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The region of Southeast Asia in 2021witnessed multiple minor terror attacks and foiled 
plots, no major progress was noticed either with regard to establishing durable peace in 
the regions affected by decades-long insurgency or terrorism. 
 
 
Introduction 
Reasons for the outbreak and continuation of conflicts are multiple. However, the 
impetus for initiating peace efforts and driving them to their logical conclusion are 
provided by what William Zartman described as conditions of ‘ripeness’ and ‘mutually 
hurting stalemate’ (MHS), which make continuing the conflict unviable. Absence of such 
conditions are responsible for a mutual disinterest in working towards peace by 
conflicting parties. In such circumstances, fleeting successes are measured essentially 
by the effectiveness of hostile and retributive measures by both parties. The cycle of 
violence, may or may not be marked by temporary phases of peace. This brief tests this 
framework of analysis while assessing developments with regard to peace and conflict 
in Southeast Asia (SEA) in 2021.                   
 
In 2021, rate of success achieved by the SEA governments to establish peace and order 
in their respective countries remained at best, modest. Marked by multiple minor terror 
attacks and foiled plots, no major progress was noticed either with regard to 
establishing durable peace in the regions affected by decades-long insurgency or 
terrorism. Most states remained politically stable and the regimes firmly in the seat of 
power, although a coup orchestrated by the military in Myanmar in February gave rise 
to a country-wide upheaval, with ramifications on the security and stability of its 
neighbours.  
 
Major Developments 
 
There are no fixed ways to categorise the multiple sources conflict in the SEA region in 
2021. These can be divided region wise, according to the issues they are organised 
around, in terms of their longevity, or through the prism of key internal as well as 
external participants. However, this paper clubs them into two broad categories, in 
terms of their extreme or moderate impact on state stability. Such categorization offers 
twin advantages of assessing the links between (i) conflict and state fragility, as well as 
(ii) the impact of peace processes or their absence with conflict persistence, escalation, 
or resolution.    
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(i) Extreme Impact: The coup orchestrated by the Myanmar military (Tatmadaw), on 
the morning of 1 February, undermined the overwhelming electoral success achieved 
by the National League for Democracy (NLD) in the November 2020 elections. It pushed 
the continuing project for establishing a functional democracy in the country into 
oblivion and reinforced the military’s primacy, granted to it by the 2008 constitution. 
Tatmadaw’s coup makers, with an objective of asserting its dominance over Myanmar’s 
body polity, had hoped for a resistance-less pass over of power. However, the 
opposition organised by the NLD attracted spontaneous support from the different 
walks of life including small sections within the security establishment. While the 
military did and continues to persecute peaceful protesters, rise of the People’s Defence 
Force (PDF), an urban insurgency, consisting of armed pro-democracy activists, who 
have allegedly been trained by some of the ethnic insurgencies, has been an unexpected 
fallout of the episode. The new alliance between the pro-democracy activists and some 
of the ethnic armies has been another outcome of the coup.  
 
The clash between the two groups, although heavily tilted in favour of the military, 
largely due to its access and unrestrained proclivity to use extreme violence against its 
opposition, has been a source of complete chaos and instability in the country for much 
of 2021. Not only the country’s economy has nearly collapsed, amid a raging pandemic 
as well as the pull out of many multinational companies from the country, the military’s 
inability to control sporadic violence either in the country’s periphery or in the 
heartlands, makes Myanmar appear like a country at war with itself. The peace process 
between the Central government and the ethnic armies had not progressed much 
during the previous tenure of the NLD government. However, even that fragile process 
has been completely abandoned. The relocation issue of the nearly 1 million Rohingya 
refugees from Bangladesh into Myanmar too has become uncertain. Internal 
displacement as well as distressed migration of civilian population into neighbouring 
countries continue to create complexities between Myanmar and the individual 
countries.       
 
Neighbouring Thailand has been a witness to a similar development since 2014. 
Although protests demanding restoration of democracy has turned into a movement for 
reforming the monarchy in 2020, the military junta-led National Council for Peace and 
Order (NCPO) government continues to assume sweeping powers and grant itself 
general amnesty. Opposition to this dominance of military in Thai political life oscillates 
between muted and whispering phases consisting of mostly night protests. But the 
prevailing peace and stability in Thailand remains extremely fragile.     
 
