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For We Are Also What We Have Lost
K E E  H O W E  Y O N G

abstract  This essay describes and ana lyzes a his tor i cal sit u a tion of loss in Thailand’s far south since 
the annex a tion of the Sultanate of Patani by Siam and its recur ring con flict since the late 1940s. What 
was felt to be lost for my Malay Mus lim inter loc u tors was a his tory of protracted strug gles against a Thai 
Bud dhist king dom—the impli ca tions of which var ied widely and were expe ri enced unevenly. For some 
elites, the pres ent vio lence reflected the loss of a past glo ri ous king dom. For ordi nary civil ians fac ing a 
real ity of unend ing vio lence, what was lost was quo tid ian live li ness, embodi ment, and emplace ment. 
For oth ers, the his tory of their strug gles and its atten dant losses had become con sti tu tive of the pres ent. 
Over the course of the essay, the rela tion ship between loss and his tory (in its mul ti ple tem po ral i ties) is 
eth no graph i cally shown to be unsta ble, given the uneven effects on a pop u la tion that was never homog­
e nous in the first place.

keywords  Sultanate of Patani, Haji Sulong, prox i mate dis place ment, recur ring con flict, loss

The wounds from the annex a tion of the Sultanate of Patani by Siam and its con se quent 
mar gin al i za tion of my peo ple have never formed scabs because they con tinue to bleed.
—attrib uted to a Malay sen a tor

Under the 1909 sia din daen (ced ing ter ri tory) Anglo-Sia mese treaty, Siam’s south-
ern most ter ri to ries were ceded to Britain. In return, the Brit ish rec og nized Sia-
mese author ity over the Sultanate of Patani—what is now referred to as Thailand’s 
far south, com pris ing the Malay Mus lim-major ity prov inces of Pattani (with two 
t’s), Yala, and Narathiwat. Decades after this annex a tion of the Sultanate of Patani, 
armed and unarmed groups call ing for forms of auton omy have ebbed and flowed 
in Thailand’s far south since the late 1940s, so much so that it has become not only 
the lon gest-run ning but also the least-known con flict in Southeast Asia.1

Although the region was rel a tively quiet from the early 1980s to the late 
1990s, more than seven thou sand (and counting) lives have been lost since the  
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esca la tion of vio lence in Jan u ary 2004. Images of the mil i tary siege at the his toric 
Kru Se Mosque; foot age on YouTube of the hor rific Tak Bai inci dent; the abduc tion 
and dis ap pear ance of Malay sus pects; and the insurgents’ targeting of mil i tary per-
son nel, soft tar gets—Bud dhist monks, gov ern ment school teach ers, civil ser vants, 
Malay vil lage chiefs and their dep u ties, and Malay civil defense vol un teers—and 
ordi nary civil ians have become com mon place for those liv ing in the region. Unlike 
in the past, when var i ous sep a rat ist groups would acknowl edge their actions, not a 
sin gle group has taken credit since the esca la tion of con flict in 2004, which is why 
the cur rent con flict is called the shadow insur gency.2 In fact, “fight ing with ghosts” 
is a com mon met a phor used by the Thai mil i tary in describ ing the per pe tra tors of 
vio lence.3

This essay explores the unevenly dis trib uted ref er ents of loss for a sub set of 
Malay Mus lims in Thailand’s far south in this lat est con flict. For some elites, the 
pres ent vio lence reflects the loss of a past glo ri ous king dom. For ordi nary civil ians 
engag ing with the dif  cul ties and precarity of unend ing vio lence, what was lost was 
quo tid ian live li ness, embodi ment, and emplace ment. For yet other civil ians who 
revered Haji Sulong and his mod ern ist Islamic teach ings, the his tory of vio lence 
and its atten dant losses in the mid-twen ti eth cen tury had become con sti tu tive of 
the pres ent. Over the course of the essay, the his tory of loss is eth no graph i cally 
shown to be itself lost, as a com mon his tor i cal hori zon dis solves for these sub jects.

The Kru Se Massacre and the Dusun Nyior Awakening
From the almost weekly bomb ing and shoot ing in the lat est con flict, the Kru Se 
Mosque mas sa cre stands out as one of the major sources of con tempt toward the 
gov ern ment among the diverse Malay Mus lim pop u la tions. On April 28, 2004, 
Malay Mus lim men clashed with secu rity forces at eleven sites in the region. One 
of them was Kru Se, a pil grim age and polit i cal site for Malay Mus lims.4 Despite the 
ini tial instruc tion from author i ties to nego ti ate with the group of thirty-two men 
armed only with machetes and trapped inside the mosque, the com mand ing of cer 
at the scene ordered his forces to attack, leav ing all  who were trapped dead. By the 
end of that day, 107 Malay Mus lim men had been killed across the region.

