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Threats of terrorism receded during the past decades, while that of extremism are on the rise. 
Both global events and internal dynamics are to be believed as shaping the course of this 
phenomenon. No country in the Asia–Pacific, with the exception of North Korea, failed to 
mention terrorism and extremism in their annual security publications As threats to national 
(state) security as well as human (societal) security, terrorism and extremism sparks concern, and 
thus cooperation among states. Securitization becomes common ground, consequential to more 
effective measures of anti-terrorism, but at the same time also its negative corollary to norms of 
democracy, protection of human rights, and exercises of civil and political rights. Whether this 
trend is likely to continue depends to some extent on the characteristics of future challenges, 
including links between terrorism and extremism. Leaving aside academic debate on the 
conceptual notion of terrorism and extremism, which certainly deserves its own length and 
space, this paper focuses on more practical dimensions of terrorism and extremism—the actual 
and potential use of coercion to achieve political objectives. Resolving such challenges should 
not rely on the question of either/or, but rather on the balance of security and political measures. 

External Dynamics, Internal Resonance: Religious Terrorism and Violent Extremism 

Labeled as terrorism or extremism, the use of violence to attain political objectives is not a new 
phenomenon. Guerilla units in Indonesia, Burma, and Vietnam and communist insurgents in 
Malaysia and the Philippines resorted to violence against colonial rules. They were certainly not 
terrorists in the ideological sense, though at the operational level they may have adopted either 
extreme or even terroristic operations. The post–Cold War Balkans are the only more modern 
representation of such anti-colonial, liberation, or struggle for independence of relatively weaker 
parties.  

As elsewhere, terrorism has embraced its fourth generation, with more and more content of 
religious dimension both as sources of legitimacy as well as instruments of violence. The former 
is relevant with al-Qaeda-inspired terrorism, the later was, with some religious flavor as it may, 
basically sectarian. Ethno-national elements of terrorism survive as was the case in Sri Lanka 
and Thailand, yet the religious component, instrumental nonetheless, is on the rise. Deprived 
minorities like Uighur (China), Rohingya (Burma), Hmong (Vietnam), and Champ (Cambodia) 
are embracing extremism, and occasionally opt for more terroristic tactics. Driven by global 
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religious movements or local parochialism, the use of force to attain political objectives is on the 
rise. 

It would be a long academic debate to distinguish terrorism from extremism. It might not be 
useful to discuss why terrorism or extremism poses threats to democratic polity. Terrorism and 
extremism converges as far as the instrumentalization of coercive measures and violent means 
are concerned. Differences in source of legitimacy, religious jihadist in the case of terrorism and 
ethno militancy in the case of extremism does matter, as far as confronting the root causes and 
strategy for prevention. Nonetheless, they have little significance as far as problem solving is 
concerned. Security perspectives, in the narrow sense of state authority and stability, or in the 
wider sense of embracing safety of the people, demand a correct balance in the use of national 
instruments, coercive as well as persuasive, bullet as well as ballot.  

One may discuss the importance of external impulses. There is no doubt that the global 
dimension plays some role. For some reasons, anti-Americanism or internal power struggle has 
made religious revivalism on the rise. The limited option that some radicals face is the possibility 
of using coercion. Demonstration effect and significant order of the revivalist Muslim in the 
Middle East and elsewhere inspired Muslims throughout the world, notably in Muslim-
dominated society but with a significant degree of perceived grievances or relative deprivation, 
as has been the case in Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Indonesia. Absolute deprivation may be the 
case in Southern Thailand and Mindanao.  

Such global dimension surely has some merit. Globalization of the economy and information has 
erased physical borders. States are losing their sovereign power not only in their economic and 
social policy, but also in their ability to control cognitive change in their citizens. With 
globalization widening economic equality, though theoretically narrows cultural distance, social 
cohesion is at stake. The more plural varieties in religious sects or beliefs, the more prone social 
cohesion is. Those who perceived social religious grievances may feel more of a sense of 
isolation. Combined with political repression, this is the genesis of al-Qaeda-inspired terrorism in 
Indonesia and Malaysia. They provide a relatively full spectrum of resort to violence—jihadist 
ideology, militant strategies, and last but not least, more adoption of violent tactics.  

