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rooted in tensions between state-imposed Thai-Buddhist identity and
Malay-Muslim cultural heritage. Despite extensive research on political
and security dimensions, intercultural communication and identity
negotiation through literary analysis remain underexplored.
Correspondingly, this study examines how cultural symbols function as
identity markers and analyzes intercultural communication patterns in
Montri Sriyong's novel Rusnee, which portrays Thailand's marginalized
Malay-Muslim community. Employing qualitative critical literary
analysis, this research integrates cultural identity theory, critical
discourse analysis, and narrative theory. Systematic close reading
identifies cultural symbols and examines silence as communication,
trust erosion, and the transmission of intergenerational trauma.
Furthermore, cultural and religious symbols function as powerful
markers, creating us-versus-them boundaries, with hijab-wearing
triggering state surveillance and discrimination. Meanwhile,
communication patterns reveal silence as strategic resistance,
community leadership collapses due to a trust deficit, and trauma
transmission across generations. In addition, characters navigate
contradictory identities through constant boundary management
between religious obligations, cultural traditions, and state
expectations. Overall, this research contributes Southeast Asian
perspectives to intercultural communication scholarship, demonstrating
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the literature's dual role as a societal mirror and a cross-cultural bridge.
Additionally, findings offer implications for educational curriculum
development and policy formulation in ethnically diverse regions
experiencing protracted conflicts.
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Introduction

Thailand's Deep South, comprising Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat provinces, is a complex,
multicultural region where identity negotiation occurs daily amid protracted violent conflict.
Since violence resurged in 2004, many lives have been lost in a conflict that extends beyond
religious differences to encompass deeper tensions in intercultural communication and identity
politics (Jitpiromsri, 2015). For instance, Burke, Tweedie, and Poocharoen (2013) argued that
sustainable conflict resolution requires fundamental changes to governance structures rather
than economic or social initiatives. These aimed to win “hearts and minds,” yet such
approaches have demonstrated limited impact on the conflict's underlying dynamics. Conflict
management and intercultural sensitivity have thus received considerable attention in the past
decades (Sternberg & Soriano, 1984; Triandis, 2006; Yu & Chen, 2008). Central to this conflict
is the tension between state-imposed “Thainess” intrinsically linked to Thai-Buddhist identity
and the Malay-Muslim cultural heritage that local communities seek to preserve. Despite some
recognition of the military’s contributions to community development since mid-2009,
Jitpiromsri (2010) observed that trust toward security forces, particularly the military and
police, remained low. This is mainly due to persistent human rights violations and the state's
failure to recognize local populations' rights to cultural identity. Concurrently, this trust deficit
has profoundly affected intercultural communication patterns in the region.

Literature offers a powerful medium for understanding these complex dynamics by providing
insights into lived experiences that quantitative research often overlooks. Condon (2007)
pioneered the use of literature as a tool for exploring intercultural communication, arguing that
literary works offer emotional depth and diverse perspectives that conventional social science
research cannot fully capture. While Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) critiqued how research
organizations reduce populations to statistical categories that obscure individual agency and
authentic experience, the literature provides an alternative lens that accesses subjective realities
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and cultural nuances. Moreover, Montri Sriyong's novel Rusnee offers a rare window into the
Malay-Muslim community's perspective through the story of twelve-year-old Rusnee, who
lives in a village at the foot of Mount Budo. Through her eyes, readers witness the erosion of
trust, the collapse of community leadership, and the daily negotiations of identity amid fear
and violence. The novel reveals how cultural symbols function as markers of difference and
sites of identity contestation.

The Context Of Conflict In Thailand’s Deep South

The Malay-Muslim population in Thailand's southernmost provinces has maintained distinct
linguistic, cultural, and religious traditions that differ significantly from the Thai-Buddhist
majority. Thailand, known as a Theravada Buddhist country, has a Muslim minority of up to 8
percent of the population. Notably, Muslims form the majority in three southern provinces. The
Patani Malays, similar to those in other states of the Malay Peninsula, possess a highly complex
system of cultural customs encompassing social organization, religious practices, and
community governance. This intricate cultural framework, developed over centuries,
represents a sophisticated civilization with its own values and structures that resist assimilation
into Thai national identity (Gilquin, 2005, Mohd. Zamberi A. Malek, 1994). However,
historical attempts by the Thai state to assimilate these communities through various
nationalization policies have created enduring tensions between state expectations and local
identity preservation (Askew, 2007; McCargo, 2008). The violent conflict that erupted in 2004
represents not merely an armed insurgency. Rather, it is a profound crisis in intercultural
communication characterized by mutual misunderstanding, stereotyping, and the absence of
effective dialogue channels between the state and local communities. This communication
breakdown manifests in daily life through silence, suspicion, and the strategic deployment of
cultural symbols. As a result, community members must constantly manage boundaries
between religious obligations, cultural traditions, and state expectations, a process that Hall
(1996) described as ongoing identity negotiation. The conflict has particularly affected
marginalized voices within the community, including women and children, whose perspectives
are often excluded from mainstream discourse about the region.

