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Editorial Introduction

Gail Tan Ilagan 
M. Isabel S. Actub 

Welcome to the 25th volume of the Tambara, the official journal 
of the Ateneo de Davao University.

As a special treat, we bring to our readers our choice harvest from 
among the articles submitted in response to our call for papers that 
address prospects, trends, and emerging issues. The theme was inspired 
by Fr. Albert E. Alejo, SJ who, until he had to go on leave in November, 
had been engaged in the selection process for inclusion in this volume. 
He remains available to us for editorial advice and suggestions.

With this volume, we carry on the tradition of evaluating submissions 
according to substance, relevance, and readability. However, owing to 
the prospective nature of this year’s theme, our readers might find some 
of these articles open-ended. Nevertheless, we salute our contributors 
for their courage to build their respective cases. We thank them for 
sharing their sense of adventure, as well as for their patience to review 
our edits and re-edits.

Fearless forecasts. Prospects, trends, and emerging issues. 
Patricio Abinales reflects on an alternate direction for party-

list organizations. Dencio Acop proposes the development of a 
comprehensive national security strategy. Samira Ali Gutoc exhorts 
media practitioners to do their homework on the nuances of Muslim 
culture and religion.

In Mindanao, Sheilfa Alojamiento calls for institutions to address 
the plight of Lumad women. Tito Ilagan bats for farming the sea in 
order to bring about a renaissance in Philippine aquaculture. Alvin 
Concha explores the emerging use of the internet to construct gender 
identity and sexuality.



VIII

For notes, we track Karl Gaspar going around the world and seeing 
the Philippines in the face of the proverbial Filipina everywhere. Elson 
Elizaga ventilates his frustration at the defilement of our cultural 
treasures. We similarly hope that the destruction of the Huluga heritage 
site is not a portent of things to come.

Hiromitsu Umehara, our invited contributor, shares with us 
a priceless gem in his inquiry into Koronadal as a place name. This 
inevitably leads him to inquire into the Koronadal Valley Project. His 
article gives us back an important segment of Mindanao history.

We are deeply honored to provide the forum for these discourses. 
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Aquaculture in Mindanao: Transcending  
the Barriers

Lauro Tito C. Ilagan

With earth’s burgeoning human populations 
to feed, we must turn to the sea with new 

understanding and new technology. We must 
farm it as we farm the land.

Jacques Cousteau

Introduction

Fisheries is a major industry in the Philippines, accounting for 
forty-three percent of the country’s total fish production, as well 
as around twenty-three percent of the total gross value added 

(GVA) in agriculture, fisheries, and forestry. It is both a source of food 
and foreign exchange.

Mindanao, on the other hand, is the leading fisheries producer in the 
Philippines, contributing forty-three percent to national production (Table 
1). It is also home to the country’s major commercial fishing industries, 
namely, the tuna industry in General Santos City in Region Twelve and the 
sardine industry in Zamboanga City in Region Nine. Generally, these two 
industries comprise the bulk of fish production in Mindanao. 

Government statistics points to the Autonomous Region in Muslim 
Mindanao (ARMM) as having the highest volume of fish production, 
but it should be qualified that most of ARMM’s fisheries production is 
actually in seaweeds, which is categorized as an aquaculture industry. 
While not discounting the seaweed industry’s value to Philippine 
Export, its inclusion in fisheries statistics has the effect of distorting 
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the real situation of the aquaculture industry. As this paper focuses 
on actual fish production, it underscores this distinction and submits 
that the main fishery products from Mindanao – and consequently, the 
Philippines – are those that actually are fish. Tuna is one of Mindanao’s 
top five export products while canned sardines is a major domestic 
commodity. In total, Mindanao provides fifty-four percent of all fish in 
the country caught by commercial fishing.

Aquaculture in Mindanao, however, is not as developed as in other 
parts of the country. Despite the presence of major corporate aquaculture 
players, such as the Sarangani Province-based Alsons Aquaculture 
Corp., Mindanao Aquaculture – sans seaweeds – actually contributes 
only around twenty-one percent to total aquaculture production.

Table 1.  Total fish production from Mindanao (2003-2007)
Region 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

9  458,770  515,525  574,562  571,216  612,140 

10  101,283  125,420  127,401  126,840  143,575 

11  53,838  54,524  55,095  57,830  69,359 

12  241,838  270,777  238,477  258,032  287,094 

ARMM  559,364  637,842  674,955  738,540  800,801 

CARAGA  93,462  93,997  94,195  98,270  108,987 
Total Mindanao  1,508,555  1,698,084  1,764,685  1,850,728  2,021,956 
% to National 42% 43% 42% 42% 43%

National  3,619,282  3,926,173  4,161,870  4,408,472  4,711,769 
Source: BFAR

Philippine aquaculture experienced its heyday during the mid-
eighties to early nineties, when the country was a major producer of 
black tiger prawn (Penaeus monodon). The Philippines was the third most 
important shrimp producing country after Thailand and Indonesia, with 
a production of over 90,000 metric tons, primarily of the delectable black 
tiger (Table 2). The crash of the prawn industry in the 1990s due to the 
unchecked spread of disease ultimately led to Philippine aquaculture’s 
downfall, causing the industry to collapse to half its production levels.

As with other agricultural industries in the country, talk is rife about 
how the Philippines once had a headstart in aquaculture, having the best 
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technicians and the best schools. Over the years this lead had been cut 
down by countries that had sent their students over, ostensibly to learn 
from us, only to use that learning later to improve on our technology 
and eventually surpass us in terms of innovations and breakthroughs – 
the pupil gaining mastery over the teacher.

The industry has yet to fully recover, but the main thesis of this paper 
posits a coming resurgence of this once-mighty industry, a renaissance 
in Philippine aquaculture, so to speak. While the country’s dominance 
in aquaculture might not be soon forthcoming, the assertion here is 
that aquaculture will again become a major industry in the Philippines. 
However, to regain prominence in the global market, the industry has to 
undo and learn from past mistakes and adjust its production strategies 
and market goals.

Table 2. RP ranking in world prawn production, then and now
World Shrimp Production and Ranking by % Share, 1993

Rank Country Production (MT) % World Production
1 Thailand 225,515 27.1
2 Indonesia 138,578 16.6
3 Philippines 95,816 11.5
4 China 87,856 10.5
5 Ecuador 83,404 10
6 India 62,000 7.4
7 Vietnam 39,402 4.7
8 Bangladesh 28,525 3.4
9 Taiwan 12,337 1.5

10 Mexico 11,500 1.4
World Shrimp Production and Ranking by % Share, 2002

Rank Country Production (MT) % World Production
1 China 384,141 29.7
2 Thailand 162,400 12.6
3 Indonesia 159,182 12.3
4 India 114,970 8.9
5 Vietnam 67,500 5.2

6
Brazil 60,000 4.6
Ecuador 60,000 4.6

7 Bangladesh 57,581 4.5
8 Mexico 45,853 3.5
9 Philippines 37,477 2.9

Source: FAO Fishtat Plus
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Definition of aquaculture

There are three main components of Fisheries in the Philippines: 
Commercial fishing, municipal fishing, and aquaculture. Unlike the first 
two, aquaculture is a type of Fishery that deals with the rearing – rather 
than capture – of fish. It is defined broadly as any intervention in the life 
cycle of aquatic organisms to increase production. Republic Act 8550 
(The Philippine Fisheries Code of 1988) defines aquaculture to include 
all fishery operations involving all forms of raising and culturing fish 
and other fishery species in fresh, brackish, and marine areas.1

Aquaculture is either partial or full cycle. The first is when wild-
caught, undersized juveniles are held and reared in confinement until 
market size. As this practice still requires some sort of fish capture (that 
of catching juveniles from the wild), this is not as sustainable a practice 
as full-cycle aquaculture, which entails spawning the fish from a hatchery 
and subsequently rearing these until market size. In terms of technological 
innovation, it is likewise the latter that is more challenging as it is harder to 
replicate in a controlled environment the early stages of an aquatic organism’s 
life cycle. Nonetheless, it is argued here that it is full-cycle aquaculture that 
our industry must strive to achieve to meet food and market requirements, 
as well as address the issue of decline in natural fish populations.

The state of Philippine fish capture industry

Capture Fisheries is a very important industry as it generates 
employment and income, contributes to export earnings, and 
substantially provides for the Filipino’s protein requirement. The fish 
capture industry encompasses both municipal and commercial fishing. 
Both fishing categories are essential to the national economy, with over 
one million fish workers deriving livelihood from these sectors.

Commercial and municipal fisheries

In the Philippines, the major commercial fisheries are in tuna and 
sardines, with tuna and round scad providing roughly thirty-five percent 
of all fish landings. These industries both operate out of Mindanao. With 
the Mindanao increase in commercial landings accounting for the national 
increase (see Figures 1.a and 1.b), this underscores how significant Mindanao 
is in terms of contribution to national fish production (Swerdloff 2004).
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Figure 1.a. National and Mindanao capture fishery commercial 
and municipal production 1985-2002 

Figure 1.b. National and Mindanao capture fishery production (‘000 
MT) 1985-2002

Its continuous growth rate suggests that capture fisheries significantly 
contributes to employment, export earnings, and protein requirement. 
However, the steady increase in fisheries production, most notably in 
commercial fishing, indicates that in the struggle for balance between 
its obligations to food security and trade against the need to conserve 
and protect the fishery resource for long-term sustainability, the latter 
is losing out.

Moreover, with the country’s recent entry into a mild to moderate El 
Niño (southern oscillation), the changes in ocean currents and upwelling2 
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should have meant less production in both commercial and municipal 
capture fisheries. Philippine tuna production, for instance, has recently 
experienced a tapering off, but only because the Philippine fleet reduced 
the number of its super and baby seiners in operation (Figures 2.a and 
2.b). That the volume of caught fish per unit effort (CPUE) has not let up 
signifies that our fish capture technology has either become so advanced 
or blatantly indiscriminate and rapacious such that the rate of extraction is 
dangerously exceeding the natural populations’ recovery rate.

Live reef food fish (LRFF)

Another subsector of Capture Fisheries wherein Mindanao – and 
consequently, the Philippines – is a major, albeit unacknowledged, 
contributor is in the LRFF trade. Live fish have traditionally been 
traded around Southeast Asia as a luxury food item, with fifty to seventy 
percent wild caught. Most LRFF are imported into Hong Kong, China 
either for local consumption or for transshipment to mainland People’s 
Republic of China (PRC). Target species for this trade are usually a 
variety of grouper (lapu-lapu) species (Table 3) and humphead wrasse 
(Cheilinus undulatus), which the Convention on International Trade in 
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) has already 
classified as vulnerable. CITES is an international agreement between 
governments whose aim is to ensure that global trade in specimens of 
wild animals and plants does not threaten their survival.3

Figure 2.a. Industry data on tuna production: Volume of production  
Source: SOCSARGEN Federation of Fishing and Allied Industries, Inc. (SFFAII)
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Figure 2.b. Industry data on tuna production: Number of fishing vessels
Source: SOCSARGEN Federation of Fishing and Allied Industries, Inc. (SFFAII)

Table 3. Wholesale prices of live marine fish in Hong Kong

English Name Scientific Name Wholesale Price (HK$/Kg)
Ave. 

Price in 
US$

Ave. 
Price in 

PhP
Highest Lowest Average US$ PhP

Brown Marbled Grouper Epinephelu fuscoguttatus 230.00 160.00 193.33 24.94 1,221.85
Brown-spotted grouper Epinephelus areolarus 180.00 90.00 150.17 19.37 949.07
Camouflage Grouper Epinephelus Polyphekadion 280.00 200.00 243.83 31.45 1,541.01
Gold-lined seabream Sparus sarba 66.00 60.00 63.00 8.13 398.16
Green grouper Epinephelus coioides 190.00 80.00 117.50 15.16 742.60
Head grunt Pomadasys kaakan 65.00 40.00 54.50 7.03 344.44
Leopard coral grouper Plectropomus leopardus 595.00 370.00 495.67 63.94 3,132.63
Malabar Red snapper Lutjanus malabaricus 60.00 30.00 50.50 6.51 319.16
Mangrove snapper Lutjanus argentimaculatus 60.00 30.00 50.17 6.47 317.07
Painted sweetlip Diagramma pictum 66.00 28.00 53.67 6.92 339.19
Pompano Trachinotus blochii 65.00 43.00 52.33 6.75 330.73
Rabbit Fish Siganus oramin 66.00 28.00 51.50 6.64 325.48
Red grouper Epinephelus akaara 661.00 160.00 429.00 55.34 2,711.28
Rusell’s snapper Lutjanus russellii 66.00 32.00 54.00 6.97 341.28
Yellow-finned seabream Acanthopagrus latus 165.00 149.00 157.00 20.25 992.24

Note: as of Oct. 31, 2008    Source: Fish Marketing Organization
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Other desired non-finfish species in this trade are lobster (Panulirus 
sp.), sandfish (Holothuridae and Stichopodidae) and abalone (Haliotis sp.). The 
most in-demand fish, the groupers, are relatively rare and long-lived. As 
they also mature late in life, groupers can be depleted rather quickly in 
their reef habitats. Some grouper species form spawning aggregations, 
which are sometimes fished heavily with resulting negative effect on the 
reproductive component of the population. At other times, the capture 
of a large proportion of juvenile fish or young adults4 also potentially 
reduces the reproductive population. The primary sector engaged in 
catching these fish are municipal fishermen and gleaners using fish 
traps, although the high demand has wrought a number of illegal and 
dangerous practices, such as cyanide fishing and “compressor” diving.

Although the LRFF trade has been around for decades, trade 
information is meager and imprecise. For most source countries, 
including the Philippines, LRFF exports are not disaggregated at a per 
species level, are either misreported or underreported, and are sometimes 
combined with non-live reef fish trade. Moreover, since species like the 
humphead wrasse are CITES-covered but caught and exported anyway, 
exports are at times undocumented (Sadovy, et al. 2003).

Mouse grouper (Cromileptes altivelis), for instance, is one of the more 
pricey and sought after species sold to the China market, with value 
reaching up to USD70/kg.5 Roughly half of the twelve metric tons annual 
import of mouse grouper to Hong Kong comes from the Philippines. 
On the other hand, the thirty metric tons annual export to Hong Kong 
of the restricted live wrasse, which goes for as high as USD83/kg, 
comes mainly from our country (around eighty percent), and is largely 
unrecorded. Most of these are sourced either from Bohol, Palawan, 
Surigao, or the Sulu Archipelago (mainly Tawi-Tawi province). In fact, 
for most major species imported into Hong Kong, the Philippines is 
consistently a significant contributor (Figure 3).

Philippine aquaculture

The general conclusion on Philippine Capture Fisheries is that there 
is overfishing occurring and that a number of commercially important 
fish species have either reached or are nearing their maximum sustainable 
yield (MSY). Given this trend, the onus now lies on aquaculture to pick 
up the slack, following the global trend of increasing contribution of 
aquaculture in food fish consumption.6
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Figure 3. Volume of imports for six major species imported into Hong 
Kong, China, by country of origin 2002 
Source: Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department and International Marinelife Alliance 
(Hong Kong, China).

Philippine aquaculture started with the traditional, low density 
culture of milkfish or bangus (Chanos chanos) in ponds, later evolving 
into more sophisticated technology-based systems for the culture of 
various species of fish, shrimps, mollusks, and seaweeds. As early as the 
fourteenth century, Filipinos had already been engaged in aquaculture, 
although its importance was only recognized only in the 1940s, when 
production levels reached around 20,000 metric tons (Yap 1999). Since 
then, the sector has grown and now supplies eighteen percent of the 
country’s foodfish requirements (Figure 4). Accordingly, at a per capita 
consumption of thirty-two kilograms, the country will need to produce 
around three million metric tons of food fish per year. Considering annual 
population growth of 2.5 percent, an additional 70,000 metric tons of 
foodfish will be needed every year for the country’s food requirements. 
Unless conservation measures in Capture Fisheries pay off, all of that 
additional volume may have to be supplied by Aquaculture just to sustain 
foodfish security (Macaraig 2008).
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Figure 4. Philippine aquaculture production, 1985-2002

Traditionally, however, aquaculture production has revolved around 
species, such as milkfish, tilapia, catfish, and prawn, with the ubiquitous 
bangus having the highest output in terms of production volume 
(Table 4). Of these, only prawn was ever exported on a large scale, 
while milkfish – though sold overseas in a variety of product forms – is 
mainly for local consumption (Figure 5). The rest are also mainly for 
the domestic market, satisfying only aquaculture’s role in food security. 
Moreover, these are low-value commodities that do not command high 
ex-farm prices. 

Table 4. Major fish species produced in Philippine aquaculture (in `000 
MT), 2004

Species Volume (`000 MT) % Share to Total
Mikfish 273.5 49.98
Tilapia 145.9 26.66
Prawn 35.9 6.56
Carp 13.8 2.52
Oyster 15.9 2.91
Mussel 50 9.14
Mudcrab 6.2 1.13
Catfish 1.9 0.35
Other Species 4.1 0.75
Total 547.2 100

Note: excluding seaweed      Source: BFAR, 2004
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Figure 5. Percentage of Philippine fishery exports, 2004  
Source: BFAR, 2004

The prawn sub-sector is still reeling from the onslaught of diseases 
– first, with the virulent strain of luminous Vibrio bacteria in the 
nineties and white spot in 2002. This has delayed the industry’s recovery 
and rendered many production areas yet unsuitable for tiger prawn 
production. Notwithstanding the country’s diminished performance in 
prawn production, this commodity still ranks second in total fishery 
products exported. Export markets include Japan, the United States, 
Korea, and Hong Kong (Table 5).7

Table 5. Shrimps and tiger prawns: Export by destination, Philippines

Country of Destination
Volume (MT)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Japan 8,809 8,764 6,799 7,212 9,620
USA 1,910 454 1,382 2,240 2,692
Korea 1,283 3,349 4,739 4,377 3,683
Hong Kong 121 338 284 296 240
Guam 145 198 204 282 438
Other Countries 489 2,816 5,672 937 1,428
Total 12,757 15,919 19,080 15,344 18,101

Source: BAS, 2006

Milkfish exports reached a high of 1,111.82 metric tons in 2004, 
but dipped in subsequent years (Table 6). Major product forms for 
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export are frozen, at more than fifty percent, and whole or in pieces, at 
around twenty-eight percent.8 Outshipment of milkfish, however, pales 
in comparison to prawn exports – both in terms of volume and value – 
owing to the fact that it does not command a high price and really just 
caters to the ethnic market of Filipinos overseas.

Table 6. Milkfish: Export by destination, Philippines

Kind and Country
Volume (Kg)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005
Fresh/Chilled 26,682 17,355 56,982 67,261 68,484
Guam 15,097 14,863 39,768 30,932 29,142
USA  50 4,763 27,244 14,724
UK     11,428
Australia 10,500 220   4,823
Hawaii    2,324 3,054
Other Countries 1,085 2,222 12,451 6,761 5,313
Frozen 345,054 257,710 211,514 455,792 542,614
USA 84,392 89,169 67,764 142,950 222,510
Canada 6,484 7,909 22,918 55,204 118,684
Guam 3,747 3,699 23,144 51,331 36,020
Korea  1,535 18,890 19,950 35,694
Japan 24,933 14,928 16,916 59,967 33,194
Other Countries 225,498 140,470 61,882 126,390 96,512
Dried, Wtr/Not Salted 270 150  2,331 1,193
Guam 160 150   1,017
Australia     112
Hawaii    420 42
Hongkong 38    22
Other Countries 72   1,911  
Smoked 28,618 95,765 143,821 166,495 50,170
Canada 2,460 53,687 117,722 117,857 21,093
USA 3,098  5,316 6,675 8,326
Korea    3,328 7,875
Guam 2,689  8,900 5,113 4,431
Japan 17,278 29,178 6,589 24,096 2,546
Other Countries 2,913 12,897 5,294 9,426 5,899
Whole or in pcs 190,018 207,013 234,415 419,945 261,618
USA 152,855 113,378 120,844 230,886 152,846
Canada 4,020 24,167 31,731 6,317 33,852
UK     20,191
Hawaii 11,669 11,116 11,317 13,377 19,232
Australia 2,398 17,844 30,769 64,639 14,735
Other Countries 19,076 40,508 39,754 104,726 20,762
Total 590,642 577,990 646,732 1,111,824 924,079

Source: BAS, 2006
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The state of aquaculture production in Mindanao

In the eighties when Philippine aquaculture was at its height – with 
tiger prawn as the “darling” of Philippine growers – Mindanao provinces 
experienced belated success, although the degree was similarly high as 
with provinces in Luzon and the Visayas. Agusan del Norte, Davao 
Provinces, and South Cotabato (particularly in General Santos City 
and municipalities now belonging to Sarangani Province) flourished 
as a result of profitable ventures in prawn production. Big corporate 
growers like San Miguel Corporation and Dole Seafoods were engaged 
in intensive culture of prawns in Mindanao. However, when the industry 
crashed in leading high-density production areas like Panay, Negros, 
and Cebu, Mindanao Aquaculture crashed along. 

Presently, save for seaweed production and the continued operation 
of Dole’s successsor, Alsons Aquaculture Corp., Mindanao is a middling 
player compared to the other aquaculture areas (Table 7). Excluding 
seaweeds, it contributes only around twenty-one percent of total 
aquaculture production. 

Table 7. Total aquaculture production from Mindanao, including 
seaweeds, 2003-2007

Region 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007
9  120,999  174,301  197,966  231,032  221,562 

10  31,401  52,647  51,682  51,512  57,279 

11  11,554  15,114  11,912  13,119  18,079 

12  23,017  24,143  23,547  24,527 25,461 

ARMM  400,580  475,380  513,104  566,580 624,039 

CARAGA  22,615  24,335  20,582  24,550 26,176 

Total Mindanao  610,166  765,921  818,793  911,321  972,596 
% to National 42% 45% 43% 44% 44%

National
 
1,454,503 

 
1,717,027 

 
1,895,847 

 
2,092,276 

 
2,214,811 

Source: BFAR

Unto itself, Mindanao is faced with its own challenges, vis-à-vis the 
aquaculture industry.
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 Fragmented aquaculture production in Mindanao

Currently, aquaculture production in Mindanao is dispersed, 
diverse, and confined to municipal and provincial levels. The whole 
production and post-harvest cycle, with a few notable exceptions, are 
limited to independent activities of individual producers and provide 
mainly for the domestic market. Nonetheless, aquaculture production 
in the different administrative regions in Mindanao is significant, both 
in terms of volume and impact to the local economy.

Regions, such as the ARMM and Western Mindanao, whilst leading 
in terms of volume of production, are not able to harness their productive 
capacity to significantly develop their local economies because their 
produce (seaweed) cannot command high ex-farm prices and are marketed 
by the producers either individually or in small consolidated clumps by 
some traders. Moreover, the relative lack of corporate producers and 
input providers hampers the growth of the local aquaculture industries 
because of lack of large-scale investment in the area. Thus, the region’s 
large human resource engaged in aquaculture, as well as the enormous 
potential for expansion of operations, is not optimized.

Aquaculture operations in Regions Eleven, Twelve, and the 
Caraga, however, have posted more moderate figures in terms of 
production volume, but have more corporate producers (notably in 
Region Twelve) and support service institutions (ranging from feeds 
manufacture, value-adding, inputs provision to transportation) to help 
facilitate production and marketing.

There have been some industry clustering efforts by the 
government, private sector, and even development programs to 
consolidate growers, as well as link producers, processors, and sellers 
(such as the Chamber of Aquaculture and Ancillary Industries in 
Sarangani Province, or CHAINS), but these are mainly below the 
regional level. Given this scenario, achieving economies of scale for 
export production is difficult and rare.

Lack of research and development (R&D)

Even when the going was good, Mindanao never got to the point of 
doing serious work on developing its science, or even experimenting with 
new culture species. Universities in Mindanao offering courses or doing 
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faculty research on Aquaculture were few and far between. Schools, such 
as the Mindanao State University (MSU)-Naawan, Dipolog School of 
Fisheries, or MSU-Tawi-Tawi College of Technology and Oceanography 
(TCTO), were hampered by lack of funds to do research and resorted to 
aping the curriculum or technologies of the University of the Philippines 
Visayas (UPV) or the Southeast Asian Fisheries Development Center-
Aquaculture Department (SEAFDEC-AQD) in Iloilo. Commercial 
growers in Mindanao imported their culture protocols from  
Luzon or the Visayas, and refrained from straying far from established 
culture species.

Lack of export capability

The majority of growers in Mindanao produce traditional foodfish for 
the domestic market. These are usually freshwater and brackishwater species, 
such as milkfish, tilapia, catfish, and, in Western Mindanao, seaweeds. 

The preponderance in production of these low to medium-value culture 
species, which reflect high total accumulated value but comparatively low 
per capita income, has been due in part to government efforts to promote 
aquaculture as a livelihood and income-generating activity. These 
efforts include the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources’ (BFAR) 
programs in the dispersal of Genetically Improved Farm Tilapia (GIFT) 
and Genetically Enhanced Tilapia (GET EXCEL) strain fingerlings, as 
well as the technology transfer imparted by the local government units 
(LGUs) with the support of the state universities that focus R&D efforts 
on more established foodfish. Other factors include the sufficient supply 
of rainwater – thereby encouraging farmers to expand their grow-out 
areas – and the increased demand in the domestic market.