(ii) Moderate impact: Weakening of global jihadist terror groups like al Qaeda and the 
Islamic State appear to have brought a semblance of order to the SEA region. It has put a 
halt to the migration of individuals into other conflict theatres and has also drastically 
reduced the spate of incidents associated with radicalization in several countries in the 
past years. However, self-radicalisation as well as continued activities of the local 
Islamist groups, some of whom had served as local alliance partners or franchises of al 
Qaeda or the Islamic State, continue to be sources of threat to state stability. In 
Indonesia and Philippines, groups like Jemaah Islamiyah and the Abu Sayyaf Group 
(ASG) respectively continue to operate and plan to execute terror attacks. In Indonesia’s 
Sulawesi island, a church was bombed in March by the Islamic State-inspired Jamaah 
Ansharut Daulah (JAD). The same month, a young female university dropout walked 
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into the Indonesian National Police Headquarters in Jakarta brandishing an air gun, 
before being shot dead by police officers.  
 
Multiple terror plots were foiled, which included a plan to carry out attacks on the 
Indonesian Independence Day in August. The JI and the JAD members are suspected to 
be present across multiple islands of the country. The former is comparatively more 
active and is reportedly seeking to establish a political front. In November, arrests of 
two persons revealed the existence of a newly established JI political front, an addition 
to its traditional fronts of dakwah (religious outreach) and armed jihad (military 
struggle). They include of Farid Ahmad Okbah, a member of JI's consultative council, 
who is also the chairman of Indonesia’s People Dakwah Party (Partai Dakwah Rakyat 
Indonesia/PDRI), and Ahmad Zain An-Najah, a member of the fatwa commission of 
Majelis Ulama Indonesia (MUI), or Indonesia Ulema Council, the nation's top Islamic 
clerical body. 
 
The restive Papua province in eastern Indonesia has also been marked by an ongoing 
low-scale secessionist insurgency. The head of the province’s intelligence unit was killed 
in an ambush in April by cadres belonging to the West Papua Liberation Army (WPLA), 
the military wing of the Free Papua Organization. The WPLA has been responsible for 
sporadic violent attacks and the escalated conflict, marked by human rights violations 
by Indonesian soldiers, shows no sign of resolution.       
 
The weakened ASG, based primarily in Basilan in southern Philippines has managed to 
carry out odd attacks against the army personnel, even while losing cadres and bomb 
makers, who form a central part of the group’s operations. The Islamic State’s Filipino 
branch, reportedly with only a handful of cadres, carried out two bus bombings in 
southern Cotabato city in early 2021, killing three people. However, there are 
indications that multiple Islamist splinter groups who operate in Mindanao could be 
regrouping. Amid continuing military operations, some of these groups have reportedly 
succeeded in recruiting young fighters to replenish their ranks, especially children of 
the dead fighters.        
 
In southern Thailand, the Patani Muslim insurgency seeking independence continue to 
indulge in low-scale attacks on police personnel. This conflict appears almost invisible, 
to the outside world, but has claimed over 7000 lives since 2004.     
  
While group-based terrorism continues to dominate the violence landscape in the SEA 
region, in June, Singapore’s Internal Security Department underlined that ‘self-
radicalised actors influenced by extremist materials online are the main domestic 
terrorism threat’ facing the country. In one of the rare instances of far-right extremism, 
a 16-year old Protestant Christian was arrested for allegedly plotting to kill Muslims in 
two mosques, on the anniversary of the Christchurch attacks in New Zealand.   
 
Trends 
 
From the conflict related developments in the SEA region in 2021, the following seven 
trends can be gleaned. Some of them are inter-connected and highlight different facets 
of the ongoing conflicts.  
 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/25/why-are-more-women-leading-bomb-attacks-in-indonesia
https://thediplomat.com/2021/11/indonesia-and-the-papua-issue-resolution-increasingly-unlikely/
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/philippine/philippines-abu-sayyaf-blast-08312021154527.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/philippine/militant-killed-10292021134428.html
https://www.benarnews.org/english/news/philippine/militant-killed-10292021134428.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55836774
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(i) Weakening of global and reinforcement of the local: On the eve of the anniversary 
of the 9/11 attacks, the SITE intelligence groups alerted the Southeast Asian states of 
possible terror attacks by groups affiliated to the Islamic State. However, Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Thailand described the warning as ‘routine’, rather than a substantive 
intelligence input. There is a near consensus among the security establishments of the 
region regarding the weakened influence of the global jihadists on SEA. Although a 
handful of specialists argue that the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan in August may 
boost al Qaeda’s prospects in SEA, such claims appear to be exaggerated. What is mostly 
being witnessed in the region are attempts by the local groups like the JI, JAD, and the 
ASG to revisit their strategy for reorganization and plan mostly solo or lone-wolf 
operations, without external assistance.                      
 