As I was conducting field work, the name of who might have given the order to 
the com mand ing of cer at Kru Se to kill was whis pered to me. However, the iden-
tity of this per son was not actu ally a ques tion; rather, it con sti tuted a pub lic secret 
that reflected a cer tain kind of legal ity in Thailand. Several inter loc u tors said they 
could not reveal what this legal ity is—but they “knew” I “knew.” They also said the 
author i ties “knew” that they “knew.” What makes the mas sa cre at Kru Se so dif -
cult to nar rate has to do with the lack of Thai his tor i cal dis course on the impu nity 
of state kill ing its own peo ple. This vio lence devi ates sharply—as with the stu dent 
mas sa cres of 1973, 1976, and 1992—from the con ven tional view of Thailand as a 
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sta ble par a dise for cit i zens and tour ists alike.5 It is this absence of rec og ni tion that 
makes what hap pened at Kru Se, espe cially nam ing those who had given the order 
to kill, polit i cally unspeak able. Those who were involved are unlikely to speak out, 
to be sure, and—even sup pos ing that suf  cient evi dence was gath ered—it would 
also bear poorly on the amaat (the top ech e lon of the mil i tary, the mon ar chy, and 
other of cials who con trol power and com mand respect in Thailand). But it is clear 
that the his tor i cal mean ing of that day has not been lost on the diverse Malay Mus-
lims in Thailand’s far south.

It was against such invis i ble inscrip tions along his tory’s silent edge, a phrase 
taken from Margaret Steedly,6 that Chaiwat Satha-Anand and Thanet Aphornsu-
van7 imme di ately noted the sig nifi  cance of the date of the clashes (April 28, 2004) 
and its rel e vance to Haji Sulong and his mod ern ist Islamic teach ings; it had been 
exactly fifty-six years from the inci dents at Dusun Nyior vil lage on April 28, 1948. 
Often referred to within the Malay Mus lim com mu ni ties as Kebangkitan Dusun 
Nyior (Dusun Nyior Awakening), this event could be con sid ered the ur-his tory 
for the recur ring con flict in Thailand’s far south when the Malay Mus lims were 
charged with sep a rat ism (baeng yaek dindaen, sep a rat ing the land), the most hei-
nous polit i cal offense against the cen tral ized and alleg edly uni tary Thai state.8 The 
state pre fers to call it kabot dusong yo (Dusong Yo Disturbance) in a con vo luted move 
to obscure the aspi ra tions of minor ity cul ture and iden tity. Following Ben ja min’s 
cri tiques of the con fla tion of his tory as prog ress,9 in remem ber ing Haji Sulong and 
the Dusun Nyior, we find our selves confronted by an archive of vio lence in such a 
way that we might be  able to per ceive the lay ers upon lay ers of vio lent his tor i cal 
debris that have pro pelled us into the pres ent.

The Kru Se Mosque, which is located in the sub dis trict Tanyong Lulo of Pat-
tani’s Muang dis trict, is also the home town of Daub ibn Abd Allah, one of the 
region’s most well-known Mus lim schol ars.10 It was in this sub dis trict that young 
Sulong attended an Islamic boarding school before his father sent him to Mecca. 
While in Mecca, Sulong became greatly influ enced by the mod ern ist teach ings of 
Muhammad Abduh.11 Upon arriv ing back in Thailand’s far south in the late 1930s, 
he was watched and his remarks reported. In addi tion to being con sid ered a threat 
to the state, Haji Sulong’s mod ern ist teach ings of Islam were anath ema to the con-
ser va tive ulamas and uztazs (reli gious author i ties) and the Malay Mus lim elites. In 
short, he was as admired by many ordi nary Malay Mus lims as he was vil i fied by the 
established author i ties. He threat ened the tra di tional order; he was a dan ger ous 
devi a tion from the epi ste mic topog ra phy of the Malay world; he was, in his refusal 
to con form to any of the above, destabilizing the sta tus quo.

When news broke that a com mis sion from Bangkok was head ing to Pattani, 
Haji Sulong and his asso ci ates pro duced seven demands concerning the polit i cal 
rights and reli gious affairs of Malay Mus lims. At the same time, by his invi ta tion, a 
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Straits Times Brit ish cor re spon dent vis ited Pattani, infuriating Bangkok by report-
ing on gov ern ment cor rup tion, black mail, and the per se cu tion of Malay Mus lims. 
On Jan u ary 16, 1948, Haji Sulong and his asso ci ates were charged with trea son and 
arrested. Their arrests sparked clashes across the far south, with the larg est one 
at the vil lage of Dusun Nyior, where more than four hun dred Malay Mus lims and 
thirty policemen were killed.12