As A Literary Bridge For Intercultural Understanding

While extensive research exists on the political, security, and economic dimensions of the
southern conflict, studies examining intercultural communication and identity negotiation
through literary analysis remain limited. Nevertheless, literature offers unique advantages: it
provides access to subjective experiences, emotional landscapes, and cultural nuances that
survey data cannot capture (Nussbaum, 1996). Furthermore, literary narratives create what
Green and Brock (2000) term ‘narrative transportation,” enabling readers to develop cross-
cultural empathy by experiencing the world through characters' perspectives. Essentially,
Rusnee is particularly significant as it presents the Malay-Muslim community's viewpoint, a
perspective rarely represented in Thai mainstream literature. The novel demonstrates
literature's dual role as both a societal mirror, reflecting existing tensions and communication
patterns, and a cross-cultural bridge fostering understanding across ethnic and religious divides.
Thus, this research addresses the scholarly gap by employing cultural identity theory to analyze
identity as an ongoing negotiation through boundary-making practices, explaining how cultural
symbols function as markers that define group boundaries and us-versus-them distinctions.
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Building on this foundation, this study employs critical discourse analysis to reveal how
language and symbols maintain power asymmetries in communication. This indicates that
intercultural dialogue in conflict zones is never neutral, though it is embedded in relations that
privilege state perspectives while marginalizing minority voices. Following this, narrative
theory demonstrates literature's capacity to foster cross-cultural empathy through narrative
transportation. This, in turn, enables access to subjective experiences that quantitative methods
cannot capture. The novel Rusnee exemplifies literature's dual role as both a mirror reflecting
existing boundary-making practices and communication breakdowns, and a bridge fostering
understanding across ethnic-religious divides through narrative engagement. By analyzing how
cultural symbols function simultaneously as communication tools and identity markers, this
study contributes Southeast Asian perspectives. It also challenges Western models that assume
cultural negotiability in multicultural contexts, despite extensive research on intercultural
conflict management. Most studies focus on Western models of conflict resolution, with limited
exploration of cultural approaches (Guo, 2025). Correspondingly, this study has two primary
objectives: first, to analyze the role of cultural and religious symbols as markers of difference
and sites of identity contestation in Rusnee, and second, to examine intercultural
communication patterns in the novel.

Literature Review

Intercultural communication scholarship has extensively examined identity negotiation and
cultural boundaries in multicultural contexts. In this regard, Hiranburana (2013) established
frameworks linking intercultural communication with globalization and social justice,
emphasizing how power dynamics shape communication patterns in diverse societies.
Meanwhile, Jensantikul (2015) identified four critical aspects for understanding ethnic
relations in Association of Southeast Asian Nation (ASEAN) communities: recognizing ethnic
differences, respecting human rights, acknowledging ethnic histories, and ensuring
participatory processes and principles that provide analytical frameworks for Thailand's
southern border provinces.

Literary analysis offers unique advantages for intercultural communication research. For
example, Doungphummes, Vicars, and Tumpayamongkhul (2025) demonstrated how reflexive
autoethnography and narrative inquiry reveal affective dimensions of intercultural
collaboration. This validates literature as a research tool for accessing lived experiences that
quantitative methods cannot capture. Moreover, the literature provides contextualized,
narrative-based insights into identity negotiation processes, emotional landscapes, and
everyday communication strategies, dimensions that existing studies, which are predominantly
focused on political and security perspectives (McCargo, 2008; IJitpiromsri, 2015),
systematically overlook. Consequently, this makes visible the lived cultural and
communicative experiences of marginalized populations whose voices remain excluded from
official discourse.