While some corporate producers or medium-to-large growers may 
find it commercially viable to retain prawn or milkfish species as core 
commodities due to expansive production area and established export 
markets, the small growers and pond operators that comprise the majority 
are unable to garner sufficient income due to lack of production area and 
capacity, as well as the low farmgate price of traditional culture species.
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 The need for Mindanao-wide representation and coordination

Unlike other agricultural industries in Mindanao, there has not 
been any island-wide organization of players and stakeholders in the 
aquaculture industry. This, despite the incidence and distribution of 
aquaculture activity all over Mindanao.

A rapid appraisal of existing local groups involved in the industry 
would show that these would be mostly cooperatives and growers’ 
associations at the municipal level or lower. Except for the CHAINS 
and the Western Mindanao Seaweed Industry Development Foundation, 
Inc. (WMSIDFI), which represents the seaweeds industry in the 
Zamboanga Peninsula and ARMM, there is no other cluster-wide or 
provincial aggrupation of aquaculture players.

The lack of any industry association organization spanning regions 
hampers possibilities of inter-regional cooperation, unified advocacy on 
policy reform and development goals, and opportunities for replicating 
viable economic models.

Prospects for aquaculture 

There is no question that the Philippines will have to accelerate its 
production – even with its current low-value traditional species – to 
meet both domestic and export demand, as well as both livelihood/food 
security and foreign trade requirements.

On the other hand, culture of tropical marine species is gaining 
ground in other Asian countries as an alternative aquaculture activity. 
Many tropical marine species are depleted due to the growing demand 
of the Asian market – with resultant high market prices. The technology 
now exists to hatch and grow high-value grouper, abalone, sea cucumber, 
and other species that are in demand in the LRFF and high-value 
seafood trades. Likewise, the international market presents numerous 
possibilities for niche market species with a diminishing productive 
capacity on the part of its traditional producers for amberjack (Seriola), 
cobia (Rachycentron), and seabream (Sparus sabra). For instance, Japanese 
culture of amberjack, whilst stable, is assumed to be prevented from 
further expansion due to site limitations and shall increasingly turn to 
imports from neighboring states. 
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The increasing diversity of aquaculture production can be seen in 
the list of species groups registering the largest growth from 2002 to 
2004 (Table 8), with other countries recognizing the vast opportunities 
in the more lucrative export market.9

Table 8. Top ten species groups in aquaculture production: Quantity and 
emerging growth

Group
Volume (MT)

APR (%)
2002 2004

Sea urchins and other echinoderms 25 60,852 4,833.6

Abalones, winkles, conchs 2,970 287,720 884.3

Frogs and other amphibians 3,074 76,876 400.1

Freshwater mollusks 13,414 142,346 225.8

Sturgeons, paddlefishes 3,816 15,551 101.9

Miscellaneous aquatic 
invertebrates 12,593 42,159 83.0

Flounders, halibuts, soles 35,513 109,342 75.5

Miscellaneous coastal fishes 386,160 878,589 50.8

Miscellaneous demersal fishes 16,638 31,531 37.7

Shrimps, prawns 1,495,950 2,476,023 28.7
Source: FAO, State of World Fisheries and Aquaculture 2006
Note: Data exclude aquatic plants. APR refers to the average annual percentage 
growth rate for 2002–04.

The Philippines, unfortunately, was not as relentless in this respect, 
with our development in aquaculture more technology-driven rather 
than demand-driven. In comparison, Indonesia’s dramatic prominence 
as a major aquaculture producer of the highly-valued mouse grouper, 
courtesy of its Gondol Research Institute of Mariculture, demonstrates 
successful attempts to retool technology to meet market demand. 
Having initially learned the technology of grouper full-cycle production 
primarily from the SEAFDEC-Aquaculture Department here in 
the Philippines through the students they sent over at the time when 
SEAFDEC was developing the culture protocol for green (mangrove) 
grouper,10 the Indonesians went on to apply the technology to the more 
expensive mouse grouper. 
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Another dismal comparison can be made in the recent respective 
breakthroughs of Malaysia and the Philippines in aquaculture 
technology. While the Philippine government hailed our recent 
scientific advance in cross-breeding tilapia species Oreochromis niloticus 
and O. mossambicus to develop the SaltUNO, a “saline tolerant” hybrid 
variety that would enable us to culture tilapia in marine cages (Felix 
2006), Malaysia also announced its own hybridization breakthrough 
of the fast-growing tiger grouper (Epinephelus fuscoguttatus) and the 
giant grouper (E. lanceolatus), which – true to its name – grows to 
gigantic proportions.11 Incidentally, both grouper varieties command 
respectable prices and are in high-demand in the export market. Thus, 
while Malaysia is now able to culture a grouper variety that grows fast 
and large, we, on the other hand, are now able to add a new breed of 
tilapia to our roster of low-value fish species that will in all likelihood 
just end up in the local palengke (wet market).

But perhaps a more telling case of missed opportunity has to do with 
totally missing the point. In the early eighties, some local entrepreneurs 
introduced to Philippine growers possible propagation of a hitherto-
unknown catfish species which has the capacity to grow to inordinately 
large sizes whilst not requiring expensive feeds. The fish species failed 
to muster support from the growers because it looked and tasted 
“funny,” thus, soon fading into obscurity. Two decades later, Vietnam 
breaks into the US fish fillet market with its produced catfish species, 
Pangasius sp., which had the capacity to grow to inordinately large sizes 
whilst not requiring expensive feeds.12 Our growers now look to the 
pangasius for its export potential, and perhaps to obtain a thin slice of 
the market share. They may very well have lost to Vietnam the window 
of opportunity for this fish, which, two decades ago, had already been 
knocking at our doors. Vietnam production of pangasius now has an 
export value of nearly USD1 Billion – equivalent to 382,000 metric tons 
in 2007 (Ganchero 2008).

Despite these setbacks, the Philippines is gradually coming to 
realize that, if it is to regain its prominence in world aquaculture, it 
must endeavor to break new grounds in non-traditional species and 
forage into new markets. In a nutshell, government now realizes that 
Philippine Aquaculture must undertake a multi-pronged approach 
to production: Accelerating freshwater aquaculture (i.e., tilapia) 
production to address food security, mariculture development to 
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provide economic opportunities for small-to-medium growers, and 
increased production of non-traditional species to meet volume 
requirements of the export market.

The industry has remarkably shown a radical shift towards 
this direction by recently considering the non-native western white 
shrimp Penaeus vannamei as an alternative to tiger prawn production. 
While vannamei’s success with respect to bringing aquaculture out 
of the doldrums has yet to be fully seen, more important is what it 
represents in the industry’s paradigm shift in production strategies and 
in transcending barriers to development. Already, the openness being 
shown even by “the old guard” to the white shrimp has encouraged 
other private growers to explore new species and new markets, such as 
redclaw (Cherax spp.) for the hitherto untapped Australian market.

Likewise, efforts are being made by industry associations to 
promote multi-trophic culture systems13 as against traditional intensive 
monoculture systems.

Another recent development is an increased interest by Philippine 
growers in the LRFF market and in producing high-value marine species 
requirements through mariculture, or aquaculture in fish cages. A 1995 
market analysis showed that the total seafood demand in the main 
markets, Hong Kong and Southern China, was over 220,000 metric 
tons a year and that the market for the highest quality live reef fish was 
1,600 to 1,700 metric tons annually. The study forecasted this to double 
every six years (Kongkeo 2001). 

Although no stranger to live fish export, the Philippines has 
mainly been obtaining its supply from the wild. In a bid to curb the 
decline in the natural populations of reef fish while at the same time 
strive to become an important player in this trade, the BFAR has been 
implementing programs to develop mariculture and high-value species 
production. One such program is the Philippine Mariculture Highways, 
essentially a route for live seafood carriers to traverse and collect desired 
seafood commodities from major aquaculture areas and bring them 
directly to target destinations. Setting up these pick-up points along the 
mariculture highway will hopefully encourage growers to shift to the 
desired commodities and spur efforts to consolidate production to meet 
minimum volume requirements for export.

Another laudable project is its Mariculture Parks Project, 
wherein substantial investment has been put into the setting up of 
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required infrastructure (cages, moorings, storage facilities, etc.) to 
establish several 200-ha. mariculture production areas along the 
mariculture highway.

Not to be outdone, the Development Bank of the Philippines 
(DBP), a government financial institution, has also come up with its 
Sustainable Mariculture Investment Program (SMIP), which aims to 
help fish farmers and mariculture enterprises through the provision of 
an accessible credit window.

Why Mindanao?

Possessing the second longest coastline in the country, at 8,805.13 
km, the island of Mindanao has several areas suited to mariculture. 
Unlike in Luzon and the Visayas, Mindanao, especially in the Sulu 
Archipelago, still has many pristine waters to support culture of high-
value marine species. Situated outside the typhoon belt, agriculture here 
benefits from a fair tropical climate, evenly distributed throughout the 
year. Mindanao likewise enjoys a favorable economic situation, with 
improved employment, relatively stable prices compared to the national 
average, and lower cost in doing business. 

Due to its rich marine life and water condition, obtaining new wild 
broodstock of various species from the island’s marine waters is easy 
and inexpensive for hatchery commercial breeding purposes.

High-value mariculture is virtually new territory, not just in 
Mindanao, but in the rest of the Philippines. As of the moment, there 
are only a handful of private operators engaged in this business, enabling 
trailblazers to reap the benefits of minimal competition in an export 
industry that currently has a huge demand gap.

Starting in Western Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago, concerted 
efforts by the LGU, BFAR, and development programs like the USAID 
Growth with Equity in Mindanao (GEM) program are promoting High-
value aquaculture. A major development is the Tawi-Tawi High-value 
Multi-species Hatchery established in Tawi-Tawi Province. This PhP26 
million facility has the capacity to produce 400,000 grouper fingerlings 
and 1.3 to 3.4 million abalone spats annually, and can provide for the 
seedstock requirements of more than 5,000 growers in the province. 

The Misamis Occidental Aquamarine Park (MOAP) has also 
embarked on its own high-value multi-species project, with a multi-



TAMBARA 25 27

species hatchery component. It is a PhP9 million project, with PhP5.6 
million provided by the Philippines Australia Livelihood Sustainability 
(PALS) program and the rest being LGU counterpart. Target species 
are tiger grouper, greasy grouper (Epinephelus tauvina), and green grouper. 
The hatchery plan is impressive, with a 576,000 pcs/year productive 
capacity, or 96,000 pcs. per run at six runs per year. It has a grow-out 
component to be established within the MOAP area. 

The GEM program has also been actively promoting full-cycle 
production of high-value grouper, tropical abalone, and other emerging 
cultured species, like sea cucumber. BFAR, on the other hand, has 
established eleven mariculture parks in Mindanao, with grouper among 
the target species for production (Table 9).

Table 9. BFAR Mariculture Parks in Mindanao, as of 2008
Area Target species Status

1) Samal Grouper, abalone, 
milkfish, siganids Operational*

2) Tungawan, Zamboanga 
Sibugay No data Operational

3) Panabo City Grouper, lobster, 
milkfish, siganids Operational

4) Margosatubig, Zamboanga 
del Sur Grouper Operational

5) Balingasag, Misamis Oriental Grouper, milkfish Operational

6) Surigao City Grouper, milkfish Locators 
development**

7) Zamboanga City Milkfish Locators 
development

8) Dapa, Siargao Island, 
Surigao del Norte Grouper Locators 

development

9) Sibutu, Tawi-Tawi Grouper Locators 
development

10) Sultan Naga Dimaporo, 
Lanao del Norte Grouper, milkfish For launching 

June 2008
11) Murcielagos, Rizal, 

Zamboanga del Norte Grouper, milkfish On-going 
preparation

* with locators already operating     ** in the process of finding locators

Source: BFAR
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On the matter of R&D, the GEM program has been working with 
select universities in trying to beef up applied research on high-value 
species like abalone. In 2006, the MSU-TCTO established its Abalone 
R&D Training Center, complete with phycology laboratory and 
functional hatchery. The university has the distinction of being the first 
in Mindanao to produce hatchery-bred abalone.

Conclusion

With the increasing demand for fish for food security and trade 
abroad, aquaculture has much opportunity for growth, especially in 
Mindanao, for marine fish cage operations and production of non-
traditional high-value species. While a number of constraints and 
barriers still exist, efforts are underway to address these. 

Other concerns, like lack of island-wide representation and 
coordination, still need to be addressed. As the industry progresses, it 
will be the growers themselves who will come to realize the prudence of 
such an organization. Other more mundane concerns, like investment 
climate, distance from markets, and transport logistics, will also have to 
be addressed by both the private and public sector.

And then there are other issues unique to the island, such as high 
poverty incidence, and the Mindanao conflict, made more relevant 
because a lot of the potential provinces for high-value grow-out 
production, like Sulu, Basilan, and Tawi-Tawi are conflict-affected 
areas and enclaves of former Moro insurgents. There is naturally some 
trepidation on the part of corporate aquaculture investors to put in 
capital where uncertainty abounds in terms of security and stability of 
business operations.

However, notwithstanding the fact that these are not the sole concern 
of the aquaculture industry, there is all the more reason to exert effort 
in promoting fish farming to these areas, if only for the fact that it can 
result in some favorable impact to the local economy and marginalized 
sectors, such as increased employment and economic activity. 

What is more important, however, is what a vibrant and ground-
breaking aquaculture industry can offer to the country, particularly to 
Mindanao. While the growth of this industry spells much boon for 
the people in this Island, its further development is also hinged on the 
island’s capability to transcend barriers and bring about a substantial 
economic transformation to all stakeholders. 
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Notes

1 Republic Act 8550.
2 Upwelling results in alteration in nutrient supply in surface waters and, consequently, 
primary productivity.
3 Cheilinus undulatus was included in CITES Appendix II at the thirteenth meeting of 
the Conference of the Parties (Bangkok 2004). To better implement the listing of the 
species, the “Western Pacific Workshop on policy, enforcement and sustainable trade 
for the CITES Appendix-II listed Humphead/Napoleon Wrasse, Cheilinus undulatus” 
was held in Hong Kong from 5-7 June 2006. Participants included delegates from 
CITES Management and Scientific Authorities, and other relevant agencies of China, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Papua New Guinea and the Philippines, as well as representatives 
of the CITES Secretariat, FAO, WWF, IUCN, TRAFFIC and the local fisheries. 
Participants in the workshop agreed on the need for further actions in the fields of 
regional cooperation, non-detriment finding, trade monitoring, legislation and law 
enforcement.
4 Being protogynous hermaphrodites, most groupers are females at this time, changing 
sex as they grow larger.
5 http://www.fmo.org.hk. 
6 State of world fisheries and aquaculture, 2006.
7 Bureau of Agricultural Statistics. Tiger prawn situation report, 2001-2005. 
8 Bureau of Agricultural Statistics. Milkfish situation report, 2001-2005. 
9 Such as China, Thailand, and even countries that we were at par with or had once 
surpassed in terms of aquaculture production, like Indonesia and Malaysia.
10 Seed production techniques for green grouper Epinephelus cooides and snappers 
Lutjanus spp. took a while, but the life cycle of grouper in captivity was completed by 
SEAFDEC-AQD in 1994.
11  http://www.thefishsite.com/fishnews/3629.
12 Pangasius sp. fillet is now being served up as “creamdorrie” in upscale Philippine 
restaurants. No complaint has been heard thus far as to its funny taste.
13 Polyculture or sequential culture of more than one species that would mitigate 
aquaculture’s impact to the natural environment.
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The Teduray Women of Rifao in South Upi, 
Maguindanao: Their Ancestral Domain Claim 
and Struggle for Peace

Sheilfa B. Alojamiento

Introduction

Following the anti-terror campaign of the Estrada administration 
in 2000, peace once more emerged as a fundamental demand 
for the peoples of Mindanao. Civil society groups, particularly 

nongovernment organizations (NGOs) and churches, with the help of 
international NGOs, were never before as earnestly involved promoting 
peace education, calling for ceasefire and monitoring peace agreements, 
and setting peace and development zones.

Issues crucial to the attainment of permanent peace however 
remained unaddressed, foremost of which is the land question which 
among the Lumad peoples of Mindanao has found expression in the 
demand for the return of their ancestral domain (AD). Lately, the AD 
issue has grown to be an extremely important agenda among groups 
supporting indigenous people’s rights and the Moro Islamic Liberation 
Front (MILF) itself had included it as a negotiating point in its talks 
with government.1 Of utmost concern to the indigenous people (IP) 
organizations is the overlapping of Moro and Lumad AD claims, already 
stoking inter-ethnic violence in some areas of Maguindanao. 

This study is an attempt to look at the situation of Teduray women 
in rural Mindanao in the context of ongoing land struggles and 
peacebuilding in various parts of the region. Centro Saka, Incorporated 
(CSI), being itself long involved in agrarian reform issues and the 
AD struggle through its forerunner organization, Philippine Peasant 
Institute and the recently formed Mindanao Rural Congress-Rural 
Women (now organized into Panaghiusa sa Tulo ka Katawhang Kababayen-an 
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sa Kabanikanhang Mindanao or PTKKKM), commissioned this research 
in support of its organizing work among Mindanao women. 

Part of a three-series gender research which includes the Moro 
women in a coastal municipality in Zamboanga del Sur and the Christian 
women in a banana plantation area in Tboli, South Cotabato, this 
paper is focused on the situation of the Teduray women in a mountain 
barangay in South Upi, Maguindanao where a logging operation made 
possible through an Integrated Forestry Management Agreement 
(IFMA)2 permit had dislocated families and brought in armed conflict. 

Research objectives  

Informed by recent gender interest and popular discourse on 
women’s role in land development and peacebuilding, the research is 
conducted to contribute to the furthering of women’s participation in 
land struggles and peacebuilding within the context of Mindanao’s 
multi-ethnic, tripeopled3 development. It proceeds from a need to 
draw the real situation and particularities of the various groups of 
rural women in the region, so that future interventions may better 
respond to local culture and conditions. In particular, this research 
on indigenous women hopes to contribute to the consolidation of 
community-based women organizations, the observation being that 
grassroots organizations are languishing and only federations seem to 
have thrived (First Rural Women Assembly, Davao City, December 
2005).  This research further seeks to identify strategies by which 
Teduray women, both within and without their culture and society, 
respond to their issues of poverty and disempowerment, as well as 
determine hindering and facilitating factors in the effort at self-
organization, political participation, and economic empowerment. 

Research methodology

This research heavily relied on qualitative methods of data gathering, 
including focus group discussions (FGDs), in-depth interviews, and 
participant-observation approach. Documents produced by NGOs, 
particularly service institutions like Lumad Development Center, Inc. 
(LDCI), for their advocacy work and the scantier documents they 
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made on women have been valuable for this research, along with the 
infrequent publications on women in agriculture and research papers 
made by feminist researchers and organizations. Project proposals, 
development plans, and socioeconomic profiles have also been surveyed, 
along with vulnerability studies commissioned by international NGOs 
engaged in rehab and reconstruction in conflict-affected areas. News 
and information from the net were also helpful sources of information, 
especially in providing background data on ongoing armed conflicts, 
land-related legislation, and peace advocacy.  

The weightier part of the research still came from field visits and 
interviews conducted with community members. Group discussions 
were further validated by individual interviews conducted in respondents’ 
houses. This included farmers, local leaders, and village dwellers, mostly 
women. Visits to government offices in the Autonomous Region in 
Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) and barangay officials’ houses were also 
conducted to get official views of current local issues.

Theoretical framework

If any meaningful development had to take place in a community, 
the onus had to be taken up by the most oppressed in the area (Ingty 
2000). In the case of the rural poor women, this means their direct 
involvement in defining their goals and issues and engaging in action 
towards the attainment of these goals. One important question raised 
by this research is, Who defines rural women’s issues?, either echoing  the 
anti-feminist argument that in certain cultures “gender is not an issue,” 
or the reaction to international development agencies’ imposed criteria 
and policies on poor women. The former is generally part of the old 
suspicions towards feminism being divisive and is characteristic of most 
nationalist and ethno-nationalist struggles, the latter a criticism of First 
World beneficence which has made of Third World women an object of 
many a welfarist project.4 

In drawing women’s voices to bear on this research, feminist 
theories challenging Eurocentric masculinist epistemology5 have been 
used, particularly those postulated by Black American theorists who 
argued for alternative ways of producing and validating knowledge. 
In her article on the construction of a Black feminist thought, Collins 
(1989) explains that “[an oppressed group’s] political and economic 
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status provides them with a distinctive set of experiences that offers 
a different view of material reality than that available to other groups” 
(747). However, “their lack of control over the apparatuses of society that 
sustain ideological hegemony makes the articulation of their self-defined 
standpoint difficult. Groups unequal in power are correspondingly 
unequal in their access to the resources necessary to implement their 
perspectives outside their particular group” and more powerful groups 
are more likely “to suppress and discredit the standpoints of oppressed 
groups as self-defined standpoints can stimulate oppressed groups to 
resist their domination” (749). 

Writing in the same vein, Hall (1989) argues against academe-
made theory as “often prescriptive, elitist, and exclusionary” and calls 
for the construction of a theory for everyday use, one that “draws on 
and resonates with the idiom of regional, ethnic, racial, and working-
class culture” (910). Standing in line with the above arguments, this 
research seeks to divulge the viewpoints of rural peasant women, 
i.e., the Tedurays of Upi, in Maguindanao, highlighting attitudes and 
perceptions that do not necessarily support stereotypes and prevailing 
views about indigenous women. 

Limitations of the study

A short visit and interaction with community members could not 
at once bring out silenced voices, and for all its worth, this report could 
but reveal only a part of their hidden transcripts.6 Moreover, there 
are cultural and political barriers to visibilizing women’s issues that a 
one-time foray cannot just as easily break through. While the language 
barrier was remedied by informants’ basic knowledge of Filipino 
and Visayan, the researcher’s inability to speak the Teduray language 
enabled local respondents to edit information before relaying it to the 
researcher. The research’s emphasis on women’s viewpoint, which the 
researcher made clear early on during the data gathering work, did make 
the women more assertive and aggressive in expressing their ideas and 
grievances, but made the men (male respondents who were husbands of 
the women interviewed) cautious: There was a tendency among them 
to say what they felt were ideas and attitudes sought by the researcher 
(e.g., ideas which are supportive of gender equality, rather than their 
real sentiments) that they may help their women get support for their 
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organizing project.7 The research therefore was not able to fully take 
account of male local opinion as it may affect organizing efforts for 
women empowerment vis-à-vis the male-led AD struggle in the area. 

While there are Bisayan women (married to Teduray men) 
and Lambangians (natives with mixed parentage, usually Teduray-
Lambangian), researcher was not able to differentiate between Tedurays 
and Lambangians’ or Bisayan women’s circumstances and perceptions. 
There was a strongly-held perception and feeling (especially among 
these particular AD claimants) of “homogeneity”– i.e., that they are one 
Teduray community – which the researcher did not seek to challenge.8

. 
The area, economic life, and social institutions

The area. A mountain community located in the southwestern 
portion of Maguindanao, Rifao sits on a land area of 7,200 hectares 
and is inhabited by Tedurays. It is composed of seven sitios: Tenegu, 
Sigmao, Serangsang, Belangas, Kibungay, Beniringan, and Poblacion. 
As of 2000, the National Statistics Office (NSO) recorded a total of 119 
households and a total population of 526 (The Three Faces of Mindanao, 
2005, 83).9 Traditionally, Rifao was a much wider area composed of 
eight sitios, which included Sitio Bantek, Sitio Renti, Sitio Uga, Sitio 
Timanan, Sitio Ranao Felayan, Sitio Grijan, Sitio Marikulo, and Sitio 
Bliyugan10 (Interview with Tamday Moafot, 26 January 2006). Political 
gerrymandering however kept modifying boundaries in Upi that Rifao 
shrank to its present size with none of these sitios still remaining with 
Rifao.11 Moreover, Rifao has been recently relocated from being the 
southernmost barangay of North Upi to becoming the northernmost 
barangay of the reconstituted South Upi.12

The Tedurays’ dwelling units are usually small, sixteen square 
meters on the average and made of bamboo, rattan, and other forest 
products. Average household size is six persons, generally composed of 
a nuclear family. A small household usually consists of an elderly couple 
and one or two grandchildren. The extended family, as is characteristic 
of traditional societies, is a common feature. A house may hold a family 
and a set of grandparents, or two sets of nuclear families, or fragments 
of two or more families. There would be seasonal occupants like cousins 
or a distant relative who came to help with farm work, or a disabled child 
deposited to the care of grandparents. There would be family members 
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who are seasonally away, like schooling children at a relative’s place in 
another barangay where there is intermediate school, or young adults 
who found work as househelp or farmhelp in another town. The current 
conflict in Sitio Bliyugan,13 which had dislocated families laying claim 
to the place, had likewise bloated the household size of some families. 