Following the state sup pres sion of this unrest, an esti mated 250,000 Mus lims 
signed a peti tion requesting that the United Nations pre side over the seces sion of 
the far south from Thailand and its join ing with Malaya. Calls for sup port were 
also made to the Arab  League, Indonesia, Pakistan, and Malaya. Prime Minister 
Phibul released Haji Sulong and his asso ci ates on bail in 1952, but on August 13, 
1954, Haji Sulong, his eldest son, and a few com pan ions were sum moned to the 
police sta tion in Songkhla, the only non-Malay Mus lim-major ity prov ince in the 
far south. They were then escorted to a mosque for the noon prayer. That was the 
last time they were seen. The police claimed that they mys te ri ously disappeared on 
their way home. The most widely believed story is that they were tor tured, forced 
to con sume pork and alco hol, and killed, and their bod ies stuffed into bar rels and 
dumped into the sea.13

Glorious Patani
I vis ited Kru Se Mosque with a uni ver sity stu dent, Hassan, in 2005.14 An elderly 
man asked if we knew why there were so many bul let holes in the walls. Aware that 
I was not going to offer any response, he spoke again, “The gov ern ment needs to 
explain why the pembunuhan (mas sa cre) hap pened.” He pointed toward a tea stall 
across the street, and as we sat down, he told me he was a teacher at a reli gious 
boarding school and that he was connected to the Kelantan pal ace (which is con-
nected to the for mer Sultanate of Patani). He turned and stared at the mosque, as 
if he were looking at an object in which the trau matic emo tion of a recent trag edy 
were hid den. He then turned toward Hassan and exhorted him and his gen er a tion 
to take pride in the his tory of the Sultanate of Patani, a mar i time king dom that was 
once a site of the maso loning (renais sance) of the Mus lim world. He complained 
that the com mu nity at Kru Se felt pow er less, as if the pres ent had utterly spoiled 
the mem ory of a his tor i cal glo ri ous past. When I asked about the recent clashes 
with Haji Sulong and Dusun Nyior, instead of con tinu ing his rev erie about the Sul-
tanate of Patani, he looked at me and Hassan. And just as he had had words, he now 
had silence. He shrugged his shoul ders, got up, and left.

I was per plexed that the his tory of glo ri ous Patani con tin ued to pre oc cupy his 
his tor i cal con scious ness at the expense of negat ing the mean ing of more sig nif-
i cant events that I felt had more sig nifi  cance to the Kru Se mas sa cre. Is what is 
often called mem ory not about remem ber ing at all  but replaying a story locked 
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in our minds? Or, as the region remains a back wa ter in Thailand’s socio eco nomic 
and polit i cal land scape, was an alleged his tor i cal glo ri ous Patani past more narrat-
able than the 1940s Islamic Awakening and the sub se quent series of unsuc cess ful 
strugg les—which from the out set not only had pro duced no future but indeed had 
become a discredited past?15

I encoun tered another glo ri fied descrip tion of Patani that sum mer. Sitting in 
the com pany of men and uni ver sity stu dents at a tea shop, a local pol i ti cian, Faosee, 
reminded his audi ence that the lat est con flict had roots in the trau matic sebahgiyae 
hok (annex a tion) of Patani by Siam. He repeated like a man tra the story of the king-
dom’s golden age (zaman emas): that Patani was once a thriv ing mar i time king dom 
and had at times even defeated Sia mese armies. Over tea he took plea sure in regal-
ing us with stories of his fre quent vis its to the Kelantan pal ace and would repeat 
that his ances try was from the Sultanates of Patani and Kelantan. When I pressed 
him on his lin e age, he pre var i cated and could not reveal the names from that gene-
al ogy. As David Lowenthal cyn i cally remarks, “ ‘The charm of the past is that it is 
the past,’ says Wilde’s Henry Wotton, as if to pre clude fur ther expla na tion.”16 When 
I asked Faosee if the cur rent insur gency could be interpreted as a reawakening of 
Dusun Nyior, he dismissed my inter pre ta tion by say ing that Haji Sulong and his 
move ment were sim ply advanc ing Wah hab ism.17

At his law ofce, Farok, who also laid claim to the Patani aris toc racy, straight-
away got into the golden age nar ra tive as well: “Patani was a mar i time king dom and 
its sul tan ate was one of the richest in the Malay Archipelago.” He also said Patani 
could never return because Wah hab ism had replaced that era of Islam. The vital 
point in his meta story, like those of Faosee and the elderly teacher, is that Patani’s 
glo ri fied past can never return. In other words, the Malay Mus lims in Thailand’s 
far south are a peo ple defined by their col lec tive loss of a glo ri ous sul tan ate, of a 
loss of a cer tain Islamic reli gi os ity alleg edly replaced by Wah hab ism, and a loss 
of ter ri to rial sov er eignty. In their retell ing of this meta story, there is a cer tain 
sta bil ity—a story that has been told and retold, in which a glo ri fied past can be 
expressed and heard, a story that lacks the gaps and silences that usu ally accom-
pany those of life stories and per sonal nar ra tives. Notably, the appear ance of Haji 
Sulong marked a depar ture from the tra di tional strugg les against Thai sub ju ga tion 
under the aus pices of the rajas of the for mer Sultanate of Patani. Their aris to cratic 
back grounds may explain why these elites were uneasy with Haji Sulong’s mod ern-
ist Islamic revival. And, like these elites, many con ser va tive ula mas and ustazs have 
also repeat edly levied accu sa tions of Wah hab ism at his tor i cal actors and con tem-
po rary activ ists. Anxious about their established posi tions, mod ern Islamic teach-
ings presented a threat to their his tor i cal hege mony and author ity.