There is no doubt that global ideology and non-boundary-inspired religious territory are difficult 
threats to handle. Globalization has brought with it more windows of opportunity for such groups 
to gain economic benefits, manifested among others in the case of financial flows, whether 
directly from the Middle East or though Middle East–led regional economic institutions in 
Southeast Asia. Allegations include diversion of official loans to the government of the 
Philippines to ideological clients such as Ramzi Yousef, the perpetrator of the terrorist attack on 
the New York World Trade Center in 1993.  

The rise and fall of such terrorists may be temporary. One should not be complacent since they 
may someday resurface. One of the most important questions is how much terrorism will 
resurface. Radical religious groups are the minority in most countries. It would take quite some 
time to breed a new genre of globalist terrorist of the al-Qaeda variety. As such two possibilities 
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are coming to the fore. One is the emergence of splinter groups, and thus making religious 
terrorists more widespread in term of units, with no single authorities; and, two, transformation 
of extremists into the more solid terrorist groups. 

The first possibility is already emerging. With the dead influential leaders like Azhahari and 
Nurdin Muhammad, Jemaah Islamiyah (JI)  has split into some breakaway groups like Jemaah 
Anshoru Tauhid (JAT) and Jemaah Ansharu Syariah (JAS), led by Abu Bakar Bashir and 
Abdurrahim, in fact the son of Ba’asyir. Ba’asyir expelled his sons and top aides from JAT 
following their refusal to support his pledge of support to the Islamic State (IS). JAS’s objective 
is to rival Ansharu Tauhid recruitment for followers in support of the full implementation of 
Sharia law in Indonesia. In the absence of strong leadership, while focusing new recruits, it is 
more likely that neither JAT nor JAS is to become more radical in the short and medium terms. 

It remains to be seen how long splinter groups like JAS would remain relatively moderate, by 
Jemaah Islamiyah standard. New splinter groups, theoretically, tend to adopt an exclusive 
networks strategy and a leaderless terrorist group with autonomous objectives, which might not 
be coherent with the original fervor of jihadist ideology. Military and state institutions (hard 
target) are no longer the top priority for extremists. Like terrorists, extremists may also be 
interested in civilian targets (soft target) as this is more likely to have wider coverage, as well as 
to gain a more threatened audience. Former leaders who until today remain at large, like 
Indonesian Zulkarnaen and Malaysian Zulkifli bin Hir/Musa/Marwan may provide ideological 
tutelage and inspiring experience they both gained from the Afghan war. 

The second possibility, transformation of extremist group into religious globalist, could well be 
more complicated. So-called extremists are by no means cohesive. Like al-Qaeda, Hizbut Tahrir 
is in favor of global Islamic ideology, with the main objectives of erecting the Islamic State. 
Unlike al-Qaeda, Hizbuth Tahrir embarks on the path of the oppositional and considers anti-
Americanism (Anti-Western) as ideology, rather than instrumental target, and thus, it could well 
endure. Like some sectarian extremists, Hizbuth Tahrir is excluded from the path of democratic 
process. Hizbuth Tahrir’s elimination strategy may not in the end adopt terroristic tactics. Nor 
are they to resort to violence. As in the case of a religious-inspired radical, Hizbut Tahrir has 
diversified challenges confronted by democratic states.  

Part-time extremist, ethno-based groups like Rohingya, Champs, and Hmong have no globalist 
ideology. They are ethnonationalist with strong demands for more independent, autonomous 
governance that could well be instrumental to protect identity, securing access to economic and 
political power as well as cultural autonomy. People of Rohingya, Arakan, Champs, and Hmong 
are much more like separatists rather than terrorists of the al-Qaeda type. Such drive of identity 
politics does not exist in any other type of part-time extremist like Laskar Djihad or Islamic 
Defender Front, who have no solid ideology. They could be more violent than Hizbuth Tahrir, 
yet with no final objectives of eliminating formal state structure. Having no territorial claims, 
and thus sovereign authorities, both Lasykar Jihad and Islamic Defender Front tend to threaten 
other social groups rather than the state.  
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Trend of Cooperation in Countering Violent Terrorism and Extremism 

Externalities and internalities are important. The importance of external factors may raise 
probability of cooperation, as such external factors raised both terrorism and extremism as global 
or transnational issues, and thus spur common concern among governments. Surely, 
globalization and interdependence has ended traditional notions of state sovereignty. Receding 
nonetheless, sovereign states remain an important doctrine in interstate relations, and without 
such external factors, interstate cooperation may become more limited, at least to avoid the 
suspicion of “interference in domestic affairs.” Especially among policymakers, concerns could 
transform to interests in light of the balance between externalities and internalities. 