Production and land ownership patterns. Traditionally, the 
inhabitants of Rifao depended on shifting cultivation. This means 
living in houses made of light materials that may be abandoned every 
other season, when the family had to move to another area to cultivate. 
With the degradation of the forest and land resources, coupled with 
agricultural technology learned from the Visayan farmers downhill, 
many Tedurays have adapted not only to sedentary farming but to farm 
credit practices as well. Almost half of the farming village cultivates 
yellow corn, on loan from a Visayan trader14 in Timanan, a town ten 
kilometers away predominantly populated by Tedurays (Interview with 
First Kagawad Oray Molunggao, 25 January 2006). 

While every Teduray family has owned land, most of these are 
untitled and may be composed of several strips scattered between sitios 
in the barangay or between barangays in Upi. The recurring armed 
tension in Upi brought on by dissident Moro groups15 and recently 
by the logging interests of prominent Moro families has forced some 
families to give up their farmlots and settle in Poblacion Rifao where 
an Army detachment had been placed to protect the village. The 
average farmlot for a Teduray household in Rifao is usually a little over a 
hectare.16 Half or a third of the land may be devoted to corn production 
to meet the family’s cash needs, a fourth may be planted with upland 
rice for household consumption, and the rest would be utilized for 
the production of cassava, banana, vegetables, and other food crops 
(Interviews, 24-26 January 2006).

For those who do not have carabaos, corn farming (using the 
traditional native variety) is done through the use of a hok (dibble) for 
planting, and upland rice is still sometimes harvested an armful each time, 
as immediately needed for food. A one-fourth to one-third hectare farm 
would usually yield fifteen sacks of palay on bad days or thirty sacks if 
pests like rats or birds did not get there first. Many farming families have 
however long stopped cultivating rice, especially after the 1997 drought 
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and the repeated rat infestation. Moreover, the price of palay seeds, at 
PhP500.00 a can (equivalent to one-fourth of a sack) is increasingly 
unaffordable for most families (Interviews, 23-25 January 2006). 

Only five percent of land in Rifao is alienable and disposable, all of 
which are located in the poblacion. About two lots belong to Teduray 
families, an 8-hectare parcel to the Udas Family, and another 8-hectare 
parcel to the Amando Family. The largest is a 72-hectare tract owned 
by an Ilonggo named Vicente Grajido who came to Rifao in 1958 as a 
teacher and had slowly acquired the lands from the Teduray natives in 
the 1960s through barter. From this 72-hectare land in Poblacion Rifao, 
an 8-hectare was said to have been parceled out to a mestizo Teduray-
Cebuano identified only as a Garcia and a resident of Bliyugan. Grajido’s 
family now lives in Nuro, Upi where many migrants have settled. Other 
landowners in Rifao include Cebuano Dadoy Teleron and Ilocano 
Rodolfo Pimentel who have more than ten hectares each. Both are non-
residents of Rifao and both their lands are unoccupied (Interviews with 
Ex-Barangay Captains Pepito Tana and Ricardo Garcia, 25 January 2006).

Debt practices. In corn production for cash, a hectare is usually 
allotted and a carabao is necessary. Almost all plow farmers are trapped 
in debt for lack of own capital to finance corn production. In lieu of land 
titles, draft animals serve as collateral to loan bags of fertilizer, a sack of 
rice, and money for household expenditures. Not a few Teduray families 
have lost draft animals this way. Carabaos and horses may also be lost 
to tamuk (dowry) or to cattle rustlers. Less than half of Rifao’s farming 
households still have carabaos which farmers use to work their own 
fields or a kemaraw (a hired farm labor) (Interview with First Kagawad 
Oray Molunggao, 25 January 2006).

A crop failure would mean inability to pay debts resulting to 
confiscation of one’s farm animal. A debt of PhP8,000.00 to PhP10,000.00 
is equivalent to one carabao.17 For less than a hectare, a cropping cycle 
costs around PhP8,500.00 on loan from the trader inclusive of seeds, 
fertilizer, and a sack of rice for household consumption (Interview 
with First Kagawad Molunggao, 25 January 2006). Dependence on the 
trader’s beneficence for loaning them production and consumption needs 
is taken for granted that many do not even bother to ask how interest 
rates on loans are computed. Oray, for instance, is not bothered  that 
she and her husband already lost a carabao to Toriales. She understands 
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that the trader loaned them and they were not able to pay, so he got 
their carabao instead. She knows, though, that a bag of fertilizer, which 
costs PhP800.00 when purchased cash is deducted against her crop at 
PhP1,000.00, and a sack of rice which may be bought at Timanan for 
PhP850.00 becomes PhP1,000.00 against her corn crop at harvest time 
(Interview with First Kagawad Molunggao, 25 January 2006).

Poor access to market. Post-harvest facilities are just as nil. There 
is one dryer and a daycare center converted into a warehouse. There 
is no rice mill, corn mill, or even hand mill in all of Rifao. Pestles and 
mortars are used for rice, which usually means long hours of pounding. 
Transport costs remain a primary constraint to corn producers. On 
rainy days, which are quite frequent as dry and wet seasons are not so 
pronounced there, the road would be impassable. But even on dry days, 
no jeep plies the rough route as there aren’t enough passengers to ferry.18 

During harvest seasons a hauler truck would come to load the crops 
and bring these straight to Toriales’ warehouse in Timanan where the 
nearest corn mill is also located. For those who harvest either earlier or 
later than most, they have to pay for their own transport costs at a per 
piece basis. A 90-kg sack of corn grits is charged PhP100.00 by habal-
habal. Those who have animals transport their sacks of corn across the 
10-km distance by cart drawn by a carabao or relay these by horseback. 

To buy supplies such as rice, coffee, sugar, gas, and cigarette, some 
would hike part of the distance from Rifao to Mangga, a sitio eight km 
away, and get a jeep or a habal-habal that would take them to Timanan. 
For those who can afford, a habal-habal is taken, which costs PhP50.00 
per head, usually with three or four other passengers. To be going to 
and from Timanan on a weekly or monthly basis has become a sign of 
good fortune that the marketgoer would not be let alone by neighbors 
for days on end until her supplies run out. Children hiking to school are 
a common roadside sight. 

Poverty and coping strategies. Money income from corn production 
is scant and some families supplement this by engaging in farm labor, 
either in a neighbor’s or in the farms in nearby sitios. A day’s work is 
paid PhP50.00, way below the legislated minimum wage of PhP190.00 
a day for agricultural workers and lower than what is paid the Visayan 
farmworkers in the lowlands (PhP80.00-PhP100.00 a day). Those with 
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carabaos are paid PhP100.00 a day for plowing. For corn harvesting, 
a farm worker gets one sack for every ten sacks he gathers. The most 
badly paid are those who sell their labor for a ganta of rice. While rice 
may be bought for PhP45.00 a ganta in Rifao, storeowners up this 
at PhP70.00 a ganta if obtained in advance (Interview with Tamday 
Moafot, 26 January 2006). This means two days of weeding before a 
ganta could be paid. 

A vulnerability study comparing income levels in five communities 
in Lanao Sur and Maguindanao showed that the Tedurays of Rifao have 
the highest number of farmers and, at the same time, the lowest level of 
incomes coming from farming. The level of poverty is such that thirty-
seven percent of the households have only one meal a day, and only 
thirty-four percent are able to have two meals a day (MVO 2005).

Traditionally, main staple is rice, but this had been replaced by 
corn since the 1997 drought. When corn is not available, root crops like 
cassava and gabi, along with banana, are substituted. For those who plant 
native corn variety, the grits are milled or pounded into fine bits and 
served as staple food. To economize on their rice supply, they usually 
mix it with corn or else make rice or corn porridge. Coffee is consumed 
for breakfast which they themselves sometimes make from rice or corn. 

Some families plant vegetables in their farms or backyard lots and 
raise a goat or two and poultry. But for those whose houses are located 
in eroded uphill areas surrounded by cogonal grass, vegetable gardening 
is next to impossible, especially if the wife is tied to housekeeping chores 
and the care of little children. 

Families that raise goats and hogs are less likely to grow backyard 
vegetables as fencing materials are now hard to come by and growing 
plants only serve as fodder to grazing animals. Back when rivers and 
marshes were clearer, the men would catch fish while the women would 
gather mussels. None of this has remained, however, and all that can 
be obtained from riversides and marshes are taro, palawan and kayos.19 
Male household heads who alone work the family farm are not inclined 
to start a vegetable garden with anything other than the usual fare of 
carbohydrate-rich crops. 

For the poorest households, foraging is resorted to, usually by 
gathering root crops from riverbanks or wild yam, bamboo shoots, 
and berries from the forest. This low supply of vegetables, exacerbated 
by lack of safe drinking water and poor sanitation, partly explains the 
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prevalence of malnutrition and diseases, especially among children.20 

Health care and women’s reproductive health. Primary health care 
is almost non-existent in Rifao. There is one barangay health worker 
(BHW) who does not work for lack of medical supplies, and probably 
for lack of any incentives.21 During the previous administration, the 
BHW was paid a monthly honorarium of PhP500.00 (Interview with 
Ex-Barangay Captain and Kagawad Ricardo Garcia, 24 January 2006), 
but these days there is no sign that there is any budget either for prenatal 
care or for the BHW’s honorarium.  

Arbolaryos or traditional healers are also now hard to find and fandays 
are usually called on only for birth assistance. While beliyans are still 
sought, they are usually regarded as spirit healers who specialize in 
certain types of diseases, as those having to do with offenses made to 
the diwatas. Infant mortality and morbidity rates are high with almost 
every other household having suffered a case or two of death of child 
at infancy. Diarrhea remains the leading cause of high morbidity, 
especially among children, followed by malaria, dysentery, skin diseases, 
and respiratory ailments.

Of the twenty-three married and widowed women interviewed, 
four had a child each dying at infancy; another four had two; one had 
four; while another had five. Thirteen had no zero infant death. These 
women, ages nineteen to sixty-four, have an average of four children 
(FGDs and Interviews, 24-26 January 2006).

Water and sanitation. There is a crying need for safe potable water 
and a more dependable water system. At present, one spring serves the 
entire poblacion. For bathing and washing laundry, women go to the 
river where children and adults also defecate. Fetching water from the 
spring is anybody’s work, but mostly by children and women who also 
do the cooking and cleaning of pots and kitchen utensils. Between 5:30 
and 6:00 in the morning and between 3:00 and 6:00 in the afternoon, 
empty gallons would be lined up at the spring and one has to wait 
twenty to forty-five minutes to fill her containers. To avoid having to 
take long just fetching water, some get up as early as 5:30 in the morning 
or do it during siesta hours, between 1:00 and 3:00 in the afternoon. 
Often, young children would be sent to the spring to wait in line and 
fill the containers for the parents to carry home later. The prevalence of 
diarrhea, dysentery, and skin diseases all clearly indicates the deplorable 
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need for a better water system in the barangay.

Education and literacy. Illiteracy is prevalent, with most unable to 
read or write. There is a primary school with two classrooms. Grades 
I and II students are lumped together in one class, Grades III and IV 
students in another. One teacher-in-charge (TIC) and a teacher aide who 
did not finish college handle the classes. The latter is paid an allowance 
of PhP400.00 a month – PhP200.00 from the barangay and PhP200.00 
from the municipal office of South Upi (Interview with Ex-Barangay 
Captain and Kagawad Garcia, 24 January 2006). If one of the teachers 
got a bout of malaria, the other subbed. 

Tensions occasioned by Moro groups passing by or by an armed 
group encountering another would mean an indefinite suspension of 
classes. During harvest time or when family farms demanded additional 
labor, or on lean months when food is so scarce, children would disappear 
from classrooms (Interview with Froilan Mendoza, 27 January 2006). 
Those intent in pursuing intermediate level (Grade V and VI) had to 
set camp among their relatives in Timanan – magkampo sa kamag-anak sa 
Timanan – staying back home in Rifao only from Friday to Sunday. They 
walk the 10-km distance between home and school.

Illiteracy is pronounced among adults and the elder population, as 
their parents kept them away from what was perceived as evil foreign 
influences or they were betrothed at an early age. Hindi kami nakapag-aral 
kasi kung magdating ang mga maestro, taguin kami ng magulang namin, matakot 
sila sa Hapon. “We were not able to go to school, because our parents 
hid us from the Japanese teachers. They were afraid of the Japanese.” 
Maliit pa ako pinaasawa na kaya hindi nakapag-aral. “I was very young when 
my parents married me off so I was not able to go to school” (FGD, 
24 January 2005). Of the twenty-three women interviewed, only two 
were able to reach high school, three got to intermediate level, twelve 
at primary level, and six had no schooling. Their husbands fared only a 
little better: Three reached high school, nine intermediate level, seven 
primary level, and four had no schooling at all  (FGD and Interviews, 
24-26 January 2006).

Government service and traditional leadership. Government 
service is a vague presence, represented by a barangay captain who 
spends more time in Nuro than in Rifao and who borrows the Gender 
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and Development (GAD) budget without a by-your-leave. No barangay 
health program exists, and even the twenty-three recruits to the Civilian 
Volunteers Organization (CVO) are not receiving any honorarium. 
There is no health clinic, and the nearest hospital is a thirty-bed facility 
10-km away in Timanan, South Upi.  

Rural electrification is non-existent, so are farm-to-market roads. 
Once a month when the road to the village is dry, one to three jeepneys 
ply the route; otherwise, people take the skylab or habal-habal. Except 
for the head teacher who owns a motorcycle that always runs out of 
gasoline, none of the residents owns a habal-habal. In the entire 
poblacion less than ten families are known to own a horse so that the 
most common mode of transport is by foot. 

Traditional leadership, symbolized by the timuay labi and the 
ke’fedewan22 is cherished and respected, but this governance system had 
long been disrupted and superseded by the Philippine government 
system. Recognized traditional leaders were also the first to get 
themselves elected as barangay captains and barangay council members. 
Only very recently, the Timuay Justice and Governance (TJG) system is 
being revived with the help of NGOs promoting Lumad rights to AD 
and self-governance. Far from having been permanently uprooted, the 
traditional system of community governance still survives and stands 
side by side with the barangay system, sometimes overlapping and 
conflicting with, and sometimes supporting, the other’s functions.  

Egalitarianism characterizes traditional social relations. While the 
timuay is accorded the highest respect on account of his status as village 
leader, there is no economic disparity between him and his constituents. 
The traditional system of sharing resources requires everyone, especially 
the community leader, to look after those who have less. To hurt or deny 
help to a neighbor in need violates the Teduray’s sense of propriety, 
kefewo fedew,23 and is seen as injurious to community life. Along with this 
belief, getting ahead is seen as a mark of selfishness, individualism, and 
arrogance: Loss of faith in this belongingness, in this connectedness to 
the common lot. 

Traditional values and cultural influences. At present, differing 
levels of interaction with the outside cultures and the uneven entry 
of market forces brought in new influences and economic conditions 
that created little changes in ways community people interact with one 
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another. Little disparities – in terms of income, access to education, and 
other social privileges – exist here or there, and receptivity to new values 
and attitudes varies between individuals. Even traditional practices like 
are getting more than one wife, a privilege accorded a tribal chief and 
those next in rank, is now slowly being questioned although, in almost 
every circumstance, the voice of the elders is still to be obeyed above all. 

The village being in the lowest rung of the Philippine government 
system, barangay officials learn from the ways of Moro politicians 
upstream who have strong devotion to social hierarchies. While wealth 
accumulation is still a long way off, symbols of change that may set an 
individual from the rest are already visible. This includes having a son 
or daughter study in high school or in college in Nuro, being in the 
confidence of corn traders and the privilege of getting loans others have 
no access to, owning more than one draft animal, and so on. 

One feature of present-day political leadership is the intense rivalry 
between clans over political position. As barangay officials seek to align 
themselves with one incumbent Moro politician or another, so do the 
voting population of Rifao ally themselves with this local candidate or 
another, usually with one who is kin. This divides community loyalty 
along family and clan lines. This system works not only for barangay 
captains and council members. An individual who, by organizational or 
political affiliation has had access to resources and benefits for dealing 
with outsider groups (NGOs, government agencies, relief organizations), 
is expected to distribute the spoils to his immediate relatives and friends.

Another inauspicious product of the contact between indigenous 
culture and the outside world, particularly between kefeyo fedew and 
contemporary (Christian) morality is the much lamented about dole-out 
mentality which many indigenous groups in Mindanao are distinguished 
for, thanks to self-assessments by donor-fatigue afflicted government 
organizations (GOs) and NGOs. Relief and rehabilitation primarily 
characterized Lumad groups’ relationship with the outside world, which 
heretofore has perceived them as victims of neglect, indigents, and 
laggards in an increasingly developing world. Churches and, later, relief 
organizations, took turns making mercy missions in Lumad territories 
in Mindanao which, to some extent, only contributed further to the 
retardation of their productive capacities, as it made of them perennial 
dependents of (more powerful) beneficent groups. 
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Male control of the marriage system. Men control the marriage 
system and if the elders decide a man may take another wife, the first 
wife will have little say in the matter. Among younger couples, marriage 
by choice is becoming common although the practice of paying the 
bride price is not about to be eradicated as yet. The women themselves 
are not prepared to do away with the tamok, as that to them is the 
equivalent of a marriage contract. Only loose women are without bride 
prices (Interviews, 24-25 January 2006). The man’s parents pay the girl’s 
parents her dowry according to what had been agreed upon during the 
negotiations – usually PhP10,000.00 and two draft animals or, if the 
man’s family cannot produce a carabao or a horse, the cash is doubled, 
say PhP20,000.00.  

Of the twenty-three women interviewed, seventeen married by 
parental arrangement, six by own choice. Of those whose marriages had 
been contracted by their elders, only two women were of legal age at the 
time of marriage; the rest were seventeen and below, with some in their 
pubescent or pre-pubescent stage.24 Those who married out of their own 
choice married young, between fourteen and twenty, to boys close to 
their age. The girls married off by the elders got men who are either as 
young as they were or five to fourteen years older than them. Two young 
marriages were arranged between two fifteen-year olds and one between 
two sixteen-year olds. In cases of girls who were married off during 
their pre-pubescent years, the marriage was not consummated until they 
had their first menstrual cycle. At the earliest, they had their first baby at 
fourteen (one case) or fifteen (four cases) and at the latest at twenty-one. 
Two of the women interviewed share conjugal bed with another woman, 
one in obedience to the wishes of the elders and the other one out of 
a need to find a man who could support her economically (FGD and 
Interviews, 24-25 January 2006).

Divorce is harder on women than on men as dowry will have to 
be returned to the man’s family, especially if the divorce had been 
occasioned by her misbehavior. If it is the man who committed a 
misdemeanor leading to a divorce, no compensation is required of him. 

Hardly could an unmarried woman be found in Rifao, as the elders 
are always quick to marry off their daughters, including the widows. 
Exceptional is the case of Adelina Lalison who chose not to marry again 
after her husband died. At forty-nine, Adelina thinks of remarriage with 
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distaste, having lived for ten years with a man who drank. She now 
tends the farm by herself. From her income in handicraft making she 
was able to send all of her children to school, one of whom is now a 
teacher and lives with her family in Nuro. Her sons help her, but most 
days, farm labor is all in her hands. She takes pride in the fact that she 
has not incurred debts, having stuck to the native corn variety and not 
ever having applied fertilizer into her field of diverse root crops and 
vegetables (Interview, 25 January 2006).

Parental authority and female mobility. Children are duty-bound 
to obey their parents, stay in the village, and marry from among the 
tribe. Extreme economic difficulties have however forced young sons 
and daughters to seek board and lodge elsewhere. Unlike the better-off 
income groups in the lowlands or coastal areas who can tap their kin 
network to gather enough capital to see to the departure of a daughter 
to work as domestic help abroad, the Tedurays are too poor to even 
send their children to a high school. The farthest the children could 
go to find work is the nearest town (Nuro) or city (Cotabato) or the 
next (General Santos, Tacurong, or Davao) in a neighboring province. 
Exceptional is the case of sixteen-year-old Irene, granddaughter of 
sixty-year-old Champion Mopuyang, who, after venturing into the city 
with high school friends, found a Maranao family to serve and is now 
in Marawi City and has not communicated for more than a year since.25 
But more than the lack of capital to finance their daughters’ departure, 
a greater restraint to female mobility is lack of education. 

Women interviewed expressed regret over their ignorance and lack 
of knowledge over what matters most now in a world they increasingly 
find harder to deal with. Ni hindi kami marunong mag-Tagalog, hindi 
marunong magbasa. “We can’t even speak Tagalog,26 we can’t read” (FGD, 
24 January 2006). Even those who go out on their own or are sent out to 
the towns or cities to work as househelps do not always succeed: Paano, 
mangmang, walang pinag-aralan, kaya magkonsumisyon lang ang amo, siyempre 
hindi makatiis, e di mag-uwi lang dito. “They’re ignorant, unschooled. So 
they get scolded all the time. If they could not stand it anymore, then of 
course, they go back home here” (Interview with Ex-Barangay Captain 
and Kagawad Garcia, 24 January 2006). 

Access to government resources and defense. Slow economic 
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development and general backwardness are generally attributed to the 
area’s physical isolation. Roads are impassable on rainy days and the 
peace situation a little fragile to be attractive for public and private 
service institutions to visit. In the early 1990s, a health and adult literacy 
program among Tedurays and Lambangians was implemented by the 
LDCI, but it did get as far as Rifao (Interview with Froilan Mendoza, 
27 January 2006). But more than the inaccessibility and the security 
problem of visiting service personnel, greater blame is placed on the 
autonomous government upstream which, being in the hands of Moro 
politicians, is not expected to look after the welfare of non-Muslims. 

In the north, most especially in the uplands of Nuro where the 
Tedurays live in proximity with the Moro populace,27 tension over 
land claims threaten everyday life. In Rifao southwest of Upi, where 
homogeneity is equated with harmony, the Moro threat hangs in the air 
like a coming pestilence. The Philippine Army’s 57th Infantry Battalion 
up in the hill overlooking the village does provide temporary relief, but 
the unstopped logging operations in the forest area now claimed by a 
former Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF)-commander all too 
clearly tell Teduray villagers that their livelihood and their lives are far 
from secure. The MILF command in the Maguindanao area may be 
talking AD and peace with their leaders,28 but all that is immediately 
comprehensible to them is what their collective experience with Moro 
bandits and armed rebels tell them: That safety is getting as far away as 
they can from the approaching Moros.

Teduray women and mountain survival. Women’s role in the 
survival of the mountain community cannot be overestimated, and while 
the Tedurays of Rifao are generally of the belief that it is the men who 
feed the family, everyday life shows otherwise. Thanks to the incursion 
of capitalist production, men are increasingly involved in corn farming 
for cash which brings in income only twice a year after four months of 
working the field. The bulk of this income usually goes straight to the 
trader and the farmer would usually go back home with a sack of rice, 
bags of fertilizer, and some grocery. For four to six months between 
harvesting seasons when the men would be in the field clearing, plowing, 
and weeding, so much depends on their wives making both ends meet 
and saving the household from starvation. On top of childrearing and 
housekeeping chores, Teduray women work beside their husbands and 
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children, tending the corn or rice farm and growing root crops for their 
daily consumption. This they supplement with income they earn from 
engaging in farm labor, which usually fetches them PhP50.00 a day.

During lean months when no rain would fall for days on end, 
riversides and forest areas would be foraged for kayos and wild berries. 
Foraging by riversides is usually done by women and children; food 
gathering and hunting in the forest by men, which they sometimes do 
in groups. Elderly couples, more attuned to the subsistence economy 
and home-based production activities of olden times, are not hung on 
male-female roles and share household chores and farm work without 
a bother. Younger men, on the other hand, being not as tied to child 
rearing as their wives, are more inclined to go to community meetings 
or join armed groups. 

The degradation of forest resources and the erosion of the soil 
due to the introduction of chemical fertilizer have over the years made 
food production and food preparation more difficult. Women have to 
walk further afield to graze their goats (and their draft animals if their 
husbands are not around)29 or to look for water, fuel, and fodder. If men 
got in trouble for running in an election or for engaging in a political 
action, it is also the women who go to the authorities and concerned 
parties to negotiate on their behalf.30 

The AD claim and armed conflict 

The Claimants. In early 1990s,31 tribal leaders, with the help of NGOs 
based in Cotabato, organized the Mamalo Descendants Organization 
(MDO), a multi-sectoral organization composed of Teduray and 
Lambangian tribes, for the reclaiming of the natives’ AD. The move 
was in response to Department of Environment and Natural Resources 
(DENR) Administrative Order (DAO) # 2, which recognizes the IP’s 
right to their AD. By the year 1996, MDO filed an application for a 
Certificate of Ancestral Domain Claim (CADC) with the Office of the 
DENR under ARMM, at the Office of Southern Cultural Communities 
(OSCC-ARMM), and at the National Commission on Indigenous 
Peoples (NCIP). The area covered by the said claim includes: North Upi, 
South Upi, Datu Odin Sinsuat in Maguindanao, and Lebak in Sultan 
Kudarat. To date, the application remains pending as the claim is being 
contested by powerful business and political interests in the region.
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The IFMA 005 anomaly. Granted to Alonto Kader of the 
Maguindanao Coastal Logging Concession (MCLC), the IFMA 
005 was issued in January 1998, less than two years after MDO’s 
filing of their AD claim. Covered in the IFMA are barangays which 
are predominantly populated by the indigenous tribes and are in 
their AD claim. This includes Rifao, Ranao Renti, Ranao Midafa in 
North Upi, and Kuya in South Upi. Not until November 2002, when 
heavy equipment moved into Sitio Bliyugan to do road clearing did 
the community people know about it. This constitutes a violation of 
the Free Prior Informed Consent (FPIC) provision of RA 8371 (the 
Indigenous Peoples Rights Act or IPRA) requiring business entities to 
conduct consultations with community people prior to entry into the 
area. But more than the FPIC violation, MDO and NGOs supporting 
the Tedurays and Lambangians’ AD claim are bothered by an entry in 
the MCLC Comprehensive Development Plan denying the presence of 
Lumad tribes and the existence of an AD claim in the said barangays.  