(ii) Augmented CT capacity:  Countries of the region continue to strengthen their 
counter-terrorism (CT) efforts by making substantial amount of resources available for 
their police and army in their budget or have been able to secure external assistance for 
the same. The US, for instance, launched a multi-million-dollar programme in 2017 to 
back Philippines’s counter-extremist activities, which is continuing. Security 
establishments in the region appear convinced that they have an upper hand vis-à-vis 
the terror groups. This is partly to do with their achievements in neutralising terror 
plots and large-scale arrest of terror suspects. The acting chief of the Islamic State’s 
Filipino branch was killed along with his wife in October. A total of 206 ASG members 
have surrendered to the military in 2021 (till November). In Indonesia, between 
January and mid-November 2021, security forces arrested 339 people and killed 18 
terrorist suspects, marking a 56 percent increase from 2020. This is the second-highest 
number of annual terrorist arrests in Indonesia in the last five years. In Singapore, 54 
people have been dealt with under the Internal Security Act (ISA) for terrorism-related 
conduct since 2015. Of these, 44 were self-radicalised. In Malaysia, 558 people have 
been detained over terrorism links, 51 of them are women. 
 
(iii) Persistent challenges posed by splinters and remnants: The state security 
establishments in the SEA region tend to present a picture of success and optimism 
versus terrorism and insurgency in their respective states. However, the splinters and 
weakened remnants of the armed groups, both local as well as those who share linkages 
with the Islamic State and al Qaeda, have managed to survive and attempt consolidation. 
This is true, especially in the case of Philippines and Indonesia. In August 2020, the U.S. 
Pentagon’s report had summed up that in spite of suffering a series of setbacks, the 
Islamic State-linked groups have hardly eroded in southern Philippines. The same state 
of affairs has prevailed in 2021. Odd attacks carried out by radicalised individuals in as 
well as consolidation of the JI and JAD point at the same trend in Indonesia.   
 
(iv) State as a source of instability: While the state and its constituents are generally 
understood to be stability inducing agents, some countries in SEA region have remained 
either oblivious to endemic conflicts or have themselves become sources of conflict. The 
coup in Myanmar, which has been the source of chaos and instability in the country, is 
an example of this trend. The Thai military’s retrenchment and its reluctance to pave 
way for the return of democracy in any time in near future is another. Similarly, the 
Papua insurgency remains an essentially state-created conflict for decades.            
 

https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/11/30/21/5-abu-sayyaf-members-surrender-in-basilan-sulu-military
https://news.abs-cbn.com/news/11/30/21/5-abu-sayyaf-members-surrender-in-basilan-sulu-military
https://www.benarnews.org/english/commentaries/column-bali-bombing-group-rebuilds-11242021153457.html
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/09/29/malaysia-seen-as-safe-haven-for-terrorists-says-anti-terror-chief/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=DE3DSKWYa0RS8AnavT3BtgN9O1xLeAxJNIxVeAH80ws-1638633971-0-gaNycGzNDlE
https://www.freemalaysiatoday.com/category/nation/2021/09/29/malaysia-seen-as-safe-haven-for-terrorists-says-anti-terror-chief/?__cf_chl_jschl_tk__=DE3DSKWYa0RS8AnavT3BtgN9O1xLeAxJNIxVeAH80ws-1638633971-0-gaNycGzNDlE


NIAS IPRI Brief, No.11,  January 2022  
 
 

5 
 

(v) Stalled peace-making efforts: Considering the fact that peace making processes are 
products of the conditions ‘ripeness’ and ‘mutual hurting stalemate’, conclusion of peace 
processes should be considered durable. However, in the case of Philippines, formation 
of splinter groups, emerging out of a parent group, which negotiated peace with the 
government, continue to be sources of instability. For instance, the Bangsamoro Islamic 
Freedom Fighters (BIFF), which split from the larger Moro Islamic Liberation Front 
(MILF) in 2011 when the latter sought peace with the Philippine government and later 
won autonomy in the Muslim-majority south, vowed on to carry out fighting. Over the 
years, the BIFF too has split into multiple factions, thereby widening the area under 
conflict. Whether ‘ripeness’ had been achieved when the MILF peace deal was 
concluded, therefore, remains a key question.                    
 
(vi) Social media as a force enabler: Internet penetration has increased rapidly in the 
SEA region in the past decades. Available to over 50 percent of the population, it 
remains the least, but sizeable in Myanmar. Social media, therefore, has emerged as an 
effective tool in the hands of anti-state as well as anti-government actors for 
legitimization, mobilization and alliance seeking or networking activities. This is 
apparent in the context of the pro-democracy movements in Myanmar and Thailand, 
but also for radicalisation projects of the Islamist groups in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Philippines. Even the 16-year old who was arrested for allegedly plotting to kill Muslims 
in two mosques in Singapore had self-radicalised himself on the web.           
 