The term Wah hab ism has been polem i cally (mis)appropriated in Southeast Asia 
toward mar gin al ized groups since the begin ning of the twen ti eth cen tury by tra di-
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tional reli gious teach ers, local elites, and gov ern ment agents. As Farish Noor points 
out, a group of Kaum Muda (youth move ment) pro gres sive ula mas gath ered in the 
straits set tle ments of Malaya to set up their mod ern madrasas (reli gious boarding 
schools) at the turn of the twen ti eth cen tury.18 They were deeply influ enced by Egyp-
tian reform ists Muhammad Abduh and Rashid Rida, who argued that Islam is a reli-
gion of the intel lect and rea son to free them selves both from super sti tions that were 
nei ther Islamic nor ratio nal and from the shack les of colo nial ism. For all  that, they 
were condemned as Wah habis by the Brit ish author i ties. In Thailand’s far south Haji 
Sulong and his asso ci ates also saw the need to advance Muhammad Abduh’s reform-
ist Islamic teach ings. But their pro gres sive teach ings upset the con ser va tive ulamaa, 
who requested that a gov ern ment inves ti ga tion be conducted to deter mine whether 
Haji Sulong was fomenting rebel lion, some thing the gov ern ment was all -too-will-
ing to oblige.19 Such accu sa tions of Wah hab ism con tinue to this day at Thailand’s far 
south because the ground has been well pre pared. The pro fuse mythol ogy (or I should 
say the pov erty) of this Wah habi story dates to long before the lat est insur gency and 
fell on ears finely tuned by the style and imag i na tion with which the elites had long 
depicted the far south. In that patron iz ing and fro zen mythol ogy, the glo ri ous past 
can never return because sim ple or brute Wah hab ism has replaced that era of Islam.

These elites were no lon ger inter ested in talking about a glo ri ous Patani when I 
met them in 2009 and dur ing sub se quent sum mers. Perhaps the action of that sin-
is ter and emi nently sar donic force, time, had prompted a recon sid er a tion of their 
stip u la tion of a glo ri ous past. It was as if, with time, they had fallen vic tim to self-
ado ra tion. With the con flict dragg ing on, had the weight of the glo ri ous past become 
a bur den to their arrested pres ent? The region remained sub merged in grow ing 
unem ploy ment, alco hol ism, drug abuse, eco nomic con trac tion, vio lent crimes, per-
sis tent cor rup tion, and wrong headed secu rity pol i cies—so much so that rehears ing 
a glo ri ous past was now put under the sign of a ten sion that was no lon ger cre a tive 
between his tory and mem ory. Perhaps their reluc tance in talking about such a past in 
2009 and sub se quent years was their attempt to save them selves from fur ther moral 
embar rass ment, a past that could never be recov ered. Humility can be grat i fy ing.

Recurring Conflict
For those who rehearsed the his tory of the glo ri ous Patani king dom in the his-
tor i cal pres ent, there were many oth ers who pro fessed no inter est in that past or 
held that any instru men tal use of that past would ulti mately triv i al ize it. Instead, 
what mattered more to them was the stalled, arrested pres ent. On a van to Muang  
(cap i tal dis trict of ) Pattani in 2009, Hanisah offered a some what fatal ist descrip-
tion of their his tory and sense of real ity: “For those of us who grew up here, who 
live here, who are stuck here, we see them (acts of vio lence) as well, but they have 
become biasa [nor mal] for us. This is not the first time. . . .  We grew up menunggu 
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[waiting] for it to hap pen again, menunggu for vio lence to erupt once again. . . .  This 
is a recur ring con flict. The ques tion is, where do you go when you have nowhere to 
go, no way out?” She forced a smile.