Counterterrorism has become an icon in international cooperation, especially after the 9/11 in the 
U.S. For better or worse, terrorism is a common threat, and combating terrorism becomes a 
common interest among governments. American dominant perspectives that religious extremism 
is a gateway of terrorism appear to be instrumental in raising expectation of cooperation on anti-
terrorism to provide positive impact on de-radicalization of the extremist. Whether this is a 
realistic expectation or naïve is another question, as the seeds and form of extremism varies 
among countries. The very fact remains that threats of extremism arise, while receding threats of 
terrorism may suggest that the success of cooperation in combating terrorism has no direct 
impact on the dynamics of extremism. The core of the matter could well be the nature of the 
cooperation, as will be seen later whether the cooperation principally concerns the stages of a 
preventive or combative (problem solving) nature.  

It has been discussed elsewhere that a regional organization like the Association for Southeast 
Asian Nations (ASEAN) and ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF), including its sectoral forums, like 
ADMM (ASEAN Defense Ministerial Meetings) may have a greater role to play. Economic fora 
like Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation had even been securitized since the post-9/11 to discuss 
related issues of combating terrorism. Partnership with external actors also manifested like the 
Japan–ASEAN cooperation in combating terrorism. They are all a venue for cooperation, 
complementing or even providing umbrella for networks of bilateral and trilateral cooperation. 
Conventions, joint declarations, and memoranda of understanding have been the outcomes of 
these venues—which reflect common understanding, interests, and willingness to cooperate 
rather than concrete capacity of tackling the issues.  

The region-wide cooperation was characterized by mostly confidence-building measures 
(security outlook, security dialogue), with more practical cooperation in concrete capacity-
building left aside, becoming part of bilateral and trilateral cooperation. The primary emphasis of 
capacity-building has been strengthening state capacity, because of different institutional 
structure, legal context, as well as responsibilities of security-related agencies. Indonesia has no 
coast guard and this hampers more effective cooperation with Japan, the U.S., and Australia. The 
national police is an independent, autonomous agency in Indonesia, answerable only to the 
president, while it is part of either the Prime Ministerial Office or Home Affairs in Malaysia and 
Australia. Specific bodies like the National Agency for Combating Terrorism or National 
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Agency for Maritime Security in Indonesia do not easily find a counterpart in other countries. 
Should they do so, they live in a different context of bureaucratic structure, and thus different 
ability to endorse their policies.  

This suggests that domestic politics is important and that bureaucratic structure is a necessary 
factor to achieve its effective results, beyond declaratory statement. They may not hamper 
international cooperation, yet may in the end determine actual state capacity. Law enforcement at 
sea has been discussed in many forums. So was combating terrorism. Military-to-military 
cooperation in counterterrorism is important to strengthen capacity of the military. Yet such 
cooperation could well be misplaced in the case of Indonesia, especially because the Indonesian 
military has no role in combating terrorism and extremism. Indonesia’s police does cooperate 
with other police, yet the budgetary structure is different in some countries, and the realization of 
cooperation may be different.  

More studies are needed. This is only to suggest that as important as they are, international 
cooperation would in the end depend so much on national capacity to realize it. And this is 
especially true in the context of combating radicalism, partly because some of the radicals may 
already accommodate by the political process like, the Prosperous Justice Party in Indonesia and 
PAS in Malaysia, while others remain societal forces with either elimination or part-time 
agendas as suggested in other parts of this writing, to whom state authorities cannot easily 
negotiate, spurring the state to have only one option left—coercive measures, or at least the 
threat of using coercive instruments. And this brings in other issues such as the legality of using 
force or coercive instruments in democracies. On the other hand, it must be acknowledged that 
international cooperation in combating terrorism and extremism converge diplomatic strategy 
and some agenda relevant to confidence-building measures. It is, nonetheless, hard to imagine 
that this has significant impact on, for example, the defense industry.  