(vii) Varying scales of external Intervention: Neoliberalism or liberal institutionalism 
holds that international cooperation between states is feasible and sustainable, and that 
such cooperation can reduce conflict and competition. However, the SEA region in 2021 
witnessed very little inter-state cooperation to address conflicts. Barring the ASEAN’s 
delayed pressure tactic on the Tatmadaw in Myanmar, global powers demonstrated 
significant reluctance to go all out to reverse the slide of democracy in the country. On 
the other hand, China, Russia and to an extent India played a significant role in 
preserving the post- coup status quo in Myanmar. The experience in Thailand is similar.        
 
(viii) Conflict precipitating impact of the Pandemic: Literature on organised crime in 
SEA have underlined the linkages between youth bulge, unemployment and flourishing 
of illegal trade. The ongoing pandemic has shrunk national economies, thereby leading 
to resource as well as capability crunch and resource diversion in many of the SEA 
countries. At the same time, states have also used the pandemic to empower themselves 
in multiple ways. The rise in the state’s punitive power coupled with the impact of the 
Pandemic on the economy as a precipitating factor in conflicts remains an under-
researched subject in the region. However, history of the growth of organised crime and 
terrorism in the region in the 1990s corresponds to phases of economic distress and 
state insensitivity. The same phenomenon could be repeating itself.  
 
The end result of this is the prevalence of a state of quixotic ripeness,   
 
Forecast for 2022 
 
Each of the conflicts in their respective states have been varying sources of instability. 
Myanmar is probably the hardest hit. The authority of the military has been significantly 
challenged by the armed insurgency in the periphery as well as the armed pro-
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democracy activists at the centre. In a way, that precipitates violence, eliciting hard 
counter measures from the military. Lack of external intervention and ineffectiveness of 
the international sanctions helps the military not only to stay in power, but silence the 
opposition in order to legitimize its hold. While this is likely to continue in 2021, it may 
not be without significant bloodshed. In the annual report of the US-based Early 
Warning Project, Myanmar has been ranked 17 with a 5.3 percent chance of mass 
killings taking place. Thailand is only two places behind at 19, with a 4.5 percent or 
approximately 1 in 22, chance of a new mass killing in 2021 or 2022.   
 
It can be argued that none of the insurgencies or terrorist groups, have reached points 
of ripeness or MHS, which explains their continuity. However, such conflicts in 
Indonesia, Philippines, Thailand and Malaysia do not essentially challenge the state 
authority in a significant manner. In Philippines and Thailand, insurgencies have been 
confined to the periphery. Indonesia and Malaysia, with a long history and expertise in 
battling Islamist radicalization are likely to prevent a major surge in extremism. Hence, 
a regime change or significant deterioration in the security scene is not an expected 
scenario in 2021.  
 
At the same time, however, two factors appear to be acting in favour of extremism in 
Southeast Asia and may aid in leading to a phase of extremist resurgence. These are, (i) 
a sufficiently long history and entrenchment of extremism in the affected areas, and (ii) 
the states’ incapacity and disinclination to address the core factors that breed and 
facilitate extremism. These combine to create an enabling environment for extremism 
to thrive and reemerge from a state of weakness. Malaysia, for instance, may have been 
becoming a safe haven for terrorists either with a plan to operate in that country or to 
use the country as transit. Malaysia’s friendly immigration policies, with the visa-on-
arrival facility for citizens from many countries, including those from which the foreign 
terrorists come, is certainly a factor to consider. A large percentage of the terror 
suspects arrested in the country are foreigners.  
 
There are evidences that the successes derived from hard CT measures, may have been 
pushing the security establishments in many SEA countries to a state of complacence. As 
a result, soft, yet painstakingly slow measures including peace negotiations, counter-
radicalization, educational reforms etc. may have become the under-emphacised 
aspects of CT. Therefore, in most cases, it is this official approach, which could have 
been preventing the conflicts from reaching a state of ripeness. Such phases of peace, 
marked either by absence of or reduced violence, have minimal potential of endurance. 
The SEA region, in 2022, may witness the continuation of much of what took place in 
2021, with the lurking possibility of some conflicts escalating into more critical phases. 
 

https://www.ucanews.com/news/thailand-faces-high-risk-of-mass-killings/95209
https://www.ucanews.com/news/thailand-faces-high-risk-of-mass-killings/95209