Studies examining Montri Sriyong's Rusnee have identified multiple socio-cultural problems
such as separatist movements, distrust toward authorities, ethnic-based hatred, human rights
violations, and educational challenges (Jaewaeh, 2019). In line with this, Meena and
Paruechakul (2019) examined Muslim women's representation as victims of both conflict-
related and sexual violence, portrayed as vulnerable and requiring male protection. This
demonstrates literature's role as a mirror reflecting social realities and a space for political
discourse. Still, how these transform everyday citizen-state interactions (Jitpiromsri, 2010), or
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how psychological wounding transmits intergenerationally through fragmented narratives
(Bruner, 1991). As such, the present study addresses this by analyzing Rusnee through
integrated intercultural communication frameworks. This aims to reveal how cultural symbols
function simultaneously as identity markers and communication tools in conflict zones, and
how marginalized voices, particularly women and children, develop alternative communication
strategies under sustained oppression.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research methodology, grounded in critical literary analysis,
to examine intercultural communication and identity negotiation in Montri Sriyong's novel
Rusnee. Specifically, the primary data source is the novel itself, supplemented by secondary
sources including published academic research on Thailand's Deep South conflict,
ethnographic studies of Malay-Muslim communities, and theoretical frameworks on cultural
identity and intercultural communication. Furthermore, the research integrates critical
discourse analysis with narrative theory to decode communication patterns and identity
construction within the text. In addition, cultural identity theory, drawing on Hall's (1996)
conceptualization of identity as ongoing negotiation, serves as the primary theoretical lens. The
analytical process involves a systematic close reading that identifies cultural symbols,
particularly silence and its meanings and instances of identity negotiation. Following this,
narrative segments are thematically categorized to examine how characters navigate multiple
identities, how trust erosion manifests in communication breakdown, and how
intergenerational trauma transmits through storytelling. Overall, this approach treats literature
as both primary data and an analytical lens, revealing subjective experiences and cultural
nuances that quantitative research cannot capture. This ultimately demonstrates how traditional
narratives inform contemporary understanding of intercultural conflict and identity politics in
multicultural societies.

Research Methodology:
Qualitative

A

Approach:
Critical Literary Analysis

A

Theoretical Frameworks:
+ Cultural Identity Theory
« Critical Discourse Analysis
« Narrative Theory

A

Data Sources:
Primary: Rusnee Novel
Secondary: Academic Research & Studies

A

Analysis Focus:
« Cultural Symbols
« Communication Patterns
* |dentity Negotiation

I Trust Erosion I I Leadership Collapse I [ Intergenerational Trauma I I Women's Constrained Ageﬂc-,']

Figure 1: The Qualitative Methodology for Analyzing
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Finding and Discussion

Cultural and Religious Symbols as Identity Markers

The analysis of Rusnee reveals that cultural and religious symbols function as powerful
markers of difference and sites of identity contestation in Thailand's Deep South conflict zone.
Throughout the novel, hijab-wearing triggers surveillance, suspicion, and discrimination from
state authorities, creating a clear “us versus them.”

These findings challenge Western intercultural communication models that assume cultural
symbols can be negotiated or compromised for the sake of harmony. In the Deep South context,
the hijab represents a non-negotiable core of religious identity that cannot be set aside to satisfy
state expectations of “Thainess.” The novel illustrates this tension through a scene where:

“No one knows who part of the separatist movement is, just as no one knows who is an
informant for the state. Everyone is acutely aware of the near-impossible security. Sergeant
Tawee watches a young woman wearing a hijab walk past. Arita holds her face veil firmly in
place. This young girl grew up alongside Rusnee and, now fully grown, is extraordinarily
beautiful. Sergeant Tawee raises his eyebrows high, smiling with satisfaction at Arita's beauty,
before walking back into the military base.” (Sriyong, 2012:57)

This passage reveals how the hijab simultaneously functions as a religious obligation,
protective covering, and object of male gaze that crosses ethnic and power boundaries. Arita's
gesture of holding her veil firmly demonstrates both adherence to religious modesty and a
defensive response to surveillance. At the same time, Sergeant Tawee's appreciative gaze
represents the state's invasive scrutiny that penetrates even religious symbols meant to preserve
privacy and dignity.

The symbol functions simultaneously as a spiritual obligation, a cultural heritage marker, and
a political act of resistance, demonstrating that identity negotiation in conflict zones operates
under fundamentally different dynamics than in peacetime multicultural contexts. The Patani
Malays, comparable to those in other states of the Malay Peninsula, possess a highly complex
system of cultural customs that cannot be reduced to state-defined categories. However, as
Horkheimer and Adorno (2002) observed, dominant systems attempt to quantify and categorize
populations using indices to control them more completely. In this situation, the Thai state
similarly attempts to classify Malay-Muslims into manageable categories, loyal citizens versus
insurgents, moderate versus extremist, erasing the complexity of their cultural identity.
Interestingly, this finding aligns with Hiranburana's (2013) emphasis on power dynamics in
intercultural communication. This suggests that successful communication in asymmetric
power relations requires recognizing certain identity elements as inviolable rather than
compromising on all cultural differences.