With ref er ence to the longue durée, “waiting” might also describe the Malay 
Mus lims’ dis po si tion and psy chol ogy in Thailand’s far south. Since the days of Haji 
Sulong, can the sub se quent waves of strugg les be seen as prog ress? To fol low this 
line of anal y sis, we might see the sup pres sion of such expres sions of auton omy as 
lead ing to a sense of both agency and agony from the region’s protracted strug-
gles for auton omy and its accom pa ny ing vio lence since the late 1940s. History was 
under stood as a night mare from which they could not wake up. All that Hanisah 
and those of her gen er a tion who were born after the Haji Sulong era have heard of 
are the repeated strugg les and their fail ures. And they sensed that it was only a mat-
ter of time before their desire for a bet ter future (their strugg les for respect, their 
expres sions of auton omy) would resur face—and with it, the pos si bil ity of vio lence.

I now won der what it means to describe this dis po si tion as “waiting,” as in 
other sit u a tions of “for ever” con flict. Will there ever be a res o lu tion for Thailand’s 
far south? As many have remarked, the his tory of the Malay Mus lims in Thailand’s 
far south is indis so cia ble from the his tory of strugg les against the mod ern Thai 
Bud dhist king dom.20 And as long as the con flict is contained within the far south, 
Bangkok is never concerned with how long the con flict will last or how it recurs.21 
To be clear, within this his tory of con flict, peri ods of upheaval were not the same 
in their ideologies, prac tices, and reli gi os ity. Each was led by diff er ent groups of 
actors. The col lec tive his tory of the Haji Sulong move ment was that of a reform ist 
Islam. By con trast, the class-ori ented strugg les from the 1960s to the early 1980s 
were led by edu cated elites and aris to crats under threat of los ing more land. As 
many of these elites have since fled over seas, their move ments have lost their force. 
And with the cur rent shadow insur gency, one can not be sure who the lead ers of 
this name less vio lence are. With no end in sight, desires for expres sions of auton-
omy might now mark, to invoke Koselleck again, “futures past.”

Hanisah con tin ued, “As locals, we are tired of [the con flict], tired of think ing or 
talking about it. You might even say we are used to [it].” Soon, she and I fell asleep 
(as the warm air blow ing from the air con di tion ers above our heads made us sleepy), 
only to wake up when I sensed the van was slowing down. The rest of the pas sen gers 
woke up as well. Two sol diers clad with semi au to mat ics slid the van door to the side 
and their gaze swept across us before they slid the door back. As our van jour neyed 
on, I counted a total of eight more check points before we arrived in Muang Pattani.

Proximate Displacement
As I alluded to ear lier, for ordi nary civil ians what mat ters (given the dif  cul ties 
of real ity in the lat est con flict) is not the loss of a given his tor i cal past but the loss 
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of pres ent live li ness, embodi ment, and emplace ment—a con di tion exac er bated 
by precarity. This was the sense expressed by the mak pasar (women ven dors) at 
three open-air mar kets in Muang Pattani. One of these ven dors, Zainab, was liv ing 
with her hus band and his first wife and their chil dren on the out skirts of Muang 
Pattani when I met her in 2009. When I went back the fol low ing year, Zainab and 
two other mak pasar were shar ing a room close to their mar ket. For safety rea sons, 
many other mak pasar had also decided to share rented rooms in Muang Pattani. 
Aishah, another mak pasar, explained, “The roads on the out skirts are not safe any-
more in the dawn and even ing hours. . . .  These are the waktu geriya (hours of the 
guer ril las).” Another mak pasar, Pla complained to me that there had been innu-
mer a ble road side explo sions, espe cially dur ing the waktu geriya. She empha sized, 
“Day and night are a diff er ent world around here. One is waktu tahann (hours of the 
army), the other is waktu geriya.”

The deci sion to share rooms in the city can be interpreted as one way of engag-
ing with the tac tics of precarity. As Anna Tsing reminds us, “One way of keep ing 
precarity in mind is that it makes us remem ber that chang ing with cir cum stances 
is the stuff of sur vival.”22 However, writ ing in the con text of the Sri Lankan civil 
war, Sharika Thiranagama reminds us that such prox i mate dis place ments are crit-
i cal mea sure ments of belong ing and indi ces of loss, an exis ten tial and mate rial 
dilemma for those expe ri enc ing them. As Thiranagama puts it, “Proximate dis-
place ment . . .  cre ates very diff er ent ways of inhabiting loss from that of exter nal 
dis place ment.” For the exter nally displaced, “ ‘home’ can remain in a static time left 
at the point of depar ture,” while prox i mate dis place ment means “that their past 
land scape has not disappeared from sen sory expe ri ence.”23 Some mak pasar would 
empha size, in an emo tion ally charged man ner, “We are moth ers, the ones pro vid-
ing the sayang (lov ing) to our chil dren, and now should we expect our hus bands 
to be both fathers and moth ers in the fam i lies?” Even though the open-air mar-
kets were always lively, they lamented that the mar kets lacked the live li ness of their 
fam i lies and the bucolic set tings of their vil lages. Zainab rem i nisced about how her 
days started—cooking break fast, get ting her chil dren ready for school, and mak ing 
sure her hus band and in-laws had their first cup of sweet coff ee to start their days.