The Tedurays and Lambangians’ opposition to IFMA 005 is 
primarily anchored on their threatened existence as rightful claimants to 
the area covered by the company operations. MCLC’s non-recognition 
of their presence in the area virtually wipes out whatever historical right 
they have to the place. And for the MCLC permit to be issued just after 
their AD claim had been filed smacks of despotic reaction characteristic 
of Moro feudal lords. 

IPRA being a national law, MDO and member organizations argue, 
must take precedence over regional and local laws such as those passed 
in the ARMM. MCLC must therefore abide by the provision which 
requires all business entities to consult with and get the consent of the 
AD claimants prior to undertaking any development activities in the 
area. IPRA also requires that any development plan must coincide with 
the Ancestral Domain Development Plan (ADMP) of the claimant 
organization (TLWOI Petition Letter to ARMM Governor Farouk 
Hussin dated 22 December 2002).

Doubts are also afloat as to who really owns IFMA 005. The LDCI is 
of the belief that there are more personalities involved other than Alonto 
(Mindanao Cross, 07 December 2002) and there is strong opinion that 
the IFMA permit was actually a logging concession to former MNLF 
Datu Randy Karon, MCLCI’s Operation Manager. Beside fundamental 
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issues related to historical land rights, equally important issues such 
as environmental catastrophes brought on by the logging activities of 
MCLCI are also being publicized. 

The covered areas are residual forests left over by past logging 
operations which did not bother to undertake significant reforestation. If 
government is really concerned with preserving the remaining forests of 
Maguindano, Lumad advocates argue it should have declared the IFMA 
005 covered areas watershed because these support two major rivers – 
Tebuan and Tran – and many tributaries sustaining upland, lowland, 
and coastal communities. It seems that with IFMA, the government 
only transferred the management of forest areas to the IFMA holders 
like Karon, instead of to the community themselves (Mindanao Cross, 
07 December 2002). 

Displaced families. Before the entry of armed security accompanying 
MCLC operations, Sitio Bliyugan was home to some thirty families who 
cleared plots of land in the area to cultivate coffee, food crops, and fruit 
trees. People from neighboring sitios also sourced their forest materials 
for their house needs from Bliyugan. Since the field operations of MCLC 
in 2002, people have kept away from the place as security forces guarded 
the perimeter. 

Among the most affected are the Moafot and Molunggao families.32 
Seventy-six year old Tamday Moafot claims that his parents had cleared 
a total of forty hectares in Sitio Bliyugan which were distributed to eight 
families, including his own. He planted his own 8-hectare land with 
rice, corn, root crops, fruit trees, coconut, and coffee, but all these now 
went to MCLC. To put food on the table, he offers his labor to his 
neighbor Nalaf Tana, who owns a very tiny sari-sari store in Rifao, in 
exchange of a ganta of rice each time. If farm work is not available, he 
resorts to digging root crops like taro, gabi and kayos. 

Angry over the fate that had befallen his family, Tamday seeks help 
from barangay officials to get back to Bliyugan. A barangay captain 
advised him to go ahead and till unoccupied idle land in Poblacion 
Rifao, which he refused to do. Bakit ko trabahuin ang lupa ng tao? “Why 
would I till lands I did not clear?” The barangay captain, also a Teduray, 
told him it is alright to be squatting on another man’s field, because 
ganyan ang mga Teduray, Tedurays are like that, mag-iskwat-iskwat; basta 
walang tao, trabahoan. Basta huwag lang kunin, hiramin lang. Taking pride in 
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the fact that his family had had wide tracts of land in the old days when 
Rifao was undivided such that his father even donated lands for schools, 
he could not bring himself to borrow any parcel. For him, a farmer can 
only cultivate his own land; and whoever cleared the land has the right 
to own it. Kung ako ang naglinis, siyempre babawiin ko. Bakit ko ibigay ang linis 
ko? “If I cleared the land, of course I will take it, why should I give it 
to another man?” (Interview, 26 January 2006). The shack he and his 
wife are occupying, though, is crowded with the families of their two 
married daughters, with children visibly malnourished, and one five-
year old still unable to walk. 

If only barangay officials would tell them to go home, Tamday says, 
they would all troop back to Bliyugan. Kung magsabi lang ang barangay 
officials na mag-uwi kami, uuwi kami. But nobody would give Tamday his 
word. Instead, what his family is getting are threats from left and right. 
The Army colonel who promised security from attacks by Moro rebels 
and armed bandits warned them against going back to their farms. Kung 
doon kayo sa Baliogan, bahala kayo. “If you insist on going back there, 
you go at your own risk.” The Operation Manager of MCLC, Karon,33 
himself challenged all those who have a stake in Bliyugan: Kung sino ang 
may lupa dito, magtira dito. Kung sino ang may claim mag-uwi dito para hindi 
namin makuha ang lupa. “Whoever has land claims here should stay by 
their lands, then we cannot have your lands.”

Ancestral land rights and armed conflict. Groups supporting the 
Tedurays’ AD claim in Upi are not far from linking the Bliyugan case with 
some bigger stakes which political lords in the ARMM might not so easily 
give up. For one, the AD claim of the Tedurays and Lambangian tribes 
is under the territorial and political jurisdiction of the ARMM which is 
lorded by landed interests. It also lies within the Bangsamoro homeland, 
the hypothetical territorial claim first put forward by the Moro National 
Liberation Front (MNLF) in the 1970s when it waged a secessionist war 
against the Philippine government. Karon, a former MNLF commander, 
became DENR Secretary in the ARMM Region and was himself 
responsible for approving IFMA 005 in 1998. It is believed that he owns 
IFMA 005 as part of the concessions he was granted for returning to the 
fold of law and joining government service. Karon is among the crop of 
former MNLF commanders who found a niche for serving the ARMM 
bureaucracy. His own wife is mayor of Kalamansig in Sultan Kudarat 
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(Interview with Tamday Moafot, 26 January 2006). 
Stretching from North and South Upi to Datu Odin Sinsuat in 

Maguindanao and down to Lebak in Kalamansig, Sultan Kudarat, 
the Teduray and Lambangian tribes’ AD claim presents a threat to 
business interests. Maguindanao and Sultan Kudarat are hosts to timber 
license agreements and forestry management contracts which, to many 
observers, substitute for logging permits. In Maguindanao alone, timber 
companies like the Cotabato Timberland Co., Inc., the Raiz Logging 
Co., Ltd., and the MCLC divide the forest areas among themselves, with 
permits extending to 2021.34 Under IFMA 005, MCLC is permitted to 
“reforest” 5,500 hectares in Upi until 31 August 2023. 

For the Tedurays and Lambangians laying claim to the forest area, 
the problem they face over IFMA 005 goes beyond expelling logging 
interests. At the heart of their claim is their right to their ancestral 
territory which decades of Philippine statehood, and recently of Moro 
warlordism, have eroded. With rulers in the town centers and rebels at 
the sitio level, community people in Upi cannot help but feel cornered. 

The Rifao evacuees. With or without the AD claim, the Tedurays’ and 
Lambangians’ history is a long account of defenselessness against Moro 
armed groups and, in recent time, rebel groups who take turns staging wars 
in their vicinity. A strong prejudice against the Maguindanao Moros is 
therefore palpable, which recent actions by MCLC men further buttressed. 
To most Rifao residents, Muslim or Moro has become synonymous with 
the Tedurays’ oppression and is almost always equated with harassment, 
attacks, maltreatment, and abuse (FGD, 25 January 2006).

The Tedurays’ homogeneity in Rifao is an attribute of this herd 
complex which finds safety only in the presence of fellow Tedurays. 
While the elders may relate of the times when their ancestors would 
trade forest goods with their Muslim neighbors down the coast for 
fish and salt, inhabitants of present-day Rifao do not seem to share the 
memory. Their collective experience with Muslim presence is more 
recent: Associated with cattle rustling and battles which keep on spilling 
over into their sitios and which always meant abandonment of their 
houses and crops and destruction of their property and livelihood. 

In 2002, more than seventy Moro armed men identified as MILF 
(“because they spoke Muslim”) entered Rifao and set up camp in the 
school building where they cooked rice and roasted chicken they shot 
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on sight. The armed men might have just been retreating and resting en 
route to another camp or encounter, but the frightened residents fled at 
sight. Unang lusob nila iyon. That was their first attack. The armed men 
likewise took kitchen utensils and other valuables, fired at their houses, 
and shot at the men they saw running. Those close enough got to hear 
the armed men’s warning: Kung magbalik kayo sa barangay ninyo papatayin 
namin kayo. Pati aso, kung mayroong makita, babarilin. “If you go back here, 
we will kill you. No one will be spared, including your dogs, if we see 
one” (FGD and Interviews, 24-25 January 2006). The second attack, 
ang pangalawang lusob, happened when Karon’s men engaged Teduray 
tribesmen in an encounter right in the middle of the road in 2002. 
That was when a tanker owned by MCLC was burned by Teduray men 
opposed to the IFMA 005 operations.    

But these were not new encounters for Rifao residents. In 1992, 
the whole barangay also evacuated when a Maguindanao family was 
massacred by Tedurays in Barangay Lagitan, a coastal village in North 
Upi. Bandits made residents a target of reprisal as the perpetrators 
withdrew and hid in Rifao. Stolen from the murdered family was a .38 
revolver, an M-16, and a homemade M-79 (Interviews with Kagawad 
and Ex-Barangay Captain Garcia, 24-25 January 2006). Then way back 
in the 1980s, when MNLF rebels stalked the mountain area of Upi, 
Teduray residents would seasonally abandon rice farms and houses as 
Moro rebels set up camp in Bliyugan. 

Lumad resistance against IFMA. The Teduray-Lambangians’ 
repeated history of flight from Moro hostility is however sporadically 
peppered with brave acts of resistance.  During the 11 May 1998 election, 
the Tedurays and Lambangians of South Upi fielded their candidate, 
Teduray Jovito Martin, to run against seasoned Moro politicians. For 
the two tribes, Martin represented their voice and to have him at the 
mayoralty would be like being governed by their own and therefore a 
step nearer to their desired self-governance. The vote turnout declared 
Martin the winner, but a Datu Israel Sinsuat, son to Datu Michael Puti 
Sinsuat,35 contested the election results and was later proclaimed winner 
after a long-drawn if farcical court proceedings. This prompted the 
Teduray and Lambangian tribes to call for a soonomon bangkesen (tribal 
unity) that culminated in the burning of the South Upi town hall on 15 
March 2000. Almost three years later, this act of resistance was again 
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repeated, with the burning of a tanker owned by MCLC early in 2003. 
The latter resulted to the evacuation of some 150 families into the forest 
when MCLC security engaged Teduray tribesmen in skirmishes. 

This protest action, directed at the logging operation which blatantly 
disregarded the standing AD claim of the MDO and the community 
people, was backed by support groups in the city. NGOs like the LDCI, 
and sectoral organizations like the Teduray-Lambangian Women’s 
Organization, Inc. (TLWOI) and the Teduray and Lambangian Youth 
and Students Association (TLYSA) lobbied congressmen, senators, 
and local executives to step in and put a stop to the MCLC logging 
operations. A network of twelve NGOs and peoples’ organizations 
(POs) in the province of Maguindanao, the Task Force Sagip Fusaka 
Inged, likewise conducted a fact-finding mission and relief and medical 
mission in the evacuation site in March 2003. Foremost in the demands 
of this network of support is the recognition of the Teduray-Lambangian 
right to their AD which powerful business interests in the ARMM seek 
to suppress if not altogether abolish. 

Casting its appeal in the light of women’s worsening conditions, 
TWLOI itself asked for senators and congressmen to intervene. In its 
letter to ARMM Governor Hussin, it asked the latter to “give tooth to 
the IPRA law” and grant the Teduray-Lambangian tribes their CADC. 
It argued that IPRA itself and the Expanded Autonomy 9054 state that 
in case of conflict between the Muslim Code and the Tribal Code, the 
national law applies (TWLOI Petition, 22 December 2002). Based on 
Regional Legislative Assembly (RLA) Resolution 26936 adopted on 15 
August 2003, this appeal seems to have been heeded. 

This sets the motion for a continuing AD-based peace agenda 
which put the Teduray-Lambangian women at the forefront of the peace 
struggle. In October of the same year, a Lumad Women Peace Summit 
called for the Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) 
and the MILF to “recognize and include the Lumad Women Agenda 
for Peace and Development” in their peace talks (Declaration of the 
First Lumad Women Peace Summit in Mindanao, 5 October 2003). The 
MILF had recently included the AD issue as one of its talking points 
with the GRP, and Lumad groups in Mindanao, having “interlapping 
land claims” with Moro communities felt threatened with exclusion. 

At the local level, however, many deny knowledge as to what 
caused the armed confrontation or who burned MCLC equipment.37 
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A negotiation cum peace dialogue was held in which MCLC was asked 
to suspend operations, but now Karon and his men are back cutting 
logs and constructing structures – in violation of the IPRA law the 
Teduray and Lambangian tribes uphold. Among other breaches, MCLC 
did not get the consent of the affected families thus violating the FPIC 
provision in IPRA. 

On top of these, Karon denies in his statements to the media the 
existence of Teduray AD claimants, saying that only Maguindanao 
communities live in the areas covered by IFMA 005. MCLC did call for a 
consultation with community people, but the latter did not come as an act 
of refusing to legitimize MCLC operations (Interview with community 
leaders, 27 January 2006).  Confronted with a powerful adversary like 
Karon and his political and business cohorts, local tribesmen appear 
to have no choice but engage in hit-and-run tactics. Barangay officials 
who try to mediate business interests with community demands thus 
complain, Ang ikinalulungkot lang naming mga barangay officials walang pormal 
na reklamo: No formal complaint has been lodged in the barangay level 
(Interview with Ex-Barangay Captain and Kagawad Garcia, 24-25 
January 2006). Where local organizations are weak, it seems the battle is 
better fought in the cities and in political offices.

Rifao women and the struggle for peace

The Sen-odoroy Tintu We Fintailan (STWF). Women organizing 
among the Teduray and Lambangian tribes began as early as 1994 when 
sectoral representations in the MDO, the organization that spearheaded 
the Teduray-Lambangian’s reclaiming of lost AD, were needed 
to broaden base of support for the claim. In time, as gender gained 
importance in project development, Lumad women organizations grew 
as well, bearing family welfare and equality issues that have become 
urgent concerns in NGO work. 

The STWF (or the Indigenous Women’s Organization of Rifao) 
was first organized in March 1997, with an initial members of fifty-four 
women. It was then named Seimuon Segedaw Sefefiyo. It was reorganized 
and renamed Sen-odoroy Tintu We Fintailan in November 2001 with a new 
set of officers. At present, it has twenty-four active members (Interview 
with STWF President Benita Mamalunok, 24 January 2006). 

In 2001, the group tried out communal corn farming, goat- and 
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poultry-raising. The communal farm did not prosper, however, 
beyond planning stage and the animals did not disperse to other 
hands. The standing joke among STWF members about hog-raising 
and animal dispersal projects is, Buhayin o ihawin? (Raise or roast?). 
Besides the intermittent armed conflict that disrupts community life 
and socioeconomic projects, people just seem not ready to engage in 
painstaking collective undertakings. Those intent on making a serious 
business out of the cooperative endeavor are stymied by lack of support 
from the more complacent members or else debilitated by illiteracy. 
Paano ako maglaban, hindi ako makabasa. Pero sa salita lang maglaban ako 
diyan, pero pag may sinulat diyan hindi ako makabasa. “How could I fight, I 
can’t even read. But I will fight with my tongue, but if there are written 
documents there, I cannot read.”

Still, STWF’s current concern centers around their families’ survival, 
thus the crying need for livelihood projects that their mother organization, 
the TWLOI, may grant them. A vegetable growing project is under way to 
address the high degree of malnutrition among children, pregnant women, 
and lactating mothers, but scarcity of funds does much to douse enthusiasm. 
To make much needed cash, they are working for the procurement of their 
GAD budget which their barangay captain borrowed, but it seems things 
are slow in coming.38 The current barangay captain also happens to be the 
husband of their former treasurer who also stands accused of using funds 
raised for their previous undertaking39 (FGD, 24 January 2006). 

Other than the scarce resource, the community women also 
complain over leadership and organizational management. People tend 
to think that positions in an organization are a resource that should 
trickle down to family and relatives,40 thus the tendency for officials 
to run away with organization money at the expense of community 
welfare. A resigned officer of STWF laments: Ang hinahabol lang dito, sa 
totoo lang, pera lang. Pero sa kabutihan ng karamihan, wala. “Here, what most 
people are after, is money. As for welfare of the community, zero.”

Survival needs above all. Their economic difficulties are further 
made worse by the current conflict attending IFMA 005 operations in 
Bliyugan. Sitio Bliyugan used to be their source of rattan, nito, and other 
forest products from which they could make handicrafts like baskets and 
food covers, but since the MCLC men cordoned off the area, they now 
could not even get anything there for their house materials. While TWLOI 
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and the NGOs in Cotabato City every now and then persuade them to go 
out and join protest actions and mobilizations, they are often too occupied 
with daily survival to take part in meetings and collective actions. 

The armed confrontations between Karon’s security forces and 
resisting tribesmen do bother them, and they are all for the return 
of their AD, as they fully sympathize with the families that MCLC 
expelled from Bliyugan, but most days they would rather just thank the 
military detachment up the hill for the temporary peace they now enjoy 
(FGD and interviews, 24-26 January 2006). Of immediate concern to 
them is the upkeep of their starving children and how to stave off the 
seemingly endless pregnancies that get so much in the way of their work 
and learning (Interview with Melanie Moafot, 25 January 2006). 

Most of them are convinced that if only they know how to read and 
write, as well as speak Tagalog, they could do so much better fighting for 
their GAD budget and other rights (Interview with Adelina Lalison, 24 
January 2006; FGD, 24-25 January 2006). One or two had been lucky 
to have been trained in alternative health and soap-making, but their 
hands are just always tied with babies and the kitchen to be able to go 
out and know more (Interview with Melanie Moafot, 25 January 2006).

The TJG and women participation. To strengthen opposition to 
competing claims launched by logging and business interests, on one 
hand, and by armed rebels wanting to secure a homeland, on the other 
hand, Teduray and Lambangian POs, with the help of civil society 
groups in the cities, are upscaling their lobbying work to rally support 
for the tribes’ AD claim. In the inged level, a structure of self-governance 
known as the TJG is being erected to embody this resistance and this 
claim. Anchored on the idea that the indigenous tribes had always had 
its own government system and self-sustaining lifeways before intruders 
destroyed and supplanted these, the TJG is not only the tribes’ cultural 
response to what they see as a systematic extermination of their cultural 
heritage; it is also their political organization and their ultimate weapon 
to win back their ancestral land rights and (lost) political autonomy.

Women’s participation in this political movement is represented by 
TLWOI, of which STWF is an affiliate member. TLWOI is a party to 
the GRP-MILF peace negotiations. TLWOI’s, and the TJG’s position, 
for that matter, is that being the primary casualty of the insurgency and 
counterinsurgency wars staged in their territory, they have the right to 
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be represented in these talks, and the right to demand reparations. The 
granting of their AD rights claim, which they perceive to be the root 
cause of the ethnic tension in the Maguindanao Province, is the most 
just recompense for the historical injustice the Teduray and Lambangian 
tribes, and especially the women, have suffered. 

For the women of Rifao, the TJG is a relatively new agenda; what 
they immediately see is the illegal logging that has now occupied what 
used to be their territory (Interviews, 25 January 2006). Having been 
denied entry to what was once public property from which they could 
source much needed forest products, they understand that someone 
there had made life harder for them. 

In crafting its petition letters to senators, congressmen, and would-
be saviors, TWLOI is careful in emphasizing this sorry predicament. 
The indigenous women being the backbone of family survival deserve 
recognition and help to enable them to play this role well and perpetuate 
the race, thus the need to support their struggle to have land to live on 
and the need to respond to their immediate economic survival needs 
via livelihood support programs. In organizing indigenous women 
for the AD claim, a good strategy is thus discussing AD in relation to 
livelihood and survival (Interview with Froilan Mendoza, 27 January 
2006). Otherwise the concept is a little far off their daily grind.  

Teduray tradition and women’s perceptions. Raised in customary 
ways and with very little education beyond what is immediately 
accessible in the villages where they grew up, most women in Rifao are 
more inclined to abide by the laws of the elders. Market forces and the 
little exposure they have had to the outside world – sometimes through 
their children who ventured out and came back – are however slowly 
changing thought patterns and practices. For one, they have seen how 
their lack of education was an obstacle in improving their life conditions 
and how their lack of knowledge about how the world now works is 
endangering even their very survival. Twenty-four year-old Norisa says 
that the world in which their elders lived was totally different from now. 
Iba ang panahon noon sa ngayon. To be unschooled nowadays means to be 
left behind. Ngayon marami ang nakapag-aral. Maraming Teduray ignorante 
pumunta sa siyudad, kawawa. 

Even their views of what makes government and effective leadership 
are now colored by these new desires. Benita, for instance, who together 
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with her husband, works for the setting up of the TJG, says that she 
prefers leaders who are educated, that’s why she really wants her two 
children to get some education. Ang gusto naming mamuno iyong nakapag-
aral, pero dapat alalayan siya ng pinakamatanda sa amin, kasi hindi niya alam ang 
lahat ng kaugalian namin.41 

In their fight for their lands and livelihood, the women recognize 
as well that one of the impediments to their goals is their own lack of 
knowledge. Marilyn, who married at fourteen and had her first baby at 
sixteen, says that being schooled gives one the confidence that ignorance 
never does. Kung hindi ka nakapag-aral mahiya ka. Kahit alam mo ang totoo hindi 
ka magsabi, kasi mahiya ka. “If you haven’t been educated, you are shy. Even 
if you know the truth, you don’t speak up because you feel shy.”

Even their inability to speak Tagalog is an obstacle to arguing their 
way into government offices. Benita sees it as a disability, having been 
fielded as STWF president to speak with barangay officials and NGOs 
to make known the tribe’s demands: Mahiya ka magsalita kasi hindi ka 
marunong magsalita ng Tagalog. “You cannot speak up because you cannot 
speak in Tagalog.” In the final tally, this hunger for knowledge is all 
borne out of the need to fight those who knew better. Sixty-year old 
Champion articulates it best: Kailangan iyong nakapag-aral para malaman 
niya ang alam ng nakaaral. “We need leaders who are educated so that she 
will know what the learned men know.”

The widely held view that it is the man that looks after the upkeep 
of the family is also slowly being questioned. Forty-year-old Nena 
Garcia, who spends more time in the field than her Councilor husband, 
says that women have more work than men. Men clear the land, chop 
wood, plow the corn field, and bring in money, but women do almost 
anything – from laundry to cooking, raising vegetables, and kemaraw. 
Even perceptions about land ownership and property rights are now 
changing. Feeling the undependability of their husbands’ incomes, some 
women are not adverse to the idea of having their own land. Para may 
sarili kaming lupa. Buti kung pakainin ka lagi at mga anak mo ng asawa mo. “So 
that you have your own land. You can never be sure that there is always 
a man to feed you and your children” (FGD, 24 January 2006).

RH and women’s rights. While the men and the elders do have 
control of the marriage system, this does not mean women do not or 
cannot renegotiate the cultural precepts laid down for them. Obedience 
to traditional customs is still upheld in most cases, but women are 
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increasingly beginning to question traditional practices which they 
find burdensome. Moreover, new influences such as those brought 
in by Christian missionaries or by children who had worked or were 
educated in the towns, as well as values they themselves observed in 
the lowland communities, are slowly making their way into the uphill 
society. Increasingly, more daughters can now choose their husbands, 
and in a few cases, may even marry outside of the tribe. 

The TJG, the political structure being set up for the Tedurays and 
Lambangians’ self-governance, is moreover explicit in recognizing 
women’s rights and, with the formation of TWLOI, issues such as 
polygamy, early marriage, pre-arranged marriage, even wife beating, may 
now be discussed among and by the women themselves. However, family 
planning services is one area they do not have free access to as yet. 

Contraceptives are not readily available and there is no barangay 
health center or a midwife to go to for advice. Alam namin iyang tungkol 
sa magkontrol, pero matakot kami. Tapos wala na iyong mga herbal. “We know 
about contraceptives, but we’re afraid. And there are no more herbal 
plants for that.” Men, moreover, are not very receptive to the idea of 
condom use or self-control. 

