that may draw undue attention on Kuala Lumpur.16 The 

Malay-Muslim insurgent groups’ compliance clearly indicates they do not wish to lose 

Malaysian patronage or their sanctuary in Kelantan state. Fear of regional counterinsurgency 

                                                
13 Thalang and Siraprapasiri 2017, 703. 
14 Funston 2010, 239. 
15 Chalk, Rabasa, Rosenau, and Piggott 2009, 8-10. 
16 Funston 2010, 240. 
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cooperation between Malaysia and Thailand may also explain why separatists have been 

reluctant to invite foreign jihadist fighters to southern Thailand. 

Malaysian support for the independence movement resumed following the Thai military’s 

brutal suppression of Malay Muslims under Thaksin’s premiership. Two incidents in particular 

caused regional outrage. In April 2004, Thai soldiers executed thirty-three insurgents who had 

taken refuge at the Krue Se Mosque. Later that year, local demonstrators rallied in Tak Bai, 

Narathiwat to protest harsh measures taken by Thai police and military personnel over the 

preceding months. As the protesters swelled in numbers, Thai security forced opened fire on the 

crowd and apprehended a number of demonstrators. The detainees were stacked on top of one 

another in flatbed trucks and transported for hours in the sweltering heat. When the convoy 

arrived at Pattani, over seventy people had been suffocated to death.17 The Krue Se and Tak Bai 

incidents resulted in a rapid escalation of violent incidents in the Deep South at the hands of 

insurgents and Thai security forces. The Malaysian government, PAS, and NGOs condemned the 

harsh measures taken by Thailand’s security forces and offered asylum to Malay Muslims 

fleeing the violence. In 2005, former Prime Minister Mahathir offered to mediate in the conflict 

to settle grievances between the Thai government and the Deep South separatist groups. Though 

Mahathir’s “Langkawi Process” would eventually stall, it restored the patronage relationship the 

insurgent groups and the Malaysian government enjoyed before the 1990s and set a precedent for 

future cooperation.  

In the years since, Malaysia has hosted multiple rounds of peace talks in Kuala Lumpur 

between Majlis Amanah Rakyat Patani (MARA Patani)—a confederation of the most active 

insurgent groups—and the Thai government, though intransigence on the part of Prime Minister 

Chan-o-cha’s military regime has arrested progress. MARA Patani’s demands to elevate 

                                                
17 McCargo 2008, 3. 
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Malaysia’s role from facilitator to mediator and invite the Organization of Islamic Cooperation 

into the negotiations have been met with contempt from the uncompromising Thai government. 

The peace talks have been further complicated by the unwillingness of BRN to participate in 

negotiations due to its dissatisfaction with the terms of reference and MARA Patani’s weak 

bargaining position. One BRN leader confessed that because MARA Patani represents groups 

who seek refuge in Malaysia, the peace talks neither reflect the will of the Malay-Muslim people 

or the insurgents who fight in the Deep South. He added that BRN’s strategy of attrition has been 

successful in wearing down the Thai government and thus negotiation is uncalled for.18 This 

revelation is troubling, as it suggests BRN’s discontent with Malaysia as a patron of the 

separatist cause. The patronage argument I have outlined above indicates that insurgent groups 

that have become frustrated with peace talks are more prone to finding other sources of 

patronage. If BRN were to abandon Malaysian patronage entirely, it is probable it would turn to 

a non-state actor—possibly a jihadist organization. BRN’s creation of the Runda Kumpulan 

Kecil (RKK), an acephalous and free-ranging armed group that is alleged to have ties with JI, 

renders this scenario all the more likely.19  

Non-state Support 

The assistance Deep South insurgents receive through Malaysian patronage has thus far 

rendered sustained and thorough cooperation with jihadist groups unnecessary. In times of 

waning Malaysian patronage, however, Malay Muslims have temporarily resorted to other 

channels for assistance. As the separatist movement swelled in the 1960s, insurgent groups 

began to develop ties with foreign actors. In addition to Malaysian enablement, insurgents 

benefitted from limited military training, funding, and political support from the governments of 

Libya and Syria. In the 1960s and 1970s, insurgents traveled to Egypt and Pakistan for religious 