Aishah added what was lost with an inten sity about being ter ri to ri ally anchored 
in her home and vil lage:

Our home in the vil lage is not only a phys i cal but also an inti mate exis tence. We took 
in every thing inside and out side our home—rain on our roofs, mice on the ceil ing, 
the smell of shrimp paste, the smell of mango per me at ing the entire house, and what 
about our cats . . .  and the adult con ver sa tion. . . .  Our home is more or less emo tion-
ally proofed against what is hap pen ing out side. . . .  Together, as adults, we were there 
to insu late our young ones from the vio lence.
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Worrying about the safety of their chil dren, some mak pasar decided to take the 
risk of mov ing back. But that did not last. Clichés like “You just can’t go back to liv-
ing in the vil lages” do not con vey the mix of dis tress that over took them when their 
deci sions to return felt like a brief lay over. Severed from the social, psy cho log i cal, 
and psy chi cal rela tion ships with their homes and vil lages, they often complained 
of being “out of place” with their cur rent liv ing arrange ments, arrange ments lack-
ing in their famil iar land scape and soundscape, which led to a loss of emplace ment 
and the fusion of which were fun da men tal to their embodi ment of self in space and 
time. They were moth ers who made life safe for their chil dren and grandchildren, 
coun sel ing them of the dan gers of infor mants, whether these be state agents or 
insurgents (the lat ter being read as any one vis i bly marked as Mus lim).

These mak pasar would sigh and com plain to me and to each other each sum-
mer I vis ited them. “Here we are at the year 2014 [2015, . . .], enter ing the ninth 
[tenth, . . .] year of the cur rent vio lence. Do you see any end in sight?” Their 
ques tions were rhe tor i cal, indi cat ing the col lec tive polit i cal fatigue (if not polit i-
cal impo tence) and resigned accep tance that there was noth ing to be done but to 
endure and engage with the dif  cul ties of real ity. They were stuck in a prolonged 
(if not per ma nent) liminality; it was the indefi  nite nature of these sep a ra tions that 
presented the most anguish in their lives, in which cel e bra tions, rit u als, and the 
rhythm of vil lage life were interrupted. As ironic as it might seem, liv ing in indef-
i nite prox i mate dis place ment has a strong meta phys i cal dimen sion: one learns to 
see mul ti ple forms of loss in even the smallest sen sa tion. As many of them worked 
seven days a week, it was com mon to hear them lamenting how they missed—in 
both tem po ral and affec tive senses—their vil lages, their homes, and their fam i-
lies. A pri vate moment of remem ber ing a favor ite site at one’s home or vil lage, for 
exam ple, can res o nate in polit i cal, his tor i cal, and psy cho log i cal cham bers. Last but 
not least, to per ceive prox i mate dis place ment is also to acknowl edge the resources 
these mak pasar drew upon—both phys i cal and psy cho log i cal.

What we see among these mak pasar and oth ers are forms of move ment and 
dwell ing that came about from a cer tain shared and uneven his tory, and their reac-
tions to their ongo ing pre dic a ments and precarity. In essence, these actions allow 
them to live in an awful world. But we can not reify and val o rize this agency; to do 
so while the recur ring con flict reaches a stale mate in a per pet ual state of uncer-
tainty would be at best naive and ide al is tic. Tobias Kelly asserts that one of the 
cru cial tasks of anthro pol ogy is to elu ci date the lim its of endur ance—its elas tic-
ity as well as its lim its; and that what makes vio lence so vio lent is the exhaus tion 
of endur ing and engag ing with the dif  cul ties of real ity with out end.24 Violence 
in Thailand’s far south is sim i larly a recur ring epi sode, hard en ing ordi nary Malay 
Mus lims’ sense of real ity and pro duc ing a pro found skep ti cism of any future. To 
say that they are biasa (used to) or bosan (bored) with the recur ring con flict was an 
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expres sion of their time and of a sense of the his tory and expected future that made 
vio lence unsur pris ing. They con tinue to be engulfed by a “tire some, weighty now,” 
Adam Reed’s phrase for the tem po ral ity of prison inmates in Papua New Guinea.25

Thinking about vio lence that is not only recur ring but also with out end in 
sight—a tem po ral ity that is not lin ear but cycli cal—poses a con cep tual chal lenge 
to an anthro pol ogy that seeks agency and futu rity. The dif  cul ties of real ity in Thai-
land’s far south since the days of Haji Sulong are symp tom atic not of change (since 
change has yet to arrive) but of rep e ti tion. The diverse Malay Mus lim com mu ni ties 
are waiting not only for change to arrive but also for vio lence to erupt once again.