Islamic prayer practices similarly serve as crucial sites of cultural preservation and identity
assertion. The novel depicts daily prayers not merely as spiritual rituals; instead, they also act
as cultural survival amid violent conflict.

Scenes illustrating fear during prayer times and the community's determination to maintain
prayer schedules despite danger illustrate how religious practices become political statements
of continued existence and resistance to erasure. The novel depicts this tension vividly:
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“Yahya and Rusnee walked into the village silently and somberly. It was afternoon, and the
sun was scorching intensely... Both of them received strict orders forbidding them from
leaving the village under any circumstances” (Sriyong, 2012:38).

The imposed curfew restricts physical movement and access to religious spaces during prayer
times. Despite these constraints:

“The electricity had been cut off throughout the village since an hour ago. The transformer
was not far away. Yahya still sat hugging his knees at the mosque. The pervasive anxiety and
fear made him want to find a quiet place to sit for a long while in the spacious and
comfortable mosque” (Sriyong, 2012:39).

Yahya's determination to remain at the mosque despite the power outage and the surrounding
danger demonstrates how the mosque serves as both a sanctuary and a site of resistance.
Consistent with this, the analysis reveals that prayer serves as a mechanism of community
solidarity, connecting individuals through shared ritual even as external violence fragments
social cohesion.

While Bakir (2023) noted that Islamic practice varies widely across contexts, the core
obligation of ritual prayer remains universal. In this state, this universal practice acquires
localized political significance as cultural resistance. This finding contributes to intercultural
communication scholarship by demonstrating that in conflict zones, religious practices
transcend their spiritual functions to become communication tools that assert collective identity
and maintain cultural boundaries against state pressure. As a result, this validates the literature's
role as both a societal mirror and an analytical tool, as Rusnee captures nuances of religious
identity negotiation that quantitative conflict studies often overlook. At the same time, it
supports Condon's (2007) and Nussbaum's (1996) arguments for literary analysis in
understanding intercultural dynamics.

Intercultural Communication Breakdown Patterns

The novel reveals silence as a primary communication strategy employed by the Malay-
Muslim community in response to state violence and surveillance. In this context,
intergenerational wounding represents a particularly insidious communication breakdown, as
violence and fear pass from adults to children through fragmented narratives and witnessed
behaviors rather than direct explanation. Rusnee's twelve-year-old perspective reveals how
children absorb trauma through incomplete stories and observed violence, learning through
emotions and experiences rather than explicit instruction. She learns to fear soldiers not through
being told they are dangerous but through observing adults' terror, witnessing violence's
aftermath, and experiencing sudden silences when security forces approach:

“The village of Khaelae was burned. Soldiers cordoned off forces all around. Gun barrels
pointed at every Khaelae villager's chest... Some rifle butts were thrust into young men's
chests before they were dragged and forced onto GMC trucks (a military 10-wheeler) to
unknown destinations. The wailing cries of young women running in to pull them back,
cursing soldiers crudely” (Sriyong, 2012:65).
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This childhood suffering manifests in Rusnee's adult life through profound emotional
withdrawal:
“Rusnee wore her hijab tightly covered. She found another cloth to cover her nose and mouth.
Dull, faded-colored clothing covered her from head to toe. Only her sad eyes could be seen,
gazing vacantly at everything in a detached manner” (Sriyong, 2012:182).

Her excessive veiling represents not merely religious practice. Rather, it is a physical
manifestation of voicelessness learned through witnessing state violence. This extends
intercultural communication scholarship by demonstrating that conflict shapes current patterns
and future generations' capacity for intercultural engagement. Connecting to Meena and
Paruechakul's (2019) examination of victimization, this reveals how psychological wounding
transmits across generations. It particularly affects marginalized women and children excluded
from mainstream discourse. Therefore, breaking these cycles requires addressing current
violence and creating spaces where children can process experiences, develop alternative
narratives, and learn communication strategies beyond silence.

Silence extends beyond communication failure. Instead, it is a deliberate communicative
choice, a protective mechanism developed in response to the trust deficit between the
community and the state. The novel illustrates this through Suhaiming's encounter at the police
station: despite coming to seek help:

“All those suffering came seeking help from the police. He saw very few police officers and no
way to alleviate everyone's suffering. 'From Yala?'the police lance corporal recording the daily
log asked again, while raising his head to meet Suhaiming's eyes. 'Uh, yes.' Silence. He felt as
if being pressed down. Every pair of eyes turned to stare at him, as if about to tear his body
into small pieces” (Sriyong, 2012:122).