Security in Democracies  

The dominant perspective is that “security” is an antidote to democracy, and that all security 
measures, including tendencies for using coercive instruments, are threats to democracy. The 
only choice left is for countries to embark on coercive measures, and therefore by definition are 
serious threats to democracy. The experience elsewhere, including that in modern mature 
democracies in America and Europe, combating terrorism and extremism raised the issues of 
democratic governance, freedom of expression, liberty, human rights, and others. Strengthening 
state capacity could threaten human security as well as civil and political rights. Resorting to 
draconian law is a gateway for limiting civil rights and liberties.  

It is assumed in this writing that security measures are not always threats to democratic life. The 
relationship between the two might not be causative. Democracy might be maintained amidst 
limited used of coercion; and security measures could effectively be exercised without crossing 
the line of civil rights and liberties. It is possible to create international, regional, and national 
regimes that strengthen state capacity and at the same time assure the concern for security. 
International conventions like the Johannesburg Principles provide a clue to a strike balance 
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between these two seemingly opposing quarters of polity. The conventions not only define 
legitimate national security, but also the control mechanism by which state exercise of security 
policy could be effective while maintaining democratic norms and protection of basic human 
rights.  

The key is therefore how democratic the mechanisms are controlling the use of forces, 
maintenance, and enhanced technical competence of the authorities responsible for exercising 
security measures. Political society and civil society have their roles to play, complementing one 
to the other, in the exercises of democratic security. Experience in the Asia–Pacific shows that 
such exercises are problematic for bureaucratic culture, political reforms, as well as maturity of 
democratic maturity. The legacy of traditional power determines how such strategy can be 
exercised and at the same time accepted by citizens’ politics. Experience may vary, of course, 
depending on the maturity of nation building (social fabric and political divisions) and state 
building (state legitimacy, institutional capacity, and competence of the apparatuses), and the 
degree of social violence that manifested in either terrorism or extremism. 

Despite the general trends of strengthening state capacity, the degree and strategies appear to be 
different. Besides specific law on anti-terrorism, Cambodia, Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, 
and Thailand adopted draconian law, including those relating to the “internal security” that 
justified extended detention and other measures fitting in to non-judicial investigation. Burma, 
China, and Vietnam still rely on authoritarian practices. The Philippines twisted the discourse of 
the internal security act into a “human security” that in fact is nothing more than the 
extraordinary exercising of the coercive instruments of the state. Malaysia “reformed” its 1960s 
internal security act with the new draconian Security Offence Special Measures Act (2012) 
remains. 

The post-Suharto government abolished the 1963 anti-subversive law, and has failed to enact 
either state secrecy law or something like the internal security measures popular in Malaysia and 
Singapore. Security measures in Indonesia are fairly more democratic than that in Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. Effectiveness, though, has yet to reach an optimal point, 
but what has been achieved is primarily by professionalization of the security apparatus. These 
include strengthening technical competence as well as adoption of justified use of forces. 
Lacking is, of course, a corrective instrument. Nothing is there, as was the case elsewhere, 
primarily in Malaysia and Singapore. Indonesia failed to discuss and finally adopt the notion of 
rehabilitation, or any other corrective measures, in its Law of Intelligence (2011).   

Another strategy is accommodating the radicals into political process, which has, of course, 
posed some dilemmatic stance. The degree of success is also different. Accommodation is much 
easier when the radicals themselves intend and are willing to cooperate, while the state provides 
the opportunity for inclusion. The willingness and intention of the radicals themselves depend so 
much on relative electoral power and ideology. Indonesia failed to accommodate Jemaah 
Islamiyah and other radical globalist extremists. It also failed to persuade Hizbut Tahrir 
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Indonesia or Lasykar Jundullah to enter into politics and remained in the societal forces. More 
part-time extremists like Laskar Jihad and the Islamic Defender Front can only be bought out. 

It remains to be seen whether such double strategies are adequate to attenuate, suppress, or 
mitigate terrorism and extremism. Strengthening state capacity and political accommodation is 
necessary. Yet beyond these spheres, it also depends to some extent on the willingness of the 
radicals to get involved. Religious terrorism with global ideology as the type of al-Qaeda may be 
more difficult to accommodate than other local religious groups that may use terror as nothing 
more than simply a tactic to achieve a more political space as was the case of Southern Thailand 
and the Philippines. Uygurs in Xinjiang, Rohingya, Muslim minority enclaves in eastern India, 
and Bangladesh may fall into such categories. This is to suggest that there was always a political 
solution to embrace local radicals and extremists, perhaps except temporary, opportunistic, part-
time extremists like Laskar Jihad and Islamic Defenders Front.  