                                                
18 Abuza 2017, 153, 163. 
19 Singh 2007, 48. 
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education. The works of conservative Islamic scholars such as Sayid Qutb and Muhammad Iqbal 

imbued the separatist struggle with new vigor and exposed the Deep South to pan-Islamist 

influences that led them to sympathize with the plights of Muslims in the Middle East and 

beyond.20 When the Soviet-Afghan War erupted in 1979, an estimated 2,000 Muslims from 

Thailand rushed to join the cause of the mujahideen with militants from around the Muslim 

world. Malay-Muslims who fought alongside the mujahideen returned to the Deep South having 

garnered expertise in guerilla warfare tactics and forged connections with global Muslim 

insurgency networks.21 

The prevailing argument that ethno-nationalists are by definition averse to the ideology 

underlying jihadism cannot explain why a portion of the Malay-Muslim mujahideen veterans 

who formerly belonged to greater Patani’s earliest separatist groups broke away from their parent 

organizations upon their homecoming to create the Barisan Bersatu Mujahidin Patani (BBMP), 

Barisan Islam Pembebasan Patani (BIPP), and GMIP. Although these organizations likewise 

fought strictly for the independence of greater Patani, they assumed a more radical posture 

reminiscent of the mujadiheen in Afghanistan. More recently, Malay-Muslim insurgents have 

trained at MILF’s Camp Abu Bakr alongside members of JI.22 Such behavior undermines the 

claim that Malay Muslims in the Deep South are disinclined to entertain jihadism because they 

are fighting to create an independent state.  

Liow contends that acts such as PULO’s adoption of conservative pan-Islamic values 

were merely executed for propaganda purposes. He cites PULO and BRN’s cooperation with the 

Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) to substantiate his claim that separatist groups in southern 

Thailand are in actuality secular and their interests are limited to the creation of an independent 

                                                
20 Abuza 2016, 125-126; Funston 2008, 14. 
21 Liow 2006 45. 
22 Gunaratna, Acharya, and Chua 2005, 113. 
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state.23 Liow’s interpretation cannot explain, however, why certain cells have identified with 

global jihadist actors. He instead ascribes scenarios such as recent upticks in attacks against 

Western establishments or PULO’s support of Hezbollah in its failed 1994 attempt to bomb the 

Israeli embassy in Bangkok to mere behavioral aberrations or historical anomalies. 24 Moreover, 

in his assessment, Liow misinterprets the significance underlying an association with jihadists 

and communists and overlooks a defining feature of the separatist movement. 

Identification with the radical elements of the mujahideen and CPT is instead better 

understood as being symptomatic of the insurgent groups’ habit of selectively associating with 

non-state actors in exchange for material benefit. While it is true that BRN’s ultimate objective is 

independence, its act of pandering to nationalists, Islamists, and communists suggests affiliation 

with the CPT to expand its support base constituted little more than a means to achieve 

independence. BRN’s political survival after the abandonment of its socialist leanings at the end 

of the Cold War and dissolution of the CPT exposes the superficiality of BRN’s communist 

pretentions. It also reflects BRN’s ability to adapt to a changing political environment to 

maintain a constant source of patronage.25 This behavior of selective engagement and 

disengagement with international jihadist groups is a calculated hedging strategy whereby 

disenfranchised insurgents seek the aid of a more organized or institutionalized patron—whether 

terrorist organization or non-state support—to secure funding, training, international recognition, 

or recruitment. Arguments that suggest the Malay Muslims do not espouse jihad by emphasizing 

southern Thailand’s absence of a foreign jihadist presence, the difference in decapitation 

methods between al-Qaeda’s and the Malay Muslims, or the lack of suicide bombings in the 

Deep South therefore fail to recognize the political advantages implicit in an association with 

                                                
23 Ibid. 43. 
24 Moghadam 2017, 37. 
25 Chalk 2008, 6. 
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non-state actors.26 Insurgent units in southern Thailand have continually demonstrated a 

proclivity to ape jihadists and other external actors intermittently, when politically or 

strategically expeditious. Thus, the conventional narrative advancing ethno-nationalism’s 

incompatibility with global jihadism as an explanation for a lack of jihadist organizations’ 

presence in the Deep South is inadequate, as neither the ethnic background nor religious 

persuasion of Malay Muslims constitute sufficient cause for a disassociation from jihadism. 