Freedom, Freedom, Freedom
Working with my Malay Mus lim inter loc u tors over the years, I have been struck 
by how lit tle space for free dom their accounts offered; I have been struck by not 
only their help less ness but also their insis tent real ism that would not allow them 
to enter tain for a moment the uto pi an ism nec es sary to save their world. Amina was 
one excep tion. She has a bach e lor’s degree from Chulalongkorn University, one 
of the top uni ver si ties in Thailand, but was unable to secure a teach ing posi tion, 
leav ing her to give pri vate English les sons at her par ents’ house. Amina intended 
to open her own school but doubted the idea would be accepted by the con ser-
va tive reli gious boarding schools around her vil lage. “What infu ri ates me is our 
tradisi [tra di tion] . . .  so much restric tion, sus pi cion,” she said. Her refrain, first 
artic u lated sharply and then muttered through out our exchange, was “free dom, 
free dom, free dom.” She felt out raged by the ways things were so restric tive and 
con veyed that frus tra tion with a raised voice: “I feel like an exile in my own back-
yard. . . .  Our tradisi is hold ing me back, hold ing us back.”

Amina once asked me, “Has any one ever told you about what hap pened to Haji 
Sulong?” She shud dered, as if her spir i tual res o nance were not at ease with what 
she had just asked. Amina closed her eyes as she mus tered the strength to con-
tinue. I quote her at length:

Sometimes when I think about their tragic deaths, it makes me afraid to endure any 
more. But we must, I must. When you told me cer tain elites here in Pattani said to you 
Haji Sulong was a Wah habi, you have no idea how much that infu ri ated me. . . .  Haji 
Sulong was sac ri ficed. . . .  These elites have no val ues. They are the ones who remind 
me I must endure. It’s as if Haji Sulong and their dis ap pear ance never hap pened, as if 
his only value was to teach these elites how to for get. . . .  Not for us. Haji Sulong and 
those that died trag i cally that day have not been for got ten. Their deaths, their absences 
filled my life, our lives. . . .  The way they were killed or disappeared is to me the deep-
est pos si ble form of exile, the deepest pos si ble exile of their souls. We won’t accept that 
ver sion of their deaths. Or at least I won’t. For me, we are also what we have lost. . . .  

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/critical-tim

es/article-pdf/6/2/345/2012994/345yong.pdf by guest on 30 Septem
ber 2023



YO NG |  F O R  W E A R E  A L S O W H AT W E  H AV E  LO ST |  355

What is lost to me has become part of what I am. Even though they are no lon ger with 
us, their absences are ghostly pres ent to us all , to us . . .  who have been denied our 
rights for so long. . . .  May Allah be with them! May the soul of Haji Sulong and those 
with him that day be blessed!

Amina once told me, “My father said I am safe so long as my aspi ra tions are in the 
realm of dreams, but when I must bring them back to the world, I am in dan ger. His 
advice reminds me of Haji Sulong.” The leg acy of Haji Sulong and his reform ist call 
for a mod ern ist Islam had achieved lit tle to eman ci pate Malay Mus lims or to reform 
super sti tions, big otry, jeal ou sies, and betray als, espe cially from those with polit i cal 
and reli gious power. Despite this fail ure, its effects pres ent a polit i cal chal lenge—and 
not only to the imme di ate tar gets of her com plaint. As an anam ne sis that calls the 
mark ing of the of cial limit placed upon the past by the pres ent into ques tion, the 
deaths of Haji Sulong and his asso ci ates are con sciously pres ent for Amina and oth-
ers that remem ber the con di tions that disappeared them in the name of reli gion, race, 
ideologies, and so on. In fact, one can even say they speak on their behalf since those 
that were disappeared can not speak for them selves. Amina’s anguish is a chal lenge to 
any naive and sim plis tic ren di tion of a col lec tive “we” among the Malay Mus lim pop-
u la tion in Thailand’s far south—whether one manufactured by the state, the Malay 
Mus lim lead ers, or con ser va tive ula mas and ustazs. It also under scores a con sti tu tive 
reg is ter of loss, how ever unevenly dis trib uted it is.

By Way of Concluding
As this essay tries to show, the rela tion ship between loss and his tory (in its mul ti ple 
tem po ral i ties of past, pres ent, and future) is never sta ble, given the uneven effects 
on a pop u la tion that is never homog e nous in the first place. In the con text of the 
lat est con flict in Thailand’s far south, cer tain elites had ini tially iden ti fied a his tor-
i cal rup ture stem ming from the destruc tion of a glo ri ous king dom of the past. But 
such invo ca tions quickly sub sided as they real ized the con flict had reached a per-
va sive and con sum ing stale mate. Unlike for these elites, his tory for the ordi nary 
civil ians I worked with “lies in the adap ta tion of mate ri als to time, to the exi gen cies 
of life, much as a door han dle loses its shine or the keys on a key board lose their 
let ter ing.”26 They did not have the lux ury to talk about a cer tain his tor i cal glo ri-
ous past and its loss. Instead, what mattered most were the loss of live li ness, of 
embodi ment, and of emplace ment. It is as if time no lon ger “flows,” and that the 
future—if there had been any future at all —is fro zen. To put it slightly diff er ently, 
“Time, in short, has become less yield ing. . . .  The pres ent seems stricken with 
immo bil ity,”27 brack eted from any sense of effec tive past and future.