Again, there may be no way of accommodating global religious extremists and/or terrorists into 
the political process, leaving American-style de-radicalization or European-style disengagement 
as the only options. In some cases, an optimal result may be reached to de radicalize a former, 
imprisoned terrorist/extremist, but might not be able to reach a future extremist. This is a factor 
that both terrorism and extremism is continuing business, not only dealing with the current 
problems, but also anticipating the future challenges. How effective is de-radicalization or 
disengagement remains to be seen. A special issue to note is that, in varying degree, de-
radicalization strategy not only involves rehabilitative measures dealing with the cognitive 
dimension of coercion, but also preventive measures dealing with more fundamental social, 
cultural, and economic issues.  

The Religious Rehabilitation Group in Singapore or the Religious Rehabilitation Program in 
Malaysia, as well as de-radicalization in Indonesia, involves not only the changing of mindset 
with alternative discourse about the Islamic State and hostile officials, but also complementing it 
with financial support, both for the terrorist and his family. They are all successful, with varying 
degree. Police in Indonesia appear to have been able to gain information from this program. 
Clerics and former terrorists may be involved, as instruments to gain respect and influence, as 
well as credibility from the former terrorists. More importantly, limited outreach of the criminal 
code, combined with incomplete control and capacity of state security demand a substantial role 
of civil society. Indonesia has long embraced moderate Muslim organizations like Nahdlatul 
Ulamma and Muhammadiyah. Such experience does not exist in non-Muslim predominant 
Thailand and Cambodia, which is complicating state policies. On the one hand, a narrow-minded 
government attempted to adopt securitization, as was the case of focusing on de-radicalization 
only on Malay Muslims in Southern Thailand or in Cambodia. In the longer run, this may even 
transform extremism into terrorism.  

 

Conclusion 
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Social and political violence, in the form of terrorism or extremism, remain serious challenges in 
the Asia–Pacific. This is to suggest that external impulses have some sort of relative influence. In 
Southeast Asia and elsewhere, this local/national ingredient is a strong sense of grievance, 
disappointment in material well-being, and development strategies that widen inequality. Muslim 
migrants or new coverts in predominantly Christian Australia and the U.S., Muslim enclaves in 
predominantly Hindu India or Buddhist Cambodia are minorities. So were radical Muslims in 
Malaysia and Indonesia, who live among predominantly traditional conservative Muslims. 
Thailand and the Philippines are not the exception, yet more importantly they live in the 
periphery of the country. More than anywhere else, Pattani in southern Thailand and in 
Mindanao in the Philippines enjoyed some historical legacy of the past of Pattani and the Sulu 
Islamic Sultanate. 

The receding threats to terrorism in the past decade do not in any way insure against future 
terrorist threats. Nor is any guarantee that extremism would not transform into the more 
politically motivated violence, including those in the form of terrorism. Security complexes in a 
territorial sense (local, national, regional, and global), as well as democratic (responsive and 
effective) state building and (accountable and responsible) security agencies, are challenges that 
should be faced. More contextual international cooperation and responsive domestic (national) 
reform should increase effective measures to deal with terrorism and extremism. Lacking in the 
effectiveness of international cooperation, which remain in principle at the stage of confidence-
building measures which mostly relies in declaratory intents, the solution is likely to be found in 
national context. As such, international cooperation must be more rigid to include the minimum 
requirement of domestic adoption.  

Terrorism as ideology is manifested in an array of activities, the ultimate of which is the use of 
violent measures. So was extremism, though in the latter case it relates to particularism, 
sectarianism, and parochialism rather than globalism that for years have been in the crux of this 
modern, fourth generation of terrorism, that is religious terrorism. However, terrorism and 
extremism, irrespective of their links, should be treated differently. Political accommodation may 
be adopted in mitigating extremism, while more coercive measures would be acceptable in the 
context of primarily religious inspiration. Excessive use of coercive instruments is part of the 
solution, not the only solution. On the other hand, political solutions, as important as they are, 
could never be sufficient.  
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