The following case study will illuminate how the patronage argument I have outlined 

above applies to ethno-nationalist insurgent groups in the Philippines. 

Case II: Mindanao 

Origins of the Bangsamoro Separatist Movement 

 While the majority of the Bangsamoro are Muslim, the separatist movements in 

Mindanao are ethno-irredentist in nature rather than religious. Mindanao’s Bangsamoro 

population comprises various ethnic groups, most of which practice the Shafi’i version of Islam. 

Following the arrival of the Spanish in the Philippines in 1521, Catholic missionaries 

successfully proselytized Filipinos in Luzon and the Visayan Islands yet experienced difficulty 

penetrating the sultanates to the south. For over three hundred years, the Bangsamoro resisted 

Spanish assaults on Mindanao as conquistadors attempted to consolidate control over the island. 

This struggle is considered to be the predecessor to Mindanao’s modern insurgency movement. 

The Bangsamoro continued their fight against the occupying forces of the United States, after it 

inherited the Philippines following the Spanish American War, and Japan, which invaded the 

Philippines during World War II. When the Philippines won independence in 1946, the 

Bangsamoro petitions to secede were ignored. Independence was again pursued through political 

channels with the creation of the Moro Independence Movement (MIM) in 1968. Again, the 

                                                
26 Möller 2011, 9-10. 
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Bangsamoro appeals fell upon deaf ears. By 1972, disgruntled separatists formed MNLF—the 

first of Mindanao’s modern armed groups—to wage an insurgency against the Philippine 

government.27 

Moro National Liberation Front’s Libyan and Malaysian Patronage 

 The list of grievances enumerated by the Bangsamoro are similar to those of the southern 

Thai separatist groups. Chief among their complaints was the declaration of eminent domain on 

land in Mindanao and the government-sponsored resettlement initiatives under Act No. 926 and 

its innumerable avatars. These were intended to dispossess the Bangsamoro of their property and 

render them a minority in their own homeland. The acts encouraged Christian Filipinos from 

Luzon and the Visayas to migrate to the government-acquired land in Mindanao, thereby diluting 

the Bangsamoro proportion of the population. Resettlement also afforded the Philippine 

government greater ability to engage in gerrymandering and ensure the Bangsamoro’s political 

disenfranchisement. Consequently, the acts also contributed to economic stagnation among the 

Muslim population in Mindanao.28 

 From its founding, MNLF benefited from Libyan patronage. In the early 1970s, Libyan 

President Muammar Gaddafi furnished MNLF with one million dollars, equipped it with training 

and weapons, and allowed it to establish its headquarters in Tripoli. By 1976, Libya had gone so 

far as to place an oil embargo on the Philippine government to retaliate against its treatment of 

the Bangsamoro population.29 The Philippine government responded by requesting Gaddafi’s 

help in arranging a political settlement with MNLF. The result was the 1976 Tripoli Accords, 

which promised to grant autonomy to the Bangsamoro and formalize Sharia law in Mindanao. In 

addition to Libyan patronage, MNLF also received considerable support from the Malaysian 
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government in the form of military training and political support in negotiations with the 

Philippine government. While Malaysia’s patronage of MNLF was largely owing to its sympathy 

for the plight of its fellow Muslims, it was also a reprisal for Philippine claims on Malaysia’s 

Sabah state.30 

Moro Islamic Liberation Front, Negotiation, and the Loss of a Patron 

 Within months of concluding the Tripoli Accords, it was clear that the Philippine 

government had deceived MNLF, was insincere in its peace overtures, and did not plan to honor 

the agreement. During this period, resettlement of Christians to Mindanao crescendoed as the 

Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) escalated its assaults on MNLF strongholds. Frustration 

with the way the Tripoli Accords were handled precipitated a cleavage of MNLF into two camps. 

Those who were opposed to the Tripoli Accords emphasized the importance of Islam in the 

independence movement and railed against MNLF for its inattention to the religious dimension 

of the conflict. MNLF’s abandonment of independence and its willingness to accept autonomy 

was additional cause for ire. In 1984, the breakaway faction was christened as the Moro Islamic 

Liberation Front. 