         The case of Ophelia Tana. When the elders first informed Ofelia that 
her husband will be taking another wife, she was surprised. It was not 
right to disobey the elders, so she consented. She was however mad with 
anger and jealousy at what she understood to be a betrayal on the part of 
the husband and the elders. She broke plates and kitchen utensils, and for 
ten years, her house was in a shambles. Her mother, seeing that she was 
turning into a bad wife admonished her, persuading her to relent a little 
or they might have to repay the dowry paid them by her husband’s family. 
She was however implacable. But when she saw that her husband’s other 
wife (who resided in another village and with whom he spent weeks or a 
month because a son was also schooling there) was doing well, tending 
her farm, raising hogs and chickens, while her own livelihood stood on a 
teeter, she decided to put her life back together. The other wife, it turned 
out, was no shrew and treated her with utmost respect, despite all the 
abuse she spat at her. The three of them soon became friends and are 
now generously sharing bed and board under one roof. Payag akong sa isang 
moskitero kami matulog, basta huwag lang akong unahan. “I don’t mind sleeping 
together inside one mosquito net, for as long as he comes to me first.”
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The case of Lolita Minted. Lolita was sixteen and her husband 
seventeen, both unschooled, when they chose to get married. A year later, 
she gave birth but the child died from malaria after two months. She 
soon had another baby, but this survived a month before succumbing 
to tetanus. The twins that followed had cleft palates and died from 
starvation; one after three months, and the other after five. Her fifth child 
was to die of malaria at six months old. Besides the extreme poverty and 
the hard mountain life they had to bear, Lolita and family also had to keep 
on moving to stay away from armed rebels that make nests out of their 
dwelling places. In 1986, they had to leave their rice farm in Rifao when 
the MNLF took camp there. They stayed in Barangay Bantek for several 
years before moving back to Bliyugan, and then to Barangay Rifao when 
trouble resumed. At twenty-eight, she has five living children all below 
ten years of age and hardly schooled like herself. 

The case of Melanie Moafot. Life in Bliyugan might not be any much 
better than in Rifao, but having one’s own house and rice farm made 
all the difference. In Rifao, Melanie had to share a 16-sqm hut with her 
parents and a sister’s family. While her own children do not show signs 
of disabilities, looking after her malnourished niece and nephew who at 
six could still not walk and talk, on top of her own mothering chores to 
her five children, get on her nerves. She had been out to town joining 
soap-making training and health seminars given by women’s groups 
from the city and she longs for more learning other than what she all 
got. Daily life is however a trying time preparing kayos, making corn 
porridge for the young children, fetching water, washing laundry, and 
breastfeeding her baby. She knows about the Church teachings against 
contraceptives, but she could care less if she could just lay her hands on 
one if that would make the babies stop coming for once.

The case of Zenaida Tana. Zenaida is second wife to Ofelia’s brother-
in-law. Only twelve and unschooled when she was married off to an already 
married man fourteen years her senior, she does not quite share Ofelia’s 
acceptance of the other woman in her husband’s bed. The bottom line of 
her anger and jealousy, she says, is not so much how often the husband 
makes love with the other wife as how much food he brings in to her 
table. When he offered to marry her, she already knew he had a family; 
all she asked him was whether he would be able to feed her and their 
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children, which he promised to do. Zenaida however feels that he is not 
being true to his promise as he does not give her equal share of his income. 
While Zenaida and her children share house with the other woman and 
her children, they do not share board and maintain a separate farmlot. 
The husband takes turn working on both wives’ farms. Squabbles in the 
house usually erupt over gantas of rice not equally divided between the 
two families. 

The case of Adelina Lalison. When Adelina chose not to marry again 
after her husband died from liver disease, the men did not press their luck 
any further. She felt husbands are just additional burden, especially if they 
drink. She raised her children all by herself and worked the farm with the 
help of her sons. In Rifao, Adelina holds the distinction of having sent 
her children to high school, with the eldest finishing college and now 
teaching in a high school in Barangay Bantek in North Upi – a feat which 
many men have yet to match. Hindi namin maiwasan ang kaugalian naming 
mga Teduray, pero gusto namin magsunod din kami sa gobyerno, magsunod din kami 
sa batas, kung kaya nga pinaaral ko ang panganay kong anak na babae. “We can’t 
get away from our tradition, but we also want to obey government and the 
law, that’s why I sent my eldest daughter to school.” Another son is going 
to college, and although her married daughter does not help with finances, 
she claims to hold no grudge as her daughter already has a family of her 
own to look after. For a lean woman, Adelina has sinews and muscles 
other peasant women do not possess: She designs baskets, food covers, 
bags, and wallets; weaves mats; and makes simple farm and kitchen tools 
like dibbles, pestles and mortars, and knives. She paid for her children’s 
tuition from the handicrafts she made. While other women were digging 
bamboo shoots, gathering wild fruits, kayos, and palawan by riversides in 
those lean months following the 1997 drought, Adelina was making eight 
baskets a day which she sold at PhP25.00 each in Upi. She feels lucky not 
to be in debt with traders and, unlike other farmers in the village who 
now cannot grow corn unless they feed it with fertilizers, she has a lush 
field planted with rice, corn, root crops, and vegetables. She has but one 
more wish: If only she had a carabao, she would do away with her dibbles 
and start plowing away.

The case of Maria Alejo. Being married to the head of the barangay 
has its advantages, but often it is a lot of work. Meetings and visitors 
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would mean standing by the stove at the kitchen for hours, cooking 
food, and serving coffee. On lean days, Maria even had to take from her 
own savings to be able to serve her husband’s visitors. Neighbors can 
be tiresome, too. They always think she had more than the rest of them 
that they would not stop cadging until her rice bin is empty. She cannot 
do anything about it, she says, as it is the tribe’s custom for headmen 
to look after the needs of the community members. Dahil kung hindi, 
masama ka. “Otherwise, you’re no good.” Her husband is in Nuro most 
days where a son also studies in college. Staying with her in Rifao is a 
ten-year old nephew disabled by a bullet wound in the leg. Maria feels 
that whatever she does is never good enough for her neighbors. In a 
village where the ideal couple is a young woman and a much older man, 
her being a year older than her husband is taken against her. She and her 
husband chose to be wed in a civil ceremony, so that it will be legal and 
binding, rather than in a customary Teduray wedding ceremony. But the 
women and some of the tribesmen are not happy with it. Others do not 
even look at her as legitimately married. May dowry rin ako. Akala nila 
wala. “They think I didn’t have a dowry. I have.”

The case of Benita Momalunok. Benita was eleven years old when 
she was married off to her first husband Benito Diwan, fourteen years 
her senior. He died in 1987 and in 1994 she remarried, this time, by her 
own as much as the elders’ choice. Now forty-seven, she heads the local 
chapter of TLWOI. She chafes at her neighbors’ lack of cooperation. 
Magpatawag ka ng miting walang umaatend. “If you call for a meeting, 
nobody comes.” Thrice a year she calls for a meeting but when people 
come at all, everybody’s  demanding for projects for which STWF has 
no funds. She is all support for the Tedurays’ AD claim, so that people 
would know that Tedurays are humans, too, not trees, she said. “They 
think only Christians and Muslims are humans.” Para malaman nila na 
tao rin ang Teduray, hindi kahoy. Akala nila Muslim lang at Kristiyano ang tao 
[sa Maguindanao]. She regrets she cannot read and write because all the 
documents on the AD had to be read. Kahit anong lakas ng loob mo pag hindi 
ka nakapag-aral wala ka rin magagawa. “No matter how brave you are, if 
you cannot read, you can’t do much.” She had participated in a training 
in herbal preparation and soap-making and wishes for her organization 
to proceed with their vegetable growing project which they should 
have implemented long ago if not for the evacuation. Hindi natuloy dahil 
nagbakwet ang mga tao. Tapos ngayon walang puhunan.   
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Towards women’s participation in peace and development work: 
Some issues and concerns 

Layers of issues beset the Rifao community and it will be long before 
status of women can be properly addressed. Below are some issues and 
concerns based on observations made by the researcher and the voiced 
concerns of research respondents. 

1.  Basic needs such as water and health services are not available to the community, 
making mountain survival doubly difficult for women. The lack of water and 
the absence of sanitary toilets result to the spread of waterborne 
diseases such as diarrhea, dysentery, malaria and skin diseases – 
putting heavy pressure on women who carry the burden of looking 
after sick household members. The absence of primary health care 
and reproductive health care (e.g., family planning) services moreover 
encumbers them with nursing and child care responsibilities while 
neglecting their own health needs – incapacitating them from 
participating in community endeavors that address their poverty 
and powerlessness. 

2.  Unavailability of government support and lack of access to appropriate farming 
technologies put Teduray farmers at the mercy of traders, preventing them from 
optimizing available land resources. The lack of agricultural extension 
services and post-production facilities such as dryers, warehouses, 
corn and rice mills, including farm-to-market roads, exacerbate high 
production costs, pushing many farming households into a cycle 
of indebtedness and worsening food security situation. With the 
closure of the forest area (occupied by MCLC) to civilians, hunting 
and food gathering ground has been radically reduced and women 
no longer have access to forest products for their basket-making 
and handicrafts.

3.  Capacity-building particularly in health care and reproductive health rights are 
direly needed. Lack of information on health and nutrition and absence 
of medical services and nutrition programs result to high percentage 
of malnourished mothers and children with disabilities, severe 
malnutrition, malaria and dysentery. While the women identify their 
problems, they lack the ropes to better their health status. 
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4.  There is poor access to basic social services, with the GAD budget at the disposal 
of the local executive who does not seem to concern himself with women’s welfare. 
Education work by TLWOI and network organizations along 
gender and equality issues enabled Rifao women to be conscious 
of their rights, among which is their right to an allocation from the 
barangay IRA. Initial inquiry and claim-making by STWF leaders 
however did not produce any amount as the barangay captain would 
not even give them the exact amount of the GAD allocation, how 
much more release it.

5.  Lack of educational facilities results to the prevalence of illiteracy and ignorance 
among both the young and older population. With only two classrooms for 
the entire schooling population, most children cannot go beyond 
fourth grade. This leaves majority of the young population no 
choice but to stay in the village and work as farm help – usually 
marrying early without availing of higher educational opportunities 
– or going to the nearest town to work as househelp with not much 
hope of bettering their situation.

 
6.  Absence of educational opportunities and lack of access to information critical to their 

survival and struggle impede participation and active involvement in collective action 
towards change. Besides closing opportunities to pursue higher education 
and other choices other than motherhood, lack of education also means 
being left behind in the climb towards economic development. With 
the entry of capitalist elements into the village economy, community 
people – and women particularly – are increasingly getting aware that 
powerful groups like loggers and political warlords managed to threaten 
village survival on account of their relative isolation from mainstream 
information and knowledge system. 

7.  The women of Rifao are in the periphery of the struggle for territorial and land 
rights. Although the direct casualty of the ongoing armed conflict over 
AD territory in Bliyugan, most of the Rifao women are hardly aware 
of the issues surrounding the armed conflict that threaten the peace 
and survival of the village. While a few of the local leaders were able 
to take part in dialogues and protest actions in the city and town 
centers, many remain uncomprehending and uninvolved as so little 
community discussion takes place as regards AD and related issues. 
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8.  TLWOI’s organizing work is partial to high-level lobbying and advocacy 
campaigns. There is pressure politics along the belief that state 
institutions and political resources may be maximized to serve the 
interests of the oppressed which is essential in a liberal democracy, 
especially so that other parties in the contest are powerful entities 
with strong links to the bureaucracy. That the other contender in 
the AD claim happens to be a Moro insurgent group engaged in 
negotiations with a government which is itself fighting to maintain 
territorial integrity, indeed, makes great opportunity for lobbying 
work. Still, there is no substitute to painstaking work that would 
make community people identify and own the agenda and fight 
for these themselves. Partiality to city-based political action also 
means that much of the organization’s precious – because scarce 
– resources and energies are spent on conferences and propaganda 
work not necessarily reflecting or directly serving the immediate 
issues and the most pressing concerns of the community women.

9.  Contrary to popular notions about Lumad people being tradition-bound and 
culturally circumscribed, Teduray women are receptive to new ideas and new 
technolog y, especially if these served their welfare. Obedience to elders and 
deference to authority – often, male – are virtues widely accepted 
and taken for granted among Teduray women in Rifao. This 
does not mean however that these precepts are not challenged or 
renegotiated in everyday practice especially in the face of economic 
difficulties. Increasingly, more daughters and sons are now leaving 
the ways of the tribe in exchange for jobs in the cities. Widows, 
if they have proven themselves capable of feeding their family on 
their own, may also now choose not to marry again and wives may 
say no to having more children, especially if husbands have not 
been bringing food to the table. Even artificial contraception is not 
so much rejected as unavailed of because of lack of knowledge and 
opportunity to access and use. 

10.  Micro-credit and income-generating projects are slow in coming and so scarce that 
they often serve to fuel jealousy rather than promote cooperation among STWF 
members. People tend to squabble over the tiny trickles of help that 
come once every other year. There is no distributing democratically 
a few heads of chickens or a few packets of vegetable seedlings to a 
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hundred of households all hungry and wanting help; more so if there 
is no clear long-term socioeconomic program conveying these relief 
packages. While income-generating projects are often regarded by 
development NGOs as perks to keep the women involved while 
the more pressing political agenda (actively engaged in by their 
husbands and household members who are not as tied down as 
them to the house and the care of children) are being pushed,42 
the lack of discussion and community analyses might only serve to 
create more divisions.  

11.  Women’s role in productive work remains unvaluated and unrecognized, resulting 
to continuing prejudice and lack of support for women’s entitlement rights. 
While the women themselves see that they work more than the men 
in both the productive and reproductive sphere, low valuation of 
female labor continues to deprive them of entitlement rights. While 
the dowry – usually draft animals – is paid on their account, they do 
not have ownership rights over the same farm animals. 

12. The entry of market forces has modified traditional beliefs and perceptions about land 
ownership. The cash economy has crept into the village of Rifao and 
though there is a wide constituency behind the cultural revival movement 
advocating communal management of lands and natural resources, 
especially among civil society organizations (CSOs) in the city, actual 
agricultural practices and tenurial arrangements in the community level 
have long been altered by market forces. Titled lands in the poblacion 
are recognized as property of whoever legally acquired them, they 
be Visayan or native Tedurays. Among the village inhabitants, while 
claims are not always supported by legal documents, people have strong 
notions about what belongs or does not belong to someone. Titled lands 
are perceived as more legitimate than untitled ones. 

Conclusions and recommendations

The situation of the rural women in Rifao mirrors the predicament 
of many indigenous women in the mountain villages of Mindanao where 
recurring armed conflict continues to damage community life, making 
mountain survival harder by the day. The situation of the Teduray in 
Maguindanao is even more difficult: Driven uphill to avoid having to 



TAMBARA 25 67

confront and live in close quarters with lowlanders, their last stronghold 
of tribal life is now threatened by Moro encroachers. As Moro rulers 
dominate the power centers in the ARMM, their rights to their lands are 
endangered further as Moro rebels and loggers harass them in the sitio 
level. This puts the tribe in a helpless situation, with women carrying 
most of the weight of the economic hardship and unending conflict. 

While women in conflict areas has become of late an important focus of 
many developmental activities by international NGOs and local partners 
seeking ways to attain peace and put an end to poverty in rural Mindanao, 
most of the projects are concentrated in Moro-populated areas, fueling 
anti-Moro sentiments from among IPs. Feeling that that they are 
neglected by policymakers in the ARMM government and victimized by 
Moro armed groups in the village level, some Lumad activists perceive 
the funneling of development money into Moro areas as unfair (First 
Rural Women Assembly, December 2005). 

Indeed, peace and development investments in Moro-dominated 
areas have been substantial to the neglect of Lumad conflict areas that 
have been hosting the armed rebellions. Being themselves permanent 
casualties of this armed conflict as insurgent and military operations 
are staged in their territories, the IPs of Mindanao are now demanding 
for inclusion in the ongoing peace negotiations, especially after the 
MILF included the AD issue in its talking points with government. 
Understandably, organizing work among the Teduray-Lambangian 
tribes has to be driven around this land rights question, which has also 
been identified as the core issue in the armed conflict in Rifao. The 
village women are necessarily a party to this. 

However, the situation of the rural women in Rifao is in such a bad 
state that basic rights have to be fulfilled first before their effective political 
participation can be enlisted in any peacebuilding endeavor. Below are 
some recommendations which might prove helpful toward this end.     

1.  Political education must begin with what the women know and immediately need. 
Unlike their parents who rejected education as anathema to tribal life, 
the women of Rifao recognize their illiteracy and lack of education 
as an impediment to survival in a harsh world ruled by powerful 
“learned” men. Their children’s and their own failed forays into 
the cities have likewise taught them the importance of knowing the 
lingua franca in the province, ignorance of which resulted to their lack 
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of self-confidence in dealing with dominant groups and oppressor 
groups. This points out the need to set up alternative learning spaces 
where women may be taught basic literacy and communication skills 
(including speaking Tagalog) as well as basic knowledge on laws and 
legislation that may better help them understand issues related to the 
AD struggle. More importantly, group activities that engage women’s 
involvement as well as regular group meetings where community 
problems and women’s concerns are discussed must be encouraged, 
as these will help increase awareness and strengthen commitment to 
collective goals. 

2.  Basic health needs should be immediately attended to by accessing available 
barangay resources. One debilitating factor to community involvement 
by women is the burden of child care which eats up a lot of their time 
and energy. Sickness and hunger in the family are everyday stresses 
made worse by the absence of basic health services, toilets, and water 
facilities. This calls for a social welfare budget audit in the barangay 
council, including the GAD budget which the local executive is 
apparently withholding. This can only come about if the community 
women are made aware of their basic rights to government service.

3. In the absence of a barangay health clinic and a tangible health program, an 
alternative primary health care program must be installed. The prevalence 
of severe malnutrition among young children and lactating 
mothers, malaria, dysentery, and other communicable diseases 
underlines lack of access to basic health knowledge and health 
care skills. While increasingly questioning traditions which they 
find oppressive (polygyny, parentally arranged marriages, etc.) and 
now slowly  fielding questions and demands related to their sexual 
and RH rights, most women are still unable to challenge marriage 
practices, especially those related to control of their reproductive 
functions. An alternative health care program should be able to not 
only control the spread of communicable diseases, but must also 
respond to the need of women to control their pregnancies.



TAMBARA 25 69

4. There is a need to introduce appropriate farming technolog y in the village and 
for women farmers to access basic farming technolog y. A seed dispersal 
and vegetable growing program is seriously needed, especially in 
the face of high rate of malnutrition affecting young children and 
lactating mothers. This should be coupled with an appropriate 
farm management technology that factors in space, slope, and soil 
quality. Farmers should be gradually drawn away from production 
practices that degrade the soil and ensnare them into indebtedness 
to traders. Women must have equal access in these trainings and 
farm management technology in keeping with their important role 
in production activities.

5.  There is a need to reorient assistance programs from relief to community building. 
Relief operations are appreciable given that the community is 
constantly hostage to armed conflict. But help groups serving IPs 
need not come to Rifao only to distribute relief goods. There is a 
pressing need to work with community people on a day-to-day basis, 
enabling and incapacitating them to address their economic needs 
and build a community defense mechanism. The tendency of church 
people and help groups to zero in on the tribe’s and the women’s 
victim status is moreover less than empowering, as this only promotes 
dependence on Christian beneficence – especially if there is no visible 
community organizing and community building strategy in place. 

6.  Advocacy in the cities and town centers must be balanced with intensive community 
building work in the village level.  There is a need to field community 
organizers willing to do painstaking work with community people 
and link community work with city-based advocacy campaigns. The 
AD claim and the TJG have to be rooted in the historical struggle 
of the Teduray-Lambangian tribes for survival, and organizing and 
education work among the AD-TJG constituents should fall along 
this line. In enlisting women’s participation, care should be taken to 
the extent that the new social structure being set up is attuned to 
their present needs, rather than hung with romantic notions about 
customary laws and traditions that may no longer have any political 
use. Traditional division of labor that assigns women in the kitchen 
while the men talk has to be reframed and greater female involvement 
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in leadership roles should be encouraged. Attentiveness to women 
and family welfare in the ADMP-TJG level would likewise assure 
women that they have a stake in the future being built, thus ensuring 
their full support.

 
7.  The cultural regeneration project as embodied in the AD-TJG system should 

be defined and spearheaded by the community people themselves based on their 
needs and lived experience with tradition and change. Goals related to the 
construction of a just society based on indigenous knowledge and 
practices remain largely undefined and unarticulated – at least in the 
community level – and had to contend with competing influences, 
the most obvious of which is the modern political system (and 
ideologies that came with it) that had long assimilated minorities 
into mainstream politics and economy. Assertions related to the 
superiority of the indigenous ways as against modern government 
systems had to come to terms with market forces that continue 
to draw people away from the tribal way. Rebuilding of the social 
infrastructure that will support the TGJ had therefore to come 
from people’s understanding of tradition and modernity, born of 
their collective experience and choices.   

8.  Building a defense infrastructure for the AD-TJG depends, most of all, on the 
full support of the tribe out of the belief in the moral superiority of the alternative 
system being set up. There is little hope that a CADC will be granted 
under the present ARMM government considering the powerful 
logging interests sitting in the ARMM’s bureaucracy. Even the MILF 
that itself has an alternative vision of government seems far from 
granting more than a limited territorial right to other contestants to 
the AD claim within the Bangsamoro homeland which it is carving 
for itself. The movement for setting up an autonomous territory 
and self-governance for the indigenous peoples of Maguindanao 
and Sultan Kudarat via the TJG might be the ideal and more viable 
option as yet, but it can be a long haul that might be toppled yet 
by more dominant social and political forces. This calls for a long-
term political agenda drawn and fought for by the indigenous 
communities themselves.
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9.  In relation to the above, research and documentation work supporting community 
building work should be a continuing process pursued and participated by both 
city-based advocates and village activists.  Research and documentation 
work should be able to establish the legitimacy of the Teduray-
Lambangian land claims and draw mass support for the AD-TJG 
system being built. Research and documentation work should also 
monitor and identify ramifications and modern outgrowths of these 
ancestral claims and tradition-bound concepts so as to be politically 
useful to current debate and struggle. As importantly, research 
and documentation play a crucial role in visibilizing women and 
bringing to the fore the tribe’s yet unwritten  transcripts. 