To return to the heterology of com mu nity, belief in a com mon van tage 
point—the col lec tive “we”—is lost with this strong sense of betrayal by the 
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 polit i cal and reli gious lead ers of Malay Mus lims in Thailand’s far south. This 
might explain why the lat est call of the shadow insurgents to express auton-
omy, echo ing sim i lar ges tures since the 1960s, is at best ambig u ously felt among 
my inter loc u tors, espe cially in rec og niz ing that the very bru tal ity by which the 
insurgents were pur su ing change have the effect of weak en ing the auton o mous 
aspi ra tions among the het ero ge neous Malay Mus lims and the polit i cal ave nues 
open to them. Thus, this uneas i ness of hope has proved it impos si ble, to me, to 
con sol i date a sense of real ism into what we call change. It is with this impos si-
ble sit u a tion in mind that we should think about the tem po ral ity of vio lence and 
our sub jects’ endur ance as rep e ti tious, as habit ual. Captives of the pres ent, they 
have been endur ing and engag ing with the dif  cul ties of a real ity wherein time 
does not seem to pass, wherein they remain as sub jects ensnared in a per ma nent 
tem po ral ity of what Deleuze calls “the par a dox of con tem po ra ne ity.”28 As such, 
even those who did evoke such a col lec tive hope or occa sion ally invoked Patani’s 
glo ri ous past did so in mur murs, with a half-smile, nar rated as if emp tied of life 
and sat u rated with doubt.

KEE YONG is asso ci ate pro fes sor of anthro pol ogy at McMaster University. He has done 
research on com mu nism in Sarawak, Borneo, and on the silenc ing of this polit i cal and 
eco nomic his tory. Since then, his research on the recur ring con flict in Mus lim-major ity 
prov inces in Thailand’s far south focuses on the ways in which regimes of fear affect the 
way minor i ties relate to one another and to those in author ity. Yong’s work on Thailand’s 
far south con tin ues his focus on the rela tion ship between the con struc tion of minor i ties— 
and thus of the major ity—and issues of loss, vio lence, his tory, mem ory, for get ting, and 
silenc ing.

Notes
1. McCargo, Mapping National Anxieties.
2. Helbardt, Deciphering Southern Thailand’s Violence.
3. Askew, “Fighting with Ghosts.”
4. Ockey, “Individual Imaginings.”
5. Winichakul, “Remembering/Silencing the Traumatic Past.”
6. Steedly, Hanging without a Rope, 199.
7. Satha-Anand, Khwam ngiap; Aphornsuvan, Origins of Malay Muslim “Separatism.”
8. Satha-Anand, Life of This World.
9. Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy.” In his critiques of the conflation of history with 

progress, Benjamin presents the allegory about the “angel of history” as a critique of the 
linear conception of progress (257). He argues that the concept of humanity’s historical 
progress “cannot be sundered from the concept of its progression through homogenous, 
empty time” and that this concept of progression must be the starting point for critiques 
of the concept of progress itself (261). By contrast, for Benjamin the structure of history is 
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“time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit]” (261), the eternal now as standing still in 
the present.

10. Matheson and Hooker, “Jawi Literature.”
11. Ockey, “Individual Imaginings.”
12. Che Man, Muslim Separatism.
13. Chaloemkiat, Kontotan naiyobai.
14. Except for public figures, I have substituted pseudonyms for all my interlocutors.
15. Koselleck, Futures Past.
16. Lowenthal, Past Is a Foreign Country, 36.
17. Wahhabism is an austere form of Islam that insists on the literal interpretation of the 

Koran and insists that those who are not Wahhabis are heathens and enemies.
18. Noor, “Pathans to the East!”
19. Mahmud and Anuar, Sejarah Perjuangan Melayu Patani.
20. Che Man, Muslim Separatism; Askew, “Spectre of the South.”
21. Abuza, Conspiracy of Silence.
22. Tsing, Mushroom at the End of the World, 27.
23. Thiranagama, In My Mother’s House.
24. Kelly, “Life Less Miserable?”
25. Reed, Papua New Guinea’s “Last Place.”
26. Taussig, Law in a Lawless Land, 135.
27. Scott, Omens of Adversity, 6.
28. Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 81.
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