Like the southern Thai insurgents, MILF and MNLF both sent contingencies to fight 

alongside the mujahideen in Afghanistan.31 This was common practice among Muslim 

separatists at the time and did not necessarily constitute a departure from the Bangsamoro 

objective of local independence. However, during the 1990s, MILF began to express an 

admiration for pan-Islamism and started to gravitate toward jihadist organizations. This sudden 

shift in MILF’s ideological foundation can best be understood when considering the state of 

affairs of MILF’s Libyan patron in the 1990s and the consequences of the final peace agreement 

between MNLF and the Philippine government. Libya’s complicity in the bombing of Pan Am 
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Flight 103 triggered international opprobrium and the U.S. demand that Libya suspend all aid to 

insurgencies. Under considerable pressure, Libya was forced to cease funding the MNLF and 

MILF by 1996.32 That same year, MNLF agreed to dissolve its militant arm in exchange for the 

creation of the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). MILF felt sidelined, as it 

was not included in the negotiations, and was once again disappointed with the results of the 

settlement, which fell short of MILF’s objective of creating an independent Bangsamoro state. 

Soliciting Jihadist Patronage 

In need of a new patron, MILF appealed to al-Qaeda and JI for financial support and 

training. MILF took the unprecedented step of inviting members of the jihadist groups to 

Mindanao to construct and train at military facilities such as Camp Hudaibiyah.33 This behavior 

contradicts the prevailing argument that ethno-nationalists are inherently opposed to jihadism 

and are unlikely to associate with organizations that advocate pan-Islamism.34 Instead, MILF’s 

decision to partner with al-Qaeda and JI was engendered by a loss of the funding, training, and 

political support it received from its former patron, Libya. The confession of a MILF leader that 

“no organization like MILF can survive without external support” confirms this was the 

motivating factor behind MILF’s partnership with international terrorist organizations.35 As 

noted above, cooperation between Muslim ethno-nationalists and jihadist organizations happens 

most often following the breakup of a separatist group due to disagreements over a peace 

negotiation. This pattern is further elucidated in the rift created in MNLF and MILF ranks 

following its 2008 peace agreement, which led disaffected members to join the ISIS-aligned Abu 

Sayyaf Group.36 It is worth noting that liaison with jihadist cadres need not be permanent nor 
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compromise the integrity of an insurgent group’s long-term strategic goals, as MILF’s 

experience typifies. In Southeast Asia, this sort of relationship lasts only as long as it provides 

material benefit to ethno-nationalist insurgents. When the United States established a military 

presence in the southern Philippines after 9/11, MILF was quick to distance itself from al-Qaeda 

and JI. In fact, MILF’s leader went so far as to contact former President Bush directly to aver 

that MILF did not have ties to al-Qaeda.37 The ease with which MILF was able to disavow ties 

with international terrorist groups and the lengths it went to publicize its disassociation 

illuminate the superficiality of its commitment to jihadism. This further suggests affiliation with 

jihadist actors was merely a lever by which MILF acquired external support. 

Abu Sayyaf 

 The Abu Sayyaf group is somewhat of an anomaly inasmuch as it has, since its inception, 

embraced radical jihadism despite the fact that it is composed of former MNLF members. 

Nevertheless, the chronology of Abu Sayyaf’s avowed links to al-Qaeda, subsequent 

disassociation, and recent pledge of allegiance to ISIS merits special attention. Abu Sayyaf was 

established with funding from Osama bin Laden in 1991, and throughout the 1990s and early 

2000s, Abu Sayyaf engaged in acts of terrorism and kidnappings at the behest of al-Qaeda.38 

Bilveer Singh, however, maintains that whereas radical groups such as JI openly embrace global 

jihad, the jihad practiced by Abu Sayyaf had the limited aim of establishing a local Islamic 

state.39 In recent years, Abu Sayyaf has earned the reputation of a criminal organization, as it has 

largely abandoned jihadist-style attacks in favor of kidnappings that better allow it to finance 

itself.40 This may explain why Abu Sayyaf decided to break away from al-Qaeda. By joining 

ISIS—an organization that likewise partakes in indiscriminate acts of violence—Abu Sayyaf has 

                                                
37 Liow 2006, 21, 24. 
38 Clad, McDonald, and Vaughn 2011, 100. 
39 Singh 2007, 48. 
40 Hammerberg, Faber, and Powell 2017, 10. 