When identified as being from Yala. This silence represents not a communication failure but a
deliberate communicative choice, a protective mechanism developed in response to the trust
deficit between the community and the state. The hostile surveillance Suhaiming experiences
demonstrates why Malay-Muslims withhold information from authorities, as speaking risks
being categorized as an insurgent rather than receiving assistance. While Pasha (2003)
suggested that recognizing other cultural worlds, including Islam and the identities lurking
behind that generic label, would not be overly challenging after all, the novel reveals the
opposite. That is, genuine intercultural recognition is impossible under conditions of
militarized suspicion.

Identity Negotiation in Marginalized Voices

The novel demonstrates that characters navigate multiple, contradictory identities
simultaneously as Thai citizens, ethnic Malays, and practicing Muslims, each identity carrying
distinct obligations in the context of the conflict. Accordingly, characters navigate multiple,
contradictory identities simultaneously as Thai citizens, ethnic Malays, and practicing
Muslims, each carrying different obligations in the context of the conflict. In addition,
marginalized voices, particularly women and children, experience compounded vulnerability
as their perspectives are systematically excluded from both community and state decision-
making. Concurrently, Rusnee's perspective as a young girl reveals how gender and age
intersect with ethnicity and religion to create multiple layers of marginalization.

357



International Journal of
Law, Government and Communication ULGC
EISSN : 0128-1743

Volume: 11 Issue: 43 (March 2026) PP. 350-361
While women are depicted as victims of both conflict-related and sexual violence, requiring
male protection (Meena & Paruechakul, 2019), the analysis extends this understanding by
revealing how exclusion from formal channels forces women to develop alternative
communication strategies within domestic and female-only spaces. For instance, Rusnee's
response to objectification demonstrates this constrained agency. When men joke about
wanting Muslim wives without religious commitment, expressed as:

“His old friend rambling on, he could not help feeling annoyed. 'You want a Muslim wife? Are
not you afraid of getting circumcised?' Joe joked back with a smile, his eyes drifting toward
Rusnee. 'You are Buddhist. I am Muslim," Rusnee said only that, then turned back to arranging
clothes as before. 'The problem is that many men want Muslim wives but do not want to be
circumcised,' Joe nodded at him. 'Right?' Then laughed playfully, making him lower his head,
both embarrassed and not knowing what to do” (Sriyong, 2012:205).

Her brief statement and physical withdrawal communicate refusal without confrontation, a
survival strategy for women who lack the power to challenge male discourse openly. This
reveals the absence of essential peace culture characteristics: respect, trust, equality, and shared
participation (Mamah et al., 2020). The men's objectifying discourse demonstrates neither
respect for Rusnee's religious identity nor recognition of her as an equal participant in dialogue.
Women thus transmit cultural knowledge and maintain community cohesion through subtle
resistance rather than overt communication.

Conclusion

Montri Sriyong's Rusnee emerges from this study as both a mirror and a bridge, reflecting the
intercultural communication crisis in Thailand's Deep South while offering pathways toward
understanding. The novel documents how Malay-Muslim communities negotiate contradictory
identities amid violent conflict, where cultural symbols become sites of contestation and
everyday survival strategies. Furthermore, the findings reveal interconnected challenges
stemming from state violence and cultural non-recognition, community leadership collapse,
creating communication voids, and intergenerational wounding, embedding fear and silence
into family structures. Similarly, women's constrained agency, manifested through minimal
speech and physical withdrawal, demonstrates how conflict zones eliminate the foundational
elements of peace culture identified by Mamah et al. (2020): respect, equality, and shared
participation.

This research contributes significantly to Southeast Asian intercultural communication
scholarship by challenging Western peacetime models and demonstrating that conflict zones
operate under fundamentally different dynamics in which certain identity elements remain non-
negotiable. It advances theoretical understanding of silence as strategic resistance in contexts
of power asymmetry. It also establishes literature's methodological value for accessing
marginalized perspectives excluded from official discourse. Practically, the findings inform
education by providing frameworks for curriculum development using literary texts to foster
cross-cultural empathy in safe spaces; policy by revealing that sustainable peace requires
cultural identity recognition, genuine dialogue channels, and accountability rather than security
measures alone; peacebuilding by highlighting the necessity of addressing intergenerational
wounding through spaces where younger generations can develop alternative narratives beyond
inherited silence; and cultural understanding by providing majority populations access to
minority lived experiences that transform attitudes. In response, by illuminating intercultural
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communication under sustained oppression, this research offers evidence-based pathways
toward recognition, reconciliation, and sustainable peace in Thailand's Deep South and similar
Southeast Asian conflict contexts.
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