Notes

1 This research report was completed in December 2006, long before the 
Memorandum of Agreement on Ancestral Domain (MOA-AD) between the 
Government of the Republic of the Philippines (GRP) and the Moro Islamic 
Liberation Front (MILF) became an object of violent contention between 
government and the MILF. This agreement would later be challenged and 
rejected by various sectors of society, including some congressmen and senators, 
forcing some MILF commanders to declare war on Philippine government. 
2 IFMA is issued by the DENR to qualified companies to reforest open 
brushlands with wood species.
3 The “tripeople” development approach, popular among Mindanao NGOs, 
rests on the assumption that Mindanao is composed of three major groups, 
namely, the Christian settlers, the Moros, and the Lumad groups. This 
framework has been challenged by some researchers and intellectuals (this 
researcher included) who argue that Mindanao is multi-ethnic, not tripeopled, 
and economic and social formation within these three groups are uneven 
that they do not hold homogenous claims and interests. The ethnic groups 
within these major formations do not also share common history or common 
struggles. 
4 One critique of the welfare approach is its stereotyping of women and the 
utilizing of the image of the poor women to sell the micro-credit projects 
which confine them in their roles of reproductive mothers and managers of the 
thin family resources, and has little to do with creating a new world (Mestrum, 
Francine. 2005. In http://www.risq.org/article452.html.
5 Defined here as that body of knowledge dominated and controlled by 
white males. The Eurocentric masculinist process of knowledge-creation 
and validation came to be challenged only with the development of feminist 
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scholarship. Black feminist theorist Collins contends that while the institutions, 
paradigms, and any of the elements of this process may not necessarily be 
managed by white males themselves, but the standpoint and the interests that 
are represented are those of the powerful white males (Collins 1989, 751).  
6 The term refers to those opinions, beliefs, ideas, and values that are kept 
or driven underground by subordinate groups when dealing with hegemonic 
powers (Scott, 1990 cited in ICIMOD, n.d.).
7 The dole-out mentality is rather strong among the Tedurays of South Upi. 
“Project” is generally misconstrued as help in the form of cash or food donation 
for family support and sometimes in the form of seedlings or capital for hog-
raising, vegetable gardening, poultry or any other income-earning activity.
8 All the respondents interviewed identified themselves as Teduray, thus the 
use of Teduray in describing Rifao. Where necessary, Teduray-Lambangian or 
Teduray and Lambangians is used.
9 There is no way to determine how this figure was arrived at, for even as 
MVO is quoting this statistic, a community assessment it undertook in the 
Maguindanao Province between November 2002 and May 2003 listed 522 
households for Rifao (see Broken lives, fragile dreams, p 15). 
10 Spelled Baliogan in official government statistics and news articles, Bliyugan is 
the local (Teduray) spelling. Prior to the political gerrymandering orchestrated 
by Moro politicians which effectively reduced Teduray territory and population 
into insignificance, Bliyugan alone was a thriving mountain village inhabited 
by more than fifty families. The trouble brought by lawless elements in the 
late 1990s, and later the tension brought on by Karon’s logging operations, 
dispersed these families into the different barangays in South and North Upi, 
many of them distributed in the six (reconstituted) sitios of Rifao (Interview 
with Kagawad Ricardo Garcia, 24 January 2006).  
11 Sitio Uga became Barangay Kuya and like Rifao, had been reclassified as 
belonging to South Upi. Sitio Timanan became another barangay north of 
Rifao. Both have denser populations compared to Rifao and are hosts to a 
handful (some ten percent of the total population) of migrant settler families.
12 In 1974, Teduray and Lambangian leaders made a pact with Datu Michael Puti 
Sinsuat, then town mayor of an undivided Upi. Under this agreement South 
Upi was to belong to the Teduray-Lambangian tribes and will be managed 
by the natives themselves. This agreement became the basis of Presidential 
Decree 1011 issued in 1976, which created North Upi and South Upi.  
13 Sitio Baliogan is now part of Barangay Resa in North Upi. 
14  There is one Visayan trader, an Ilonggo known only as Toriales to Tedurays 
in Rifao, who has monopoly of corn trading in Timanan.
15 The MNLF in the 1980s and the MILF in the 1990s up to the present. Armed 
conflict in Teduray territory could however be traced back to the seventies 
when armed confrontations between the Ilaga (an armed group organized to 
fight Moro rebels) and the Blackshirts (a Moro armed group) spilled to Teduray 
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territory. In the eighties, cattle rustling perpetrated by Moro bandits likewise 
became rampant in the mountain areas of Maguindanao and Sultan Kudarat, 
victimizing Lumad villagers.
16 The household survey conducted by Mindanao Vulnerability Observatory 
covering three barangays (Renede, Kuya, and Rifao) also indicated an average 
farming size of 1.6 hectare for every Teduray household.
17 The Visayan term they use to describe the act of paying the trader with their 
carabao is bira karabaw (literally, drag or pull a carabao by the rope), the term 
they also use to describe cattle rustling. 
18 Largely a subsistence economy and still enjoying a predominantly “communal 
way of life” (in terms of sharing food resources with kin and neighbors), very 
minimal cash circulates around Rifao.
19 Kayos is a tuber that grows wild in the forest. Unlike other edible root crops, 
it requires several days of preparation (soaking and washing in running water, 
peeling and slicing into thin chips, drying, etc.) before it can be cooked as it 
contains a toxic substance which can be fatal when not extracted. 
20 MVO records a disability rate (percentage of disabled household members) 
of two percent of the fourteen houses included in its survey. Visits to houses by 
this researcher revealed that most of these are children below five with speech 
and motor disabilities or visible cases of severe malnutrition.
21 The researcher was not able to reach both the barangay captain and the BHW 
concerned to inquire about the barangay health program, but interviews with 
women (25-26 January 2006) revealed that there is no prenatal and postnatal 
care program for mothers and babies. 
22 The timuay labi is the tribal chief, the ke’fedewan his counselors. Together they 
make up the tribal council or what is now generally called the Council of Elders.
23 Kefewo fedew is considered every Teduray’s virtue. It is many things: Givingness, 
generosity, humility, sympathy. On this high virtue rests the cohesiveness and 
peace of the community, and therefore, its survival. 
24 Of the twenty-three, three girls were aged eleven when married off, one was 
aged twelve, two aged thirteen, another aged fourteen. Five were fifteen, two 
sixteen and one aged seventeen. The remaining two were aged eighteen and 
twenty, respectively.
25 Champion’s other ward, seventeen-year-old grandson Erwin, works in 
a restaurant in Cotabato City, earning a salary of PhP1,000.00 a month and 
sending a few hundreds every once in a while.
26 The language taught in school and the lingua franca in Cotabato and any city 
in the Philippines. 
27 Fear for their lives is a recurring plaint of Teduray and Lambangian residents, 
since unlike the Moro residents who have “armed support” to their land claims, 
the Tedurays are unarmed, peace-loving people (Inter-Tribal Consultation, 
December 2005). 



74 GERARDO BETONIOSHEILFA B. ALOJAMIENTO 

28 There is an ongoing peace negotiation between Teduray leaders and the 
MILF broached by NGOs and civil society groups. In the talking points is 
MILF’s recognition of the Teduray and Lambangian’s right to their AD.
29 The revival of the AD issue which engages the active participation of male 
leaders has repercussions on family labor. Wives of tribal leaders not only 
had to cope with doing work their husbands leave behind, but also the added 
burden of having to support their husbands, morally and financially. 
30 Such is the case of the two wives of a Ex-Barangay Captain Pepito Tana 
who was dragged, along with his carabao, by armed men before election time. 
The two women followed him, negotiated with his captors, and were able to 
reclaim him a day later after they brought with them two more carabaos which 
they themselves dragged by the rope from their house in Rifao to Sitio Lagitan 
in Barangay Mite where the men were waiting (Interview with Ophelia Tana, 
24 January 2006).
31 Documents have conflicting accounts as to the year MDO was formally 
organized, some stating 1992, and others 1994.
32 The first native families who settled in Rifao are the following: Moafot, 
Molunggao, Moambing, Manguda, and Bandara. Most inhabitants of Rifao 
descend from these families (The three faces… 2005, 84).
33 Also known to community people as “Commander Randy.”
34 This data is sourced from a photocopied document from Forest Management 
Bureau-ARMM, no date.
35 See footnote no. 9. 
36 Resolution Adopting Republic Act 8371, otherwise known as the Indigenous 
Peoples Rights Act of 1997, as the Legal Framework to Recognize the Rights 
of the Indigenous Cultural Minority in the Autonomous Region in Muslim 
Mindanao, “recognize the rights of the indigenous cultural minority in the 
ARMM” and recognizes RA 8371 as the legal framework in recognizing 
indigenous rights in the autonomous region “until a regional law for the 
purpose will be enacted.” 
37 Some barangay officials blame the incident on Tedurays who are themselves 
engaged in illegal logging (Interviews, 24-25 January 2006).
38 A training on GAD enabled the women to go to the barangay captain and 
asked for this fund. They were informed their GAD budget is PhP10,000.00. 
An interview with ex-Barangay Captain and Kagawad Ricardo Garcia 
(himself a former barangay captain) informed this researcher that annual 
IRA of Barangay Rifao is PHP400,000.00 which means the women have a 
PhP20,000.00 GAD money, not PhP10,000.00. During his time (1997-2001) 
he appointed a Barangay GAD Chair to administer the PhP20,000.00 GAD 
budget which was spent on a hog dispersal project.
39 An animal dispersal (goat- and poultry-raising) project was earlier tried 
between 1999-2003 during the first phase of the women organizing work, 
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wherein women were also asked to give monthly contributions for their 
communal production activities. None of this remained, according to former 
Auditor Adelina Lalison (FGD, 24 January 2006).
40 A hog dispersal project for women was accordingly implemented under the 
previous barangay administration, money for which was sourced from the GAD 
allocation. Non-beneficiaries are however of the opinion that the dispersal 
stopped at the Ex-Barangay Captain’s immediate relatives. (Interviews, 24 
January 2006).
41 Getting an education and learning the ways of the other world is a mark of 
status that sets apart an individual Teduray from the rest of the tribe. While 
it is looked upon as an achievement, this “getting ahead” is likewise regarded 
as getting alienated from the ways of the tribe. Most educated Tedurays also 
choose to live in the towns and cities than go back among the village people, 
abandoning cultural precepts kept by the elders.
42 In other cases, livelihood and family welfare programs are used to keep 
the lid on the men’s rebellion, as what might be said of the micro-enterprises 
and safe motherhood projects in peace and development zones:  Help women 
manage the thin family resources and take most of the burden, too, that the 
men may take it easier and not think of making trouble against the state.

Glossary

arbolaryo – herbalist, a medicine man/woman.
beliyan – shaman, spiritual leader and healers who can communicate with 

nature spirits to cure patients of ailments.
bira karabaw – the Bisaya term (literally, “to drag or pull a carabao by the rope”) 

Tedurays used to describe the act of paying the trader with their carabao.
diwata – spirits believed to be dwelling in nature; also called segoyong. 
fanday – traditional midwife; also called rhayama.
gabi – an edible root crop.
habal-habal – also called skylab, a passenger- and cargo- ferrying motorcycle 

which is a common mode of transportation in mountain areas.
hok – dibble; a long heavy rounded stick with a pointed bottom used as a tool 

for opening ground for sowing.
inged - the community or tribal village.
kayos – wild yam; a root crop.    
ke’ fedawan – counselors to the tribal chief, the equivalent of present-day council 

members.
kefewo fedew – givingness, sense of generosity which admonishes one from 

hurting another person. A highly valued virtue among the Tedurays, 
violation of which is seen to be injurious to community life and is regarded 
with disapprobation.
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Lambangian – subtribe of the Teduray which is half-Teduray and half-Manobo. The 
Lambangian tribe is said to be the result of intermariage between the two tribes. 

Lumad – a Visayan term for “native;” a collective name for the IPs of Mindanao.
rhayama – native midwife; birth attendant.
Sagip Fusaka Inged – literally Rescue Ancestral Land, an alliance of twelve 

NGOs and POs in Maguindanao Province supporting the Tedurays and 
Lambangiang struggle to reclaim their ancestral domain. 

Sen-odoroy Tintu We Fintailan – Indigenous Women’s Organization of Rifao.
sitio – administrative and political sub-unit in a barangay.
soonomon bangkesen – a call for tribal unity preceding a collective action in 

response to an oppressive situation besetting the tribe.
tamuk – dowry or bride price a groom pays the girl’s parents to procure her 

hand in marriage.
timuay labi – the tribal chieftain, the village head.
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Shifting Tactics: Notes on Civil Society  
Politics and the Power of the Local  
in the Philippines1

Patricio N. Abinales

In his assessment of the performance of the party-list organization 
Akbayan, its out-going president Joel Rocamora observes that the 
party did not do well in 2007, losing two of the three seats it once 

held at the House of Representatives.2 But the most striking point he 
makes is the admission that Akbayan’s setbacks are partly the result of 
its failure to engage the power of the political clans and the warlords at 
the local level. Rocamora writes: 

After detailed, careful, highly participatory analysis of this debacle, 
everyone united around the conclusion that the party list system 
had been successfully subverted by old political clans, what was 
supposed to be a national contest had been broken up into so many 
local contests. Ironically our party list vote declined because we 
had devoted too much attention to the “national” party list (PL) 
campaign and not enough to local electoral contests. PL elections also 
determined our organizational strategy, the widespread, nationwide 
but shallow character of our party structures. 3

This weakness, however, is not solely Akbayan’s; in fact, it is the 
specter that confronts all civil society forces working for the fundamental 
alteration of power relations in the country. Even the Communist Party 
of the Philippines (CPP), the only force that appears to have overcome 
this problem by virtue of its countryside-based strategy, has not escaped 
the curse of local power. While its guerrillas appear to have recovered, 
the Party’s legal organizations and underground networks in many 
provincial towns and cities are still unable to resuscitate the mass 
mobilizations that turned these white areas into centers of protests and 
mini-uprisings in the late 1980s. Neither have the New People’s Army 
(NPA) and front organizations like the Bagong Alyansang Makabayan 
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(BAYAN) and the party-list Bayan Muna made a dent on the powers and 
influence of the political clans.

This paper seeks to broaden this interesting, albeit painful, portrait 
presented by Rocamora by looking at why no meaningful relationship 
between civil society and local power ever developed. It also pushes 
Rocamora’s argument further back into the past by showing how this 
myopia can be traced back to a view held by many civil society leaders 
that political and revolutionary success is measurable only by the 
overthrow of the reactionary state, or by the extent to which they are able 
to capture strategic positions of the national state and transform these 
into agencies of reforms. This political orientation ascribes to national 
politics the decisive and central role in any progressive and reformist 
resistance and consigns provincial and local politics to the margins. 
This, I would suggest, is a rather bizarre perspective for it reflects a lack 
of understanding of the history of political power in the Philippines. 

Lineages and misplaced lenses

While there is universal agreement of how much the United States 
left debilitating imprints on post-colonial Philippines, civil society 
forces also show a remarkable ignorance of one essential feature of the 
American colonial experience – its strong localist foundations. For the 
last thirty years or so, historians, public intellectuals, and even journalists 
have repeatedly pointed out how profoundly local Philippine politics has 
been, stating almost in unison that the origins of many a president had 
been provincial (the exception so far is Erap Estrada, albeit some would 
argue that his political upbringing was that of a small-city mayor).4 Yet, 
strangely, political activists and leftwing cadres only seem to discover this 
important reality more recently; and in Rocamora’s case only in 2007. 

The most obvious explanation may have to do with how these civil 
society forces came into being. With the exception of a few (notably 
the Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement [PRRM] established in 
the Magsaysay era), the organizations that are now referred to under 
this broad term were led and peopled by activists who cut their wares 
under the Marcos dictatorship. This intensely polarized world bore a 
number of features which structured the way anyone opposed to it had 
to fight. The first has to do with the regime’s “nationally-centralizing” 
character. Under Marcos, the critical apparatuses of the nation-state 
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assumed hegemonic and coercive domination over all other kinds of 
politics. Prominent among the regime’s enemies were not only the young 
communists but, more importantly, the political clans, strongmen, 
and bosses who were either anti-Marcos or whose control over their 
provinces hampered “national development” efforts that they had to be 
disenfranchised and removed from power (Marcos 1974, 133-134). 

Against a centralized and expanded “reactionary” state then, anti-
Marcos forces needed to come up with an equally well-coordinated 
national opposition. Moreover, political polarization made choices 
starkly simple: One was either for or against the dictatorship. There 
were no gray areas, and everything was black and white. Neither were 
there other domestic opponents to add to the target list; there was only 
Marcos (and his American patrons). Thus, the CPP saw the seizure of 
the (national) state power as intrinsic to its role as the vanguard of the 
national democratic revolution. Its major theoretical and political works 
were thus directed at explaining and elaborating this broad strategy 
(Guerrero 1969). As Rocamora puts it, “the Philippine Left like old 
style Leftists elsewhere focus on national political projects” (Rocamora 
2007). All the energies of the revolution were to be directed toward the 
eventual capture of Malacañang. If the local ever figured in the equation, 
it was only to show that the landlord class did exist, but mainly as part 
of a national reactionary network of classes, and secondarily only as 
the power in the province, town, or city. In the war in the countryside, 
these big landlords were also less the target of NPA attacks as compared 
to the national army and, more often, the communist approach was to 
pressure the former to give up their lands to peasants or apportion the 
bigger share of the harvest to them in exchange for being left alone.5

The moderate and conservative anti-Marcos opposition likewise 
tailored its strategies along the same national lines, spending all 
their time devising ways in which to challenge the dictatorship at its 
center – i.e., Manila (Thompson 1995). Groups that ranged from the 
social democratic formation to the political parties of disenfranchised 
politicians also tried to form an alternative to the CPP.6 Unfortunately, 
their limited patronage resources and their inability to alter their 
mindsets to deal with a new situation where elections, plebiscites, and 
party-building were now the sole weapon of the dictatorship never 
allowed the elite opposition to recover politically. Throughout the 
Marcos period, they played second fiddle to the two main protagonists 
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and became major players only in the endgame when the regime began 
to crumble as a result of economic mismanagement, internal conflict, 
and decline in legitimacy after the 1983 assassination of Benigno 
Aquino, Jr. (Thompson 1995, 99-106). The only anti-Marcos group 
that was conspicuously local was the Moro National Liberation Front 
(MNLF) with its separatist agenda for Mindanao, Palawan, and the 
Sulu Archipelago. But while critical of the role traditional Moro elites 
played in the Philippine (read: Christian) state’s repression of the Moro 
people (Bangsamoro), the MNLF never turned against the former which 
it regarded as strategic allies in the quest for a Moro Republic. 

Still, the reality was actually a bit more complicated than is 
portrayed above. The centralization of state power did suppress many 
local elite families, but it did not eliminate them entirely. In fact, regime 
consolidation was in part aided by the involvement of pro-Marcos 
political clans or families which were previously anti-Marcos but saw the 
benefit, if not the necessity, of shifting allegiances in order to survive. 
The relative success in containing the MNLF rebellion, for example, 
was not simply because of AFP battlefield successes; it was also because 
warlords like Mohammad Ali Dimaporo resisted attempts by the MNLF 
to maintain a permanent presence in his domain.7 The MNLF’s unity 
likewise unraveled once Marcos managed to drive a wedge between 
the local elites and Nur Misuari and the radicals and convinced the 
politicians to set up an alternative center to the Bangsamoro struggle, 
thereby undermining the hegemonic position of the MNLF (Che Man 
1990, 125; McKeena 1998, 186; Diaz 2003,  24-25). Provinces the regime 
deemed as critical sources of patrimonial plunder were also handed to 
loyal strongmen who were to be left alone by national development 
planners. Such was the case of the sugar, banana, and coconut industries 
which became major sources of booty by the Marcoses and the likes 
of Roberto Benedicto, Antonio Floirendo, and Eduardo Cojuangco 
(Billig 2003). Finally, in places like Cebu province which were known 
bailiwicks of anti-Marcos forces, the dictatorship gave local allies like 
Ramon Durano and the Gullas family a virtual free hand in running 
their domains, as well as enforcing regime rules on localities that 
continuously opposed Marcos.8 

By 1978 – a mere six years after the declaration of martial law – the 
dictatorship began to seek out the political clans once again, involving 
them in its many games of legitimation. As Marcos resorted to more 
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demonstration elections to prop up his image, his dependence on local 
elites also became more pronounced. The regime’s electoral officers 
could still manufacture or manipulate electoral turnouts to come up 
with a Marcos victory, but had also to rely on provincial and local allies 
to make these exercises look and sound genuine – i.e., the latter had to 
start playing bigger roles when it came to mobilizing the warm bodies to 
show the world that thousands, if not millions, still favored martial law.9 

Neither did anti-Marcos politicians disappear from the landscape. After 
Marcos deprived them of their patronage funds and related resources, 
they sought out the communists and established tactical alliances with 
them over selected issues, lending their names to mass rallies and other 
political actions organized by the CPP.10 In certain areas, they even 
became the patrons of the NPA, protecting the latter from rival groups 
and helping them hide from the military.11 Despite the foreboding 
presence of a warlord like Durano and the Gullas clans, anti-Marcos 
politicians won seats in the demonstration elections of 1978 and 1980 
in Cebu, while oppositionists also won against all odds in Misamis 
Oriental and Zamboanga.

 But the most important indicator that local power was never 
completely obliterated by the dictatorship was its speedy comeback 
once Marcos fell out of power. In the first national elections a year after 
Corazon Aquino took over the presidency, political clans once more 
took center stage. As historian Resil Mojares notes:

The results of the 11 May 1987 elections show that out of 200 
congressmen in the House of Representatives, 130 belong to the so-
called traditional political families while another 39 are relatives of 
these families. Only 31 have no electoral record prior to 1971 and 
are not directly related to these old dominant families. Of the 169 
congressmen who are members of or are related to dominant families, 
102 are identified with pre-1986, anti-Marcos forces while 67 are from 
pro-Marcos parties or families. Despite a few nontraditional figures 
among the 24 elected members of the Senate, the cast is largely made 
up of persons belonging to prominent, pre-1972 political families.12

Thus, the presidents after Marcos had to live with or come to a 
mutual accommodation with local power.13 Corazon Aquino broadened 
her coalition by bringing together various anti-Marcos families as well 
as establishing alliances with political clans that were not overtly pro-
Marcos (Gutierrez, et al. 1992). Aquino further legitimized this return 
of local politicians by facilitating the passage of Republic Act No. 
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7160 (Local Government Code of 1991), which devolved many of the 
administrative powers of the national center to the local governments, 
increasing the latter’s share of internal revenue allocations and giving 
them power to tax state corporations operating in their jurisdictions 
(Coronel, ed. 2000, 276-306). Joseph Estrada welcomed political clans 
to support his presidency and, once elected, became “as accommodating 
to legislators as [Fidel] Ramos was, [albeit] he exercised more discretion 
in dispensing largesse,” knowing how fickle-minded local elites were 
when it came to showing long-term support for an embattled president 
(Coronel, et al. 2004, 133).

When these presidents pushed for political reforms to correct the 
imbalance in political governance or tried to push out critical local 
allies in favor of more agreeable ones, they found their presidencies 
embattled. Aquino’s land reform agenda and the attempts by her 
civil society supporters to push for an anti-dynasty law went nowhere 
(Magadia 2003, 21-42 and 93-112). Estrada’s attempt to take direct 
control of a nationwide illegal numbers game ( jueteng) and replace some 
of its patrons prompted a close warlord ally to expose him. This, in turn, 
sparked the protests that led to Estrada’s ouster (Doronilla 2001). Even 
the modernizer, Fidel Ramos, who vowed to (re)strengthen the state, 
failed when it came to minimizing the influence of political clans who, 
in the first place, were one among the culprits behind state weakness. 
At the end of his term, when Ramos and his allies sought to extend 
his presidency, they drummed up the support of the political clans 
that controlled the provinces and had firmly entrenched themselves 
in the lower house of Congress (Villacorta 1994). Compromise after 
compromise eventually undermined his reformist image.

The monomania of a national(ist) history

Paradoxically, but perhaps not surprisingly, the dictatorship’s main 
opponent, the CPP, would experience a similar predicament once it 
nationalized its revolution. Soon after the Party revised its strategy with 
the release of the essay Specific characteristics of our people’s war, the autonomy 
the Central Committee gave its regional organizations enabled the 
latter to develop their own sub-strategies based on their interaction 
with their specific contexts (Nemenzo 1984). These modifications that 
privileged the local environment benefited the Party extremely. In 
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Samar, Negros Oriental, Mindanao, and even Metropolitan Manila, 
CPP cadres developed tactics and modes of political mobilization that 
placed premium on the distinctiveness of their respective localities.14 
The emergence of guerrilla zones overstretched the Philippine military, 
and creativity and self-reliance led to the most innovative protest 
mobilizations waged in the provinces and towns. 

But, while the Party’s propaganda repeatedly talked of a unified and 
ever-growing movement, the reality on the ground proved much more 
complex. In his study of the political history of the Party, Dominique 
Caouette shows how the Manila-Rizal regional committee and the Visayas 
and the Mindanao Commissions – the three most dynamic regional 
bodies of the Party during the Marcos period – developed trajectories 
that reflected local realities but deviated from the Maoist fundamentals 
that the Party’s Great Leader Jose Ma. Sison laid out in 1967. The irony 
of these centripetal pressures on a Leninist organization, however, was 
that, once empowered, they began to believe that their local experiences 
had proven the national strategy wrong. As such, the latter needed to be 
modified or completely supplanted by their local experiences. Mindanao 
Commission cadres, for example, arrogantly dismissed the Maoist strategy 
of protracted people’s war as too slow and proposed a new approach that 
was closer to the Vietnamese revolution.15 The Party leadership relented, 
but after 1986, with the relative marginalization of the CPP and the 
bloody infighting that followed, this deviation became the main issue 
which Sison would use to destroy the Mindanao Commission and have 
one of its leaders assassinated (Quimpo 2003). 

Caouette argues that it would be better to understand the CPP’s 
evolution as being one common thread that actually consists of a series of 
diverse revolutionary experiences. He concludes:

In a way, there was never one Philippine revolution but several 
revolutions on-going at the same time…Regional commissions that 
were on their own for long periods of time developed their own 
‘revolution’ according to their specific contexts. [The experiences of] 
the Visayas and Mindanao Commissions… revealed the richness of 
each process and the need to avoid easy generalization regarding the 
CPP’s revolutionary movement.16

He then concludes with a certain degree of optimism that the 
revolution will find its bearings once again and continue where it left off. 
But the conclusion does not fit well with his sections on the debates and 
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purges that engulfed the CPP after 1986, as putting these alongside each 
other shows a far different picture. The dissolution of all three regions 
by Sison and the decision of the Politburo to keep a close supervision 
of regional organizations indicate the current leadership’s sensitivity to 
the centripetal possibilities of local bodies given too much autonomy. 
More importantly, they reflect how sensitive Sison and his allies are to 
the potential devastating consequences of local stories.

Underpinning all these more recent trajectories of political 
transformations, however, is an official history that emphasizes the 
national at the expense of the local. And it is a Philippine national 
history that has always been written from the narrow prism of Manila. 
Thus, the principal and most influential historical texts – Teodoro 
Agoncillo’s History of the Filipino people, Amado Guerrero’s Philippine society 
and revolution, and Renato Constantino’s The Philippines: A past revisited and 
The Philippines: A continuing past – were all written with the assumption 
that Manila was the nation, dominating the provinces and determining 
which directions their development (or mal-development) must take.17 

Where local histories figure in this narrative – as in the case of some 
of Constantino’s lists of people’s revolts – these were framed as stories 
that directly affected or were affected by political decisions and actions 
deriving from the center. They were rarely treated as stories that reflect 
the political economy and social life of their localities.

Attempts to correct this imbalance between a commanding 
national narrative and the myriad of marginalized local stories have 
only been recently undertaken in the latter half of the last century.18 
While they have reanimated public interest on local history, these works 
are still a long way from making significant contributions to the re-
writing of the national(ist) narrative. Of the eighty-two provinces in 
existence today, including Metropolitan Manila, only a small number 
have had their political development examined by scholars and activists. 
Moreover, studies of localities often centered on the more important 
economic centers (Cebu and Davao) and politically unstable areas (from 
the Muslim provinces to Cagayan de Oro). Yet, there is also something 
perilous in pursuing local (political) history to its fullest, particularly 
if that history is antipodal to the orthodox view of Philippine national 
history. First, a more stable administrative unification of the entire 
Philippines came only under the Americans (hence more recent) and 
was undertaken not through the decisive intervention of national/
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colonial state actors but through compromises with local elites. Second, 
while many of these elites did participate in the nationalist revolution 
against Spain, surrendering only to the Americans once it became clear 
that they could not compete militarily and politically against the new 
colonizers, one cannot totally ignore also that their collaboration was 
equally motivated by local interests. 

This was particularly noticeable in the case of regional or local 
elites with very weak or no direct connections with Manila on the 
eve of American rule. The Negros elites, for example, were more 
interested in establishing their own republic than joining the Aguinaldo 
revolutionary government. Only American firepower and the promise 
of sharing local governance would get them to agree to work under 
the new colonial framework (McCoy 1997). Equally resistant were the 
major Muslim groups – the Maguindanaos, Maranaws, and Taosugs – 
whose long-running (over 250 years!) war against the Spanish colonial 
state was only resolved in favor of the latter in its last years in power. 
Muslim defiance only ended, and these elites – with great reluctance 
– joined the colonial state for the same reasons the Negros families 
did, plus American assurances that they would be protected from the 
rapaciousness of Filipino caciques.19

What is notable but less emphasized were that these two local elites’ 
economic lives were lived outside of the framework of the Spanish 
colonial state. The sugar industry’s direct link to the British-dominated 
global economy meant that the Negros elites saw themselves less as 
nascent Filipinos and more as global citizens. The failure of the Spanish 
colonial state to subjugate the Moros meant that the Maguindanaos, 
Maranaws, and Taosugs continued to be dictated by the ups and downs 
of an older political economy centered on the trade of goods and 
humans within maritime Southeast Asia and between the region and the 
Chinese and British empires. In short, these Muslim communities saw 
themselves more as having affinities with Malay communities in British 
Malaya and Dutch Java; they were Southeast Asians, not “Filipinos.”20

As stated above, we must ironically credit the Americans for 
preventing this breakup of the Spanish colonial society and for imposing 
a more stable and pliant colonial frame that brought these many 
societies under one authority. But here the colonial state’s compromises 
and accommodations with Filipino and Muslim local elites allowed the 
latter to retain control over their provincial constituents. Their interests 
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were also to be protected in Manila inside the most locally-oriented of 
all national institutions – the Philippine Assembly. Thus, to historian 
Bonifacio Salamanca, the Assembly may be “the matrix from which 
real Philippine autonomy evolved” and a “useful instrument of political 
socialization, and therefore, of nation building” (Salamanca 1984, 52). 
This was also a body that was grounded on the locality. The Americans 
never saw this as a contradiction. Except for the importance they 
placed on a colony-wide public education system and a professional civil 
service, they faithfully implemented the guideline of President William 
McKinley who ordered that when it came to the 

distribution of powers among the governments organized by the 
Commission, the presumption is always to be in favor of the smaller 
subdivision, so that all the powers which can properly be exercised by 
the municipal shall be vested in that government, and all the powers 
of a more general character which can be exercised by the department 
government shall be vested in that government, and so that…the 
central government…following the example of the distribution of 
powers between the States and the National Government of the 
United States, shall have no direct administration except of matters 
of purely general concern, and shall have only such supervision and 
control over local government as may be necessary to secure and 
enforce faithful and efficient administration by local officers.21

This is one aspect of the American colonial experience that many 
Filipino nationalists and radical thinkers have ignored but which I think 
deserves some renewed interest because of the way it shaped our post-
colonial politics. The American imperial adventure was profoundly 
local in character, and we see this from the state militias that comprised 
the expeditionary army, to the state-based politicians who manned 
its top offices, to even the capitalists who set up shops in Manila and 
elsewhere (McCoy 1989). Progressivism, that ideological-political 
movement of early twentieth century American domestic politics that 
was associated, among other things, with a strong federal state and 
autonomous national bureaucracy, remained a weak presence in this 
colonial adventure. It was limited to the army proconsuls in charge of 
the special provinces (the Cordilleras and Moro Mindanao) and those 
concerned with professionalizing the civil service system.22 The first 
encounters between Filipino elites and American colonial officials were 
thus facilitated by both sides’ provincial mindsets, finding very little 
difference in the way they viewed and conducted their politics. For the 
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Americans, it was like building yet another state – the fifty-first? – of the 
Union, although this time with no assurance of its integration. 

Herein lie the institutional and political bases for the failure of our 
elites to develop a “sense of nation.” Manuel L. Quezon was aware of 
this drawback when he became head of the Commonwealth, and sought 
to strengthen both the central state agencies like the presidency and the 
military to promote his own ambition and to bring the nascent local 
political clans under his control. World War II, however, interrupted 
his grand project. After the War, Republican Philippines reverted to its 
decentralized politics, waiting another twenty-eight years for Marcos to 
try once more to reconfigure the national state into a form that hews 
closer to the image of Hobbes’ Leviathan.

The other issue pertains to the task of integrating these local stories 
to the official nationalist narrative (be it by the state or the revolution). 
And here we encounter more difficulties. How can one blend the stories 
of communities which were never fully integrated into the body politic 
(the Muslims)? Nationalists committed to writing a cohesive history of 
the nation – and by they, include Filipino Muslims – will have to find 
a way to deal with a minority’s alienation that has already spawned two 
separatist rebellions. This is no easy process since chroniclers of both 
the state and the communist revolution will ironically find themselves 
agreeing on one thing: That the Moro people (not the elites) have 
repeatedly resisted efforts by the state to bring them into the nation 
and that they have also continually spurned the CPP’s invitation to 
formally join the latter’s national democratic front (McKeena 2008). 
The only way to resolve this, alas, is to bludgeon the Moro people to 
submission, and this use of force is not necessarily just the prerogative 
of the state. As the Chinese government’s handling of the Tibetans 
and its Muslim communities shows, communist regimes are also not 
averse to using the same violence to keep recalcitrant minorities under 
control. The CPP is unlikely to deviate from the formula should it ever 
come to power.

Integrating the local stories of the Christian provinces to the 
national(ist) narrative may prove easier given that national leaders 
were first groomed in the provinces to become national leaders. Local 
politics, however, still remains the sole fount for national ambitions, 
and all post-war presidents, save Estrada, trace their roots back to their 
home provinces. Official biography after official biography of presidents 
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emphasizes these local origins, tracking down their progress from being 
“the small boy in Lubao” (Diosdado Macapagal) to someone whose rise 
to power was either iginuhit ng tadhana (Marcos) or blessed by angels in 
their eternal glory (Gloria in excelsis). But nationalist projects that also 
became attempts at state centralization inevitably ran smack into local 
resistance, and hence any corresponding attempt to write a national 
story to legitimize national unity will likewise encounter problems in 
figuring out the proper mix that incorporates the local to the national. 
Again, the prominent example here would be Marcos. As his concern 
for his family and cronies became his number one priority, one of the 
dictator’s dream projects, the epic history book Tadhana (Destiny), fell 
on the wayside. Its failure was as much the result of the bickering of the 
bevy of mercenary historians Marcos hired from the University of the 
Philippines, as it was by the evident problem of reconciling the glaring 
patrimonialism of the dictatorship and the grand attempt to write the 
definitive official version of the national history. 

What I am trying to suggest here is that state leaders (and their ghost 
historians) can never write a national story that will identify the heads of 
state as Father or Mother of the nation because at the core of their political 
lives and visions is their local mooring. The same holds true with the 
communist revolution. We can regard the CPP as a copycat of Mao Tse 
Tung’s interpretation of Lenin but also recognize that a crucial element 
of its success lies in being able to convince people that as communists – 
and hence internationalists – their principal concern remains the nation. 
Even without Stalin’s revision of proletarian internationalism and Mao’s 
subsequent Confucian tinkering of the national question, the CPP will 
still have to present itself as the party of the people and the nation in 
the light of the failure of conservative nationalism to make that claim 
and the problems of the liberal nationalist position to clarify its stand 
(Abinales 2001). The only major drawback is the Party’s predisposition 
to splinter into many revolutions once it grows out of its guerrilla zones 
and underground urban networks (Caoette 2004).

Localizing “long distance nationalism”

From history, we return to the present, and here I will be brief, 
tentative, and suggestive since I only began thinking about this topic 
lately as I enter into my eighth year living abroad: The Overseas Filipino 
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Workers (OFW) diaspora. Studies on the over eleven million Filipinos 
living or working abroad have centered mainly on how their absence 
and their money have affected their families and communities. But 
there is also growing interest on how they are reshaping the nature 
and meaning of Philippine nationhood.23 What is less studied is the 
issue of the OFW’s lackluster responses to state initiatives to get them 
involved in politics. For example, voters’ registration in 2004 was only 
357,782, a mere thirty-five percent of the 1.06 million overseas Filipinos 
during that period.24 In 2007, Commission on Elections commissioner 
Florentino Tuason, Jr. warned that the Overseas Absentee Voting Law 
(OAVL) may be repealed because of widespread disinterest among 
Filipinos working abroad to register. He noted that during the 2007 
local elections, only 2,500 signed up to vote; a dismal 0.08 percent of the 
three million OFWs who were eligible to vote!25

Both government and its critics blame this lack of interest to the birth 
pains of the overseas registration process, which include bureaucratic 
mishandling, limited information dissemination, the Filipino’s penchant 
for waiting for the last minute, the political uncertainties in the country, 
and questions about the current regime’s legitimacy. One Filipino-
American feared that:

While the government is promoting our participation in national 
elections [through the voter registration drive], [President] Arroyo 
and her allies are also pushing for a shift to a parliamentary system, 
with distinct representatives comprising the parliament and choosing 
from among themselves the country’s prime minister…Where does 
that leave us overseas voters, who were enfranchised to vote only for 
national positions and NOT for local and district leaders – on the 
ground (sic) that we don’t know much about local issues?26

There is no question that these criticisms are valid. But does not 
this alienation also indicate a turning away from the nation and the 
state?27 Or, is it an indication that like those who did not leave, OFWs 
viewing national events from afar have also become more sensitive to 
the fact that nation and state are linked by “a tiny hyphen [that shows] 
two different entities with distinct histories, constituents, and interests” 
(Anderson 1990)? That Filipinos would be willing to be away from 
the country (and its politics?) for extended periods of time, even at the 
expense of their families, is enough sign that there is relative mistrust 
of the state’s ability to promise and provide them jobs. The refusal of 
a majority to even participate in government-sponsored rituals further 
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implies the ineffectiveness of such exercises and related activities in 
infusing citizens with their civic responsibilities. 

This does not mean, however, that Filipinos have forgotten the 
nation. Benedict Anderson talks of long distance nationalism, where 
members of diaspora communities continue to identify with their 
homeland, playing important roles in shaping the politics back home 
through adroit use of new technologies like the internet and backed by 
the money they remit home. He observes: 

Today we have the long-distance nationalism of those who live in 
other countries and don’t feel they are members of a fully accepted 
minority in their host nations. They often try to compensate with 
an exaggerated sense of pride for the country they come from. Mass 
communication has made this much easier than it once was. People 
can listen to the radio stations of their home countries, watch DVDs, 
make telephone calls home, use cheap flights to visit regularly and so 
on... These people often want to participate in the politics of their 
countries of origin but don’t have to obey the laws or pay the taxes. In 
a way they’re free agents. People who engage in long-distance politics 
don’t have to assume responsibility for its consequences.”28 
This is a big group of Filipinos that has become increasingly 

suspicious and critical of the politics of the national state but continue 
to love the Inang Bayan, albeit as an entity that has been refracted into the 
prism of the town, the city, the province, or the region. It is not anymore 
an either-or, nation-or-locality choice, but a blurred middle point with 
an unusual jostling between the two identities. Thus, competing avidly 
for attention and membership with the Los Angeles Filipino Club, 
the Associazione de Filipinos de Roma, or the Kyoto Association of Pinoy 
Scholars, are groups like The Bicolanos Association of San Diego, Los 
Dabawenos en Madrid, or Samahang Ilokano ng Tsukuba Daigakou. While in 
the past, their concerns may have underscored their subordination to 
the national associations, the internet has evened out the playing field 
and strengthened the local now that programs like Skype can connect 
one directly to home – which, in this case is not the generic Philippines 
anymore but the concrete locality of Tangub, Misamis Occidental or 
Binmaley, Pangasinan or Dumaguete, Negros Occidental.

How would this play out in the field of politics? One possible way of 
ascertaining this is to examine where the OFWs’ political donations go. 
My sense is no political contribution from the diaspora flows into the 
coffers of national parties and leaders (who, in the first place, are probably 
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content already with looting the state and receiving “contributions” 
from drug lords and jueteng bosses), but that this is being sent to the 
provinces. Consider, for example, the recent news item about Filipinos 
and Filipino-Americans organizing a “$1 Moral Crusade against Graft 
and Corruption.” The group Filipino United Network’s (FUN) on-line 
campaign had raised enough money not for groups like the Manila-based 
Transparency International or BAYAN, but for “a civil society group in 
Pampanga” (Orejas 2008). Another example is closer to home. A family 
friend’s decision to run for town mayor immediately elicited support 
from his relatives, led mainly by his balikbayan aunt who promised to 
withdraw all her life’s savings to finance his campaigns. Asked if she 
would do it for a national candidate, her response was a quizzical look 
and a retort as to why she should waste money on someone she did not 
know! These two kinds of intimacies are local in tone. Whether such 
sentiments have become universal among OFWs is one research topic 
that is worth investigating.

Go local or national? 

Given this potency and resilience of the local political mind-
set, will it be more appropriate for civil society forces to adjust their 
organizational focus and take Rocamora’s suggestions seriously? My 
sense is that these progressive forces can only remain relevant nationally 
if they rebuild locally. This means shifting their resources and personnel 
to the painstaking process of building chapters and organizations at the 
barangay, town, city, and provincial levels, focusing their investigative 
and analytical skills to understand the political economy of these areas 
(instead of wasting time and paper on national evaluations), all towards 
determining the proper long-term strategy to win (seize?) power in these 
battlegrounds.29 However, there may be no need to start from scratch 
since the skeletal frame of a local-oriented strategy is actually evident 
in some of the organizations that emerged in the immediate past and 
appear to persist today. There are the experiences of the CPP’s regional 
organizations which, if studied carefully, can yield valuable lessons on 
the potentials and pitfalls of local radical organizing. There are also 
what Nathan Quimpo calls the civil society groups concerned with 
“governance/actual governance or government work (DPG)” that have 
been undertaking their less than sensational, more routine-like, and 
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slow activities for some period of time now.30 So far, the evaluations of 
their work have been done only by their funding agencies to determine 
whether or not their monies were being used wisely. I have yet to 
encounter an assessment that views their work from the perspective 
of politics. This is one arena that urgently needs the inquisitive eye of 
political scientists and party organizers.

Political power in the Philippines has always been founded on the 
strength of local elites, but the study and the progressive political praxis 
oddly continue to overlook this reality. In a sense, this explains why civil 
society groups continue to suffer setback after setback in their struggle 
against their conservative foes. This paper has tried to go beyond the 
usual reasons given by public intellectuals and activists and suggests 
a fundamental rethinking not only of categories but also of frames of 
mind. And perhaps the urgency is there, provided to us by the unusual 
staying power of the Arroyo regime despite its supposed low popularity, 
the exposés of its corrupt practices, and the widespread acceptance of 
the Left propaganda attack that Arroyo is martial law in disguise.

Notes

1 The author wishes to thank Gail Ilagan and Pareng Bert Alejo, SJ, for their 
comments and suggestions. Whatever failings can be found in this essay, 
however, can all be attributed to him. Contact information: abinales@cseas.
kyoto-u.ac.jp.
2 Republic Act 7941 passed on 3 March 1995 mandated twenty percent of 
the 260 seats of the lower house of the Philippine legislature be allotted to 
“party-list organizations.” The system is similar to that in Europe where 
voters elect parties rather than candidates. A party-list organization that 
gets two percent of party-list votes cast gets to send a representative to the 
House of Representatives. Each organization is allowed a maximum of three 
representatives. The system was first introduced in the May 1998 polls with 
123 party-list organizations registering, but only thirteen (including Akbayan 
and Sanlakas) receiving at least two percent of total votes. Subsequent elections 
witnessed the rise of party-list organizations from a diverse set of groups. See 
Republic of the Philippines, Commission on Elections, Primer on the party-list 
system of representation in the House of Representatives. For a comprehensive critique 
of the system, see Tangkia and Habaradas.
3 Rocamora, p. 1 
4 Anderson 1988, 3-31; Rivera 1994; McCoy ed. 1994; Sidel 1999; and Roces 
1991 and Lacaba 1995. On public intellectuals and journalists following the 
lead of historians, see Lacaba, ed., for example.
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5 There is actually no record of NPA units systematically targeting landlords for 
assassination. In almost all cases, the targets have been the military, the police, 
brigands, and cattle rustlers. In fact, none of the big landlords that PSR cited 
were ever killed by the maquis or by the Party’s special assassination squads. 
6 In “The opposition: Lines of fragmentation, lines of coalition.”
7 Dimaporo declared: “No leader in Mindanao attacked the MNLF except 
me.” G. Carter Bentley 1994. “Mohamad Ali Dimaporo: A modern Maranao 
datu,” in An anarchy of families, 254.
8 Michael Cullinane. 1994. “Patron as client: Warlord politics and the Duranos 
of Danao,” in An anarchy of families, 163-242.
9 Ibid., 213-214.
10  Such were the cases of the various coalitions established in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, beginning with the failed 1977 electoral experiment Laban, set 
up by the anti-Marcos elites, the soc-dem, and the CPP’s Manila-Rizal regional 
committee to challenge the Marcos political machine in Manila for seats to 
the newly-created interim Batasang Pambansa. Larger coalitions like the boycott 
movement of 1980, the Kongreso ng Mamamayang Pilipino (KOMPIL) and, the 
pre-1986 BAYAN were attempts by the CPP to reach out to anti-Marcos 
reactionaries and liberal democrats. 
11 See, for example, the case of the NPA team that “opened up” the Cordilleras 
aided by a local political clan whose daughter was married to one of the 
guerrillas. Finin Gerard 2008. “‘Igorotism,’ Rebellion and Regional Autonomy 
in the Cordillera,” in Rosanne Rutten, ed., pp. 92-94.
12 Mojares, Resil. 1994. “The dream goes on and on: Three generations of the 
Osmenas, 1906-1990,” in An anarchy of families, p. 312.
13 The remainder of this section draws from sections of an earlier published 
piece. See Abinales, “The Philippines: Weak state, resilient president” in 
Southeast Asian affairs 2008, 296-297.
14 In the case of Samar, for example, see Caouette, pp. 262-266. On Metropolitan 
Manila, see Malay.
15 Communist Party of the Philippines Mindanao Commission. 1984(?) 
“Summing-up of the revolutionary mass movement in the white areas of 
Mindanao (December 1981-December 1983),” as quoted by Caouette, p . 277.
16 Caouette, “Persevering revolutionaries,” p. 708.
17 How important, for example, is Mindanao to Agoncillo’s and Constantino’s 
opus? Agoncillo devoted a mere four pages to the Muslims in his textbook, while 
Constantino five. See Agoncillo and Guerrero, and Constantino.
18 See, among others, McCoy and de Jesus, eds.; Kerklviet and Mojares, Dery, 
Abinales, 2000.
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19 Abinales, Making Mindanao, pp. 45-68; McKenna, Muslim rulers and rebels; and 
Beckett, “The defiant and the compliant,” in Philippine social history, pp. 391-414.
20 Spanish religious bigotry and racism likewise made sure that this regional 
identity persisted.
21 McKinley, as quoted in Abinales and Amoroso, pp. 136-137.
22 The opus classicus remains Corpuz, 1957.
23 See, for example, Rodriguez; and Tyner and Kuhlke.
24 OFW journalism consortium, Inc., Vol. 3, No. 2, 19 March 2004. 
25 http://www.ofwjournalism.net/previousweb/vol4no9/prevstories491.php. 
26 Ibid.
27 As Crawford Young (1994, 6) notes: “[The] warm, vibrant, profoundly 
emotive notion of nation invests the more arid, abstract, jurisprudential 
concept of state with a capacity for eliciting passionate attachment.” 
28 “Benedict Anderson on diaspora nationalism: Interview by Isolde Charim” 
8 June 2007. In another interview (Grower 1996), Anderson also talks about an 
encounter he had with a “nice old Sikh” who narrated his bizarre experience 
with his nephew: 

Anderson [BA]: “It was an accident that got me started thinking 
about all this. I was giving a talk in Missouri and this nice old Sikh 
who had been in America for many years came up to me afterwards 
and began telling me about his visit to a younger relative in Toronto. 
The man came back absolutely appalled because this relative, who is 
a very successful real estate operator was spending every night on the 
Net . . .

[Interviewer]: Was he Indian? 

BA: Well, that’s the interesting thing. He is an American citizen, and I 
think he is profoundly attached to America. He really feels American 
and has relatives there. The younger relative is a Canadian citizen but 
it’s quite clear that his Canadian citizenship meant virtually nothing 
to him. What he is obsessed with is Khalistan. It was at a time when 
assassinations and murders of all kinds were going on in the Punjab, 
and this guy was in contact with everybody around the world, doing 
all kinds of propaganda activities: sending money electronically, 
arranging guns, many other things. The Sikh asked this younger 
relative, then about 45, why he was doing this. He said, “Well actually 
I have such admiration for these brave young men struggling for Sikh 
identity and Sikh status. Their courage is amazing. We have to do 
what we can to help them.” And so forth. The other man replied, 
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“Well, you’ve got two sons, 19 and 21. When are they going back to 
join the struggle?” The man looked at him as though he was crazy 
and said “No, no, the reason we’re here is that I want my sons to 
be safe. I want my sons to carry on the business.” He saw nothing 
odd about this at all. The kids are also into this, maybe because they 
feel sort of marginal in Canada. This family is much more shall we 
say enthusiastic than the people who actually have to live there, for 
obvious reasons.” 

29 This is basically the underlying theme of Quimpo’s comprehensive tome on 
the non-CPP Left after Marcos. See Quimpo, 2008.
30 Quimpo, 2003, as cited by Rocamora, p. 9. Quimpo calls the other groups 
the “mass movement/pressure/contentious politics (MPC).”
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Assessing RP’s National Security Strategies: 
The Alternate Views

Dencio S. Acop

Introduction

A nation’s enduring values define its national interests and 
purpose which in turn form the bases for the national policies 
and goals it adopts. But the continued existence of a country 

is at risk when it is not secure. The more unstable a country’s internal 
and external environments become, the more that it has to enhance 
its national security. To do so, the country must develop and pursue a 
strategy to protect its cherished values and institutions. 

National security strategy (NSS) is the art and science of developing, 
applying, and coordinating the instruments of national power to attain 
national security objectives.1 According to a 1999 reference paper 
prepared by the Office of the National Security Adviser and the National 
Security Council (NSC) Secretariat, Philippine national security refers 
to “a state or condition where our most cherished values and beliefs, 
our democratic way of life, our institutions of governance, and our 
unity, welfare, and well-being as a nation and people are permanently 
protected and continuously enhanced.”2

The 1999 NSS reference paper identifies seven elements comprising 
Philippine national security: Socio-political stability, territorial integrity, 
economic solidarity and strength, ecological balance, cultural cohesiveness, 
moral-spiritual consensus, and external peace. The strategies identified 
by the document are classified whether these addressed political, socio-
economic, or defense/law enforcement concerns. The domestic threats to 
national security identified are the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), 
Communist Party of the Philippines/New People’s Army/National 
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Democratic Front (CPP/NPA/NDF), economic sabotage, graft and 
corruption, severe calamities, environmental degradation, and criminality. 
Regional threats and concerns include the southwestern frontier, South 
China Sea, Korean Peninsula, India-Pakistan, and the Taiwan Straits. And 
the international concerns are wealth disparities, ethnic/religious conflicts, 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), transnational crime, 
environmental issues, and cybernetic issues.3 

The 1999 NSS reference paper forms the basis for succeeding critical 
documents as the National Defense Strategy (NDS) and the National 
Military Strategy (NMS) issued in 2001.

In that same year, President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo issued 
Executive Order No. 21 creating the National Internal Security Plan 
(NISP) which prescribes a holistic approach to be applied internally, 
thus its community/barangay-based rhetoric.4 In this sense, the NISP 
is merely the near-term or medium-term components of the NSS, 
assuming internal threats last that long. A comprehensive NSS, however, 
should include even the long-term perspective of national planning. 
And without the crucial external dimension, the NISP would at best 
form only half of an NSS.

Despite the existence of the 1999 NSS reference document, the NDS, 
the NMS, and the NISP, the Philippines has never officially written an 
NSS. Perhaps the traditionally secretive treatment of strategy articulation 
inhibited the communication of a national strategy in the past. Or it is also 
likely that the over-concentration of national strategy formulation in only 
the President himself and a few in his inner circle prevented the ascension 
of a more visible strategy that would have been possible if it were the 
product of a broader, multisectoral committee of stakeholders. 

The importance of an NSS cannot be emphasized enough. 
Generically, the NSS is among critical elements which comprise the 
process of ensuring that a territory and its people survive following a 
strategy formulation framework. The NSS operationalizes the intent of 
national security policy by linking ends, ways, and means to achieve 
national objectives and goals. 

Elements in this process originate from the most fundamental of 
all elements – the national values. A nation’s values and aspirations are 
primarily articulated in that nation’s fundamental law – its Constitution. 
In the Philippines, such values as love of God and country, sovereignty 
and integrity, freedom and democracy, truth and justice, equality and 
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peace, adherence to law, and civilian supremacy over the military are 
among the nation’s most cherished values.5 

The evolution of a national security program

History helps us understand how Philippine national security has 
been relatively attained despite the absence of an explicit strategy. From 
the Commonwealth Period up to the Martial Law years, the 1935 National 
Defense Act (NDA) or Commonwealth Act Number 1 provided the 
basis for all executive actions following its promulgation. Although this 
policy authorized the formulation of military plans and orders, it had 
enabled no explicit and coherent national security strategy. It did allow 
the formulation of war plans6 for the defense of the Philippines from 
external aggression, consistent with the original intent and purposes of 
the American colonial masters when the legislation was enacted. 

It was only in the late sixties that the then-Colonel Fidel V. Ramos 
wrote a national security thesis, criticizing the inadequacies of the NDA 
and advocating its revision to reflect the new requirements of the times. 
He concluded that the NDA, which had been designed primarily for 
external defense, had to be upgraded to reflect contingency provisions for 
addressing internal conflicts which were evolving as the primary threats 
to national security. Ramos then also pointed out what he perceived to be 
the incoherent and ad hoc nature of national security management.7

During the Marcos years, it was Marcos himself as President and 
Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) who 
was the sole formulator of national security strategy, but such strategy 
remained implicit. This was especially the case during the Martial Law 
years although there were times when the President would involve the 
Minister of Defense and the AFP Chief of Staff in the intricacies of 
his strategy. Significantly, it was during the Marcos era when a broader 
treatment of national security evolved into practice.8 

After the 1986 EDSA People Power Revolution, a reversion back to 
the NDA-based concept of national security management was adopted 
by the government of President Corazon C. Aquino. Still, there was no 
explicit or coherent NSS. However, the Administrative Code of 1987, 
inspired by the unimplemented piece of executive legislation of former 
Marcos Executive Secretary Rafael Salas, came into force. This Code, 
which allows for a comprehensive treatment of national security, now 
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provides the specific legal basis for the proposed NSS along with the 
broader provisions of the 1987 Constitution.9 

Despite its critical role, the NSC does not seem to have played 
its significant part in the formulation of national security strategy 
throughout its history. It is possible that any autonomy it possesses 
may tend to be overridden by the President who chairs the Council. At 
any rate, it is the NSC, particularly its Secretariat, that has the primary 
agenda of advancing an NSS. The President is supposed to have merely 
a ministerial role in affirming the strategy developed by the NSC.

Meanwhile, through the years that it has been fighting the various 
enemies of state, the AFP has come up with a number of plans at 
the strategic, operational, and tactical levels.10 In 2001, the AFP also 
published its first NMS. In the same year, the NISP also came in force.

With all of these publications, it would appear that all is well with 
regards to the country’s national security program. However, this is 
farthest from the truth. The problem that has confronted the national 
security community of the Philippines for many years now is the 
continuing lack of an official NSS which has undoubtedly contributed 
to the incoherence plaguing the country’s national security efforts. It is 
indeed odd that the AFP, perhaps due to the exigencies of warfighting, 
has managed to craft an NMS11 and that it has done so even in the 
absence of its national basis – the NSS. 

Post 9/11 developments

If not for the Joint Defense Assessment (JDA) initiative of the 
Americans in the Philippines following 9/11, the country is likely to remain 
without an NSS. Citing interoperability as justification, the JDA is practically 
transforming the AFP’s strategy formulation process into one patterned 
after the American model. Although American assistance towards the 
formulation of a Philippine NSS is indeed a welcome development, the 
extent of such assistance is an ongoing concern since the national defense 
establishments of both countries have profound differences. 

To the extent that the American model encourages Philippine 
strategy formulation to become coherent in actually linking ends to 
means, then the country’s national security may be enhanced. To this 
end, the Multi-Year Capability Planning System (MYCAPS), patterned 
after the US Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System (PPBS),12 
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may improve the AFP’s resourcing of its plans and strategies and help 
eradicate graft and corruption. However, the extent to which some 
aspects of the model may not fit the local scenario could instead backfire 
and diminish national security. For instance, if the needed resources 
cannot be sustained by the country’s weak economy, then some 
substantive aspects of the needed transformation may be derailed. 

Moreover, the President-Secretary of Defense-Combatant 
Commanders chain of command concept of the US may not be 
compatible with the Philippines’ President-Secretary of Defense-Chief 
of Staff–Major Service Chiefs chain of command concept to which the 
AFP has been accustomed over the years. 

In understanding the history and evolution of the country’s NSS, the 
role played by the US appears indispensable. Some analysts claim that 
the reason for the lackadaisical treatment of an NSS by the government 
of the Republic of the Philippines (RP) throughout its history is the 
defense umbrella the US has been providing through the 1935 NDA 
and the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty (MDT). It is however ironic to 
note that if the US defense umbrella inhibited the formulation of an 
explicit RP NSS in the past, the same umbrella is today encouraging the 
adoption of an RP NSS and a strategy formulation process patterned 
after the American model. 

It is equally interesting to note that even in the absence of the 
Americans following the removal of their bases in 1991, we Filipinos 
were still unsuccessful at determining our own NSS. It was not until 
the American-initiated post 9/11 JDA that the Philippine government 
began to craft an NSS which is intended to transform its national security 
posture into one that is responsive to the challenges of the new century. 

Encouraged by the JDA, the Philippine Department of National 
Defense (DND) and the NSC Secretariat have embarked on the 
drafting of a first ever capability-based NSS inspired by multisectoral 
consensus. Describing the country’s national security environments as 
relatively new (e.g., post 9/11 scenario), uncertain, complex, ambiguous, 
and diverse, the Draft NSS proposes comprehensive, focused, and 
holistic approaches that are community-based. The Draft NSS identifies 
the following instruments of national power for attaining national 
security: Social/Psychosocial/Cultural, Information, Military, Political/
Diplomatic, Legal/Law Enforcement, and Economic.13 
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Unlike the 1999 NSS reference paper, the proposed instruments 
of national power are expanded to include information (especially its 
processed form, intelligence) due to the lessons of 9/11. Deemed a more 
urgent need now is to anticipate future threats in order to avoid devastating 
effects similar to 9/11. The proposed NSS therefore emphasizes the 
critical role played by Strategic Intelligence in strategic planning and 
national security strategy formulation.14 More than anything, the most 
significant advantage of the Draft NSS is the coherence it will bring to 
the management of the country’s overall national security – something 
that has eluded the Philippines from its birth. 

Moreover, by being capability-based rather than threat-based, 
the evolving NSS is expected to be more realistic in linking strategy 
to resources, thereby making the business of national security more 
manageable. Instead of being disjointed and ad hoc depending upon the 
personalities of incumbent leaders, the proposed NSS institutionalizes 
resourced national security strategy formulation by making it part of the 
Annual Appropriations Act on a systematic and regular basis. 

Assessing Arroyo’s national security accomplishments

In its 2001–2004 Record and legacy, the Macapagal-Arroyo 
Administration declared the following to be its national security 
accomplishments: Reducing the potency of domestic threat groups; 
responding swiftly to destabilization incidents; protecting national 
interests during the Iraq war; uniting efforts and strengthening the 
counter-insurgency policy; effectively managing the counter-terrorism 
program; and anticipating national security threats and concerns.15 

From the Alternative views and assessments of the Macapagal-Arroyo 
administration’s 2001-2004 record and legacy, stakeholders from inter-
governmental organizations, the academe, and media challenge 
the national security claims of the incumbent administration. They 
charge that the Arroyo government’s national security focus has 
been demonstrated to be either narrow or changeable. Furthermore, 
they observe her government’s shallow treatment of profound issues, 
inconsistencies between policy and implementation, and instances when 
the NSC failed to anticipate threats.16 The critics go on to identify urgent 
needs for the Arroyo government to address. 
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Clearly, there is a serious need to systematize the rationale for 
prioritizing national security concerns based on the nature of the 
threat and the capabilities of the Republic to address these concerns 
given a timeline. Otherwise, the NSS will simply be a listing of myriad 
concerns, like what Arroyo provided. Since the Philippines has very 
limited resources, it cannot hope to address with equal consistency each 
and every concern if and when it arises. If the country persists in doing 
more than it actually can, it will be overwhelmed. When such occurs, 
national security is not served. A strategy must therefore be devised. 

Due to the absence of an NSS, concerned stakeholders have 
advanced their version of what should constitute the country’s NSS. 
Navy Captain Vicente Agdamag, a US-trained resource strategist, in his 
2003 book 150 days of hell, proposes the containment of internal threats 
for homeland defense, active engagement of regional threats, and holistic 
strategy resourcing involving the private sector17 as the national strategy 
elements to be adopted. Despite some validity, the merits of Agdamag’s 
NSS proposal are put to question by the proposal’s lack of connectivity 
to the entire national strategy formulation process which requires more 
than the inputs of just one stakeholder.

An exhaustive review of literature18 reveals that there has yet 
been no attempt to solicit the inputs of informed sources from the 
nongovernment or informal stakeholder sectors in the formulation of 
the Philippine NSS. Moreover, there has also been no attempt to utilize 
the views of such informal stakeholders in assessing current strategies. 

In today’s broadened definition of national security which practically 
encompasses the whole of society, it is all the more compelling that a 
fusion of the views of both government and nongovernment sectors 
be sought if only to adequately address the myriad requirements of 
national security. After all, it is the much larger informal sectors that 
smaller, democratic governments represent and get their power from. 
It is therefore against this backdrop that this essay attempts to utilize 
informed nongovernment sources to assess our government-formulated 
national security strategies and recommend alternatives if warranted.
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Bridging the Gap 

Thus far, no study has ever been written to assess our current national 
security strategies using the direct inputs of informed stakeholders from the 
nongovernment sectors. This is the gap that this study attempts to fill. 

One of the reasons for this existing gap is apparently due to the 
fact that the country has never had an openly published NSS. The 
documents that are used as bases for the conduct of national security 
affairs are the disjointed pronouncements of the President or policy 
thrusts of the DND or the NSA. To date, the Philippines has yet to 
publish a coherent national security strategy that governs the rational 
conduct of its national security affairs. 

The coherent and rational conduct of national security implies 
the establishment of a structure and command relationship as well as 
a process which connect strategy to resourced tactics. It also implies 
a system that is able to rationalize the prioritization of what national 
security threat to address relative to the other threats given the 
limited resources. It implies the adoption of a national security system 
of management whereby scientific means of assessing progress are 
instituted.

The closest literature that evaluates the country’s conduct of its 
national security is Chapter 10 of Alternative views and assessments of the 
Macapagal-Arroyo presidency and administration: Record and legacy (2001-
2004) published by the University of the Philippines Center for 
Leadership, Citizenship, and Democracy (UPCLCD). However, the 
literature still cannot be considered a de facto assessment of the NSS 
since the documents it evaluated were mere indicators of the NSS, not 
the NSS itself.19 

Additionally, therefore, this study intends to assess the evolving NSS 
based on the inputs of stakeholders coming from the private sectors. This 
is done in the belief that a more complete assessment of the NSS can 
be had by combining the views of both the government and the private 
sectors of Philippine society. After all, one of the fundamental values 
upon which the pursuit of Philippine national security is based is the 
principle of democracy. This principle declares that the ultimate power 
in a democratic society emanates from the people. The government is 
only the people’s mechanism in dispensing that power. Apart from the 
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inputs of government representatives therefore, our studies should go 
directly to the people and see what they themselves have to say about 
what needs to be done to enhance their own security. 

Data sources 

Sixteen experts from various nongovernment sectors were sought 
for their views on national security concerns and priorities. The 
summary of their credentials is presented below:

Expert 1 holds a doctorate degree from the Australian National 
University and has been a long-time faculty of political science at the 
University of the Philippines. He now teaches international relations at 
the University of Amsterdam’s Department of Political Science. 

Expert 2 is an economist-analyst immigrant who has lived in the 
Philippines since the seventies. A graduate of the University of New South 
Wales, he heads a regional consultancy and writes a column for a national 
daily. 

Expert 3 is a reservist colonel who has lived in both the Philippines 
and Australia as a national security consultant and lecturer. He holds 
graduate degrees from the National Defense College of the Philippines, 
Australian National University, University of New South Wales, Harvard 
University and Stanford University.

Expert 4 has an extensive background in both theory and practice 
in his field. A Doctor of Divinity, he has authored a number of books 
and manuals. A man of the cloth who has risen through the ranks, his 
current crusade against the corrupting evils of illegal gambling is well-
known. 

Expert 5 is an academic with a doctorate degree from the University 
of Hawaii. Having authored a book on the Huks in 1979, he had lived 
in Central Luzon while doing his research. He taught at the University 
of Hawaii and had been a visiting fellow at the Ateneo De Manila 
University in the eighties. Although he now teaches political science at a 
university in Australia, he remains a frequent visitor to the Philippines.

Expert 6 is an author, retired military officer, and graduate of the 
United States Naval Academy at Annapolis, MD. 

Expert 7 is a senior consultant to various industries both locally and 
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internationally. She graduated from the University of the Philippines. 
Expert 8 is a retired military non-commissioned officer who is now 

a senior analyst and consultant on left-wing insurgencies.
Expert 9 is one of the leading defense analysts in the country today. 

He holds a doctorate degree from the University of South Carolina, is 
a renowned author of a number of articles published in national and 
regional defense journals, and frequents the defense lecture circuit. 
Currently, he is focused on the near and long-term impact of US-China 
rivalry upon the region including the Philippines. 

Expert 10 is lead convenor of one of the active nongovernment 
organizations (NGOs) that act as a watchdog of ruling administrations. 
This expert has had intimate and extensive experiences with both 
traditional as well as non-traditional politics especially during the 
Aquino, Ramos, and Estrada administrations. 

Expert 11 is an experienced regional analyst formerly with the NSC. 
He has authored a number of books, writes a column for a national daily, 
and runs a radio program. A frustrated politician, he counts among his 
circle those engaged in politics, business, civil society, diplomacy, and 
defense, among others. 

Expert 12 is a senior analyst and consultant for a major media 
organization and an operations research graduate of the University of 
New South Wales. She was formerly with the Philippine Information 
Agency (PIA).

Expert 13 is a renowned media practitioner and analyst of national 
and world affairs. A former adviser to ex-President Fidel V. Ramos, he 
currently writes a column for a national daily. He is also co-convenor of 
a nongovernmental watchdog organization.

Expert 14 is a renowned media practitioner who co-authored the 
book Under the crescent moon: Rebellion in Mindanao (2000). She has covered 
the defense beat as a reporter for a number of years before becoming 
Managing Editor of Newsbreak magazine and part of the Philippine 
Center for Investigative Journalism (PCIJ). 

Expert 15 is a veteran in the field of information technology 
(IT) who has worked for a decade in Singapore and is currently a top 
management executive for a multinational company operating in the 
Philippines.

Expert 16 was an army officer and a graduate of the elite United 
States Military Academy at West Point. A holder of a master’s degree in 
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business administration from Ateneo de Manila University, he wrote the 
draft of the 1998 defense policy paper entitled In defense of the Philippines 
published when Fortunato Abat was Secretary of Defense. A crusader 
against corruption in the bureaucracy, he co-founded Actions Against 
Tyranny and Corruption Now (ACT NOW) and was a business executive 
for a multinational company based in Jakarta, Indonesia.

Findings

Using a Delphi method of inquiry and SWOT analysis, the views 
of nongovernment experts were documented and analyzed. Two sets 
of recommendations are presented, one drawn from a summary of 
the recommendations given by the experts and the other from the 
application of TOWS analysis.

Threats and opportunities to Philippine national security

The following threats and opportunities to Philippine national 
security have been identified by the expert-respondents.

Threats

Among the threats to national security identified by the sixteen 
experts are: International terrorists; the communist terrorist movement 
(CTM); Southern Philippines secessionist groups (SPSGs); military 
adventurists; political instability, poor governance, poor leadership, and 
graft and corruption; economic instability, poverty, and globalization; 
external exploitation, US-China shadow play in Asia; domestic and 
transnational crime; environmental and health disasters; and social crises.

The threat of terrorism, both from the international groups like the 
Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) and the locally operating CTM, is high on the list. 
Some experts describe terrorism as the worst case scenario involving 
national security since it affects all of the political, economic, and social 
aspects of life. 

The CTM and the political power of the Left are cited by twelve 
experts as the primary threat to the Philippines, with the Left’s 
influence seen as having contributed to the reactive policy decisions of 
the incumbent administration. Other threat groups identified by the 
respondents include the military adventurists, crime syndicates, and 
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SPSGs (MILF and the Abu Sayyaf Group or ASG).20 Suspected links 
between certain SPSGs and the JI cannot be discounted.21 

According to three respondents, the threat of a coup has remained due to 
a precarious political state. However, the possibility of it actually happening 
has been greatly diminished due to the lessons of the past, as well as it being 
effectively checked by the administration and military leadership. 

Crime, including those perpetrated against our overseas workers, 
remains as a threat as in most countries. 

Natural disasters have also been cited by eight respondents as a 
potent threat. The Philippines continues to be hounded by typhoons, 
floods, and earthquakes on a yearly basis. On top of these, regional 
and global disasters, as well as exotic diseases which have mutated now 
threaten the country. The landslides in Quezon which killed thousands 
and rendered many homeless have been a grim reminder not only of the 
ever present danger of disasters but also as a wake-up call to us on how 
we manage our natural resources so that their deterioration does not 
become a threat to national security. Elsewhere, the bird flu pandemic 
hovers as a potent catastrophe of global proportions. These and many 
others like them are enough reason for any nation to include disasters 
among the threats to national security that should be effectively 
managed.

Data provided by the experts suggest that the Philippines is 
undergoing several crises simultaneously: 
a) An economic crisis, of which the fiscal crisis is just one element, 

brought about by a weak national economy that heavily relies on 
foreign debt, investment inflows, and OFW remittances. Unbridled 
consumerism drains away our scarce foreign currency reserves 
to pay for non-essential imports. In part, this crisis is due to our 
gullibility at having allowed the demise of our local industries in the 
pursuit of the free trade arguments espoused by the west through 
globalization. Globalization, in fact, is seen as a threat in the way it 
affects the entire economy and the Philippine workforce. 22

b) A poverty crisis, where more than sixty percent of Filipinos now 
self-rate themselves as living in subhuman conditions, including 
the middle class who now find themselves being sucked below 
the poverty line. This poverty crisis is aggravated by the country’s 
huge population. A large population naturally consumes more 
resources necessitating increased production. However, if a large 
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segment of that population is also characterized by poverty and 
certain inadequacies that hinder production at the needed fast rate, 
population then becomes a liability. 

c) A family dislocation and social crisis, brought about by the massive 
emigration of Filipino workers abroad, caused in turn by lack of 
jobs and livelihood opportunities here at home;

d) A spiraling oil crisis, driven by the increasing need for fossil fuel 
despite its limits, damage to refinery capacity due to bad weather, 
instability in the Middle East, and China’s desire to unload its US 
dollar reserves (owing to its huge trade surplus) in exchange for 
strategic resources that it needs;

e) A deep-seated societal or moral crisis among our people, manifested by 
shameless greed, crime (both foreign and domestic), unprincipled 
opportunism, a culture of predatory behavior in our social 
interaction patterns, and symbiotic graft and corruption between 
the public and private sectors;

f) An attitudinal crisis among Filipinos, characterized by a mixture 
of public frustration, disillusionment, cynicism, distrust of the 
political system as a whole and its structures of government, and 
dim expectations about the ability to attain a better quality of life;

g) A political fragmentation crisis, arising from personality-focused partisan 
politics, parochial goals and agenda, and the corollary self-seeking 
motives of the larger base of supporters, who do so in the hope of 
furthering their own gains and personal agenda. Some respondents 
even cite that the biggest threat to our national security in the here 
and now is poor governance by the national leadership; 

h) An almost irreversible environmental crisis, due to profit-driven and 
unsustainable policies which government has followed in allowing 
favored individuals and private businesses to extract natural 
resources faster than what nature can regenerate, with spotty regard 
for their environmental impact;

i) A sovereignty crisis, as foreign powers secretly intervene over our 
national territory, particularly Mindanao, in the pursuit of their own 
unilateral economic and military security interests;

j) An education crisis, indicated by the alarming drop in the ability 
of students to think systematically and to express their ideas and 
thoughts coherently, as well as the exodus of teachers for better 
paying jobs overseas, leaving behind those who do not know their 
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subjects, or who do not know how to teach, or both;
k) A selective memory and understanding crisis, as the general public is urged 

to forget the past and move on towards the future, even without 
Filipinos undergoing the prior and requisite processes of self-
critique and historical contextualization; 

l) A territorial integrity crisis that has the state and its military and other 
law enforcement bodies in a quandary as to the extent of their law 
enforcement jurisdictions. It is a must that the country delineates 
its borders, but doing so would require the country to know its 
base points and baselines, determined in accordance with both 
domestic and international laws. It is about time that the Philippine 
government, particularly Congress, acts on the bills presented to it 
in relation to this issue.
 
The experts are of the opinion that our difficulties arise from our 

collective failure to realize the importance and urgency of knowing 
another kind of truth, something which few seem to be aware of or 
willing to talk about – the historical truth of how we have been divided 
as a people, intervened upon, and kept perennially at odds with one 
another, while foreign interests use the twin tools of economic 
cooptation and political patronage on their Filipino political surrogates 
and economic agents to feast on our national economy and profitably 
exploit our national patrimony. 

The historical truth has sunk so deeply out of sight below the 
public’s level of awareness that we no longer notice it. The problem is 
that what we cannot be aware of, we cannot objectify. What we cannot 
hold up before public scrutiny, we cannot study. And what we cannot 
thoroughly analyze, we can never fully understand. Like fish swimming 
in the ocean, today’s Filipinos may be aware of everything around them, 
except the waters in which they swim and live. This socio-political 
psychopathy is seen as the root cause of our fractious partisan politics, 
person-oriented leader/supporter relationships, and intense social 
fragmentation.

Our greatest danger is that majority of Filipinos do not understand 
the true meaning of national self-reliance, and do not feel the urgent 
need to build a strong, just, and sovereign nation-state as the way to 
avoid national collapse. Our entire society suffers from an attitudinal, 
perceptual, and behavioral psychopathy that manifest itself in terms 
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of weak socio-civic cohesion and our failure to mature into a genuine 
participative democracy.

As US and China escalate their economic and military rivalries, the 
Philippines is placed in the midst of contending national interests that 
present the possibility of our becoming a mere vassal territory. This 
delicate situation is complicated further because of several bilateral 
agreements that the current administration has entered into. These 
include: 1) Memorandum of Understanding on Defense Cooperation 
between the Department of National Defense of the Republic of the 
Philippines and the Ministry of National Defense of China, signed on 
08 November 2004;23 2)Memorandum of Understanding on Mining 
Cooperation between the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) 
and China’s Ministry of Commerce (MOFCOM), signed on 18 January 
2005; 3) Supplemental Memorandum of Understanding Between the 
North Luzon Railways Corporation and China National Machinery 
and Equipment Corp., signed on 01 Sept 2004; and 4) Agreement for 
Joint Marine Seismic Undertaking on Certain Areas in the South China 
Sea By and Between the Philippine National Oil Company (PNOC) 
and China National Offshore Oil Corporation (CNOOC), signed on 01 
September 2004.

To a number of respondents, however, poor national governance is 
currently the biggest and most immediate threat to our national security. 
Poor governance is a catch-all phrase that includes all the failures of 
the national leaders going all the way back to President Ferdinand E. 
Marcos. This includes the failure to reduce the population growth rate 
fast enough, collect adequate taxes,24 enforce laws consistently and 
equitably in private and public life, join the export boom in the seventies 
and eighties and ride the tourism boom in the nineties, curb corruption, 
create enough jobs in the domestic economy,25 and end the long running 
Maoist insurgency.

 But the biggest failure of all is the failure of our national leaders 
to articulate and propagate among the broad mass of the population a 
sense of national purpose that even the poorest of the poor can relate 
to. They have failed to conceptualize and articulate for us a national 
purpose, a consciousness of a shared destiny that can inspire us – rich, 
middle class, poor – to outdo ourselves above