 20 

been able to enhance its credentials and exact greater ransoms when it takes hostages. This 

behavior is similar to the aping strategy employed by ethno-nationalist groups to gain material 

benefit and suggests the patronage argument vis-à-vis non-state actors may have wider 

applicability beyond secular nationalist groups.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 The cases outlined above in which insurgent groups in southern Thailand and Mindanao 

have cooperated with and even solicited the outright support of foreign jihadist terrorist 

organizations lays bare the problems with the conventional explanation for an absence of Islamic 

extremist groups in southern Thailand. Clearly, ethno-nationalist objectives of greater autonomy 

or independence are not incompatible with the ideological trappings of jihadism.  

 The patronage argument I have advanced provides a more nuanced understanding of the 

complexities involved in securing greater political bargaining power, military support, or funding 

to sustain a war against the state and more easily achieve its objectives. In the case of MILF, this 

strategy proved to be particularly effective. MILF’s example is illustrative of the evolution of the 

patronage process from start to finish, whereby a state patron is selected—in this case, Libya—

and intermediate aims are met by bolstering the military capabilities of the organization and 

internationalizing to attain greater political leverage. If state patronage is lost or forfeited, a 

separatist group may seek patronage through non-state actors to substitute their loss. Securing a 

non-state actor may require the separatist group to feign an affinity toward or allegiance to the 

patron’s ideological underpinnings. When the separatist group has attained its objective or 

becomes threatened by further association with its patron, it may disassociate. Thus, separatist 

groups are not by default opposed to working with non-state actors whose ideology or ambitions 

do not necessarily cohere with their own.  
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As insurgent groups in southern Thailand have demonstrated a proclivity to cooperate 

with foreign groups in the past, namely by contributing fighters to the mujahideen in 

Afghanistan, organizations in the Deep South are clearly not exempt from associating with non-

state actors for material support. Instead, their rejection of foreign jihadist fighters in Pattani, 

Yala, and Narathiwat is better explained by their fear of losing Malaysian patronage—by 

providing a virtual sanctuary in Kelantan state and through mediation in the peace talks—than 

their outright aversion to jihadist ideology. 

 The limitations of this project outlined under the methodology section invite further in-

field research to test the underlying assumptions girding my argument. A regression analysis 

testing my explanatory variable in Mindanao and southern Thailand, though useful inasmuch as 

it would be revealing of key drivers behind the affiliation with jihadist groups, could fail to 

address the subconscious rationale dictating such choices. Interviews of senior leaders of MILF 

and Abu Sayyaf may prove valuable in deducing the motivation behind their association with 

jihadist terrorist organizations, though their denial of involvement with such groups, as MILF 

has been wont to do, may likewise present a challenge. In a similar vein, interviews with the 

upper echelon of the insurgent organizations in southern Thailand may shine some light on why 

they have been reluctant to cooperate with jihadist groups or invite a jihadist presence in the 

Deep South. 

The argument I have laid out exposes deep misunderstandings in the existing literature on 

the southern Thailand insurgency of the rationale governing a rejection of jihadist influences. My 

argument contends that cultural background does not preclude coordination between 

ideologically dissonant insurgent groups. Therefore, should the patronage relationship between 

the insurgents and Kuala Lumpur be severed, cooperation between the Malay-Muslim insurgent 

groups and international terrorist organizations could transpire. As alluded to earlier, BRN’s 
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refusal to partake in the most recent round of peace talks between the Thai government and 

MARA Patani and its contempt for insurgent groups that operate in Kelantan state carries serious 

risk that it may estrange itself from Malaysian patronage and seek a substitute. BRN’s formation 

of the radical RKK suggests it has already begun to diverge from more moderate insurgent 

groups in the Deep South. Based upon the arguments I have advanced above, these developments 

indicate the forging of a BRN or RKK partnership with a foreign non-state actor is on the 

horizon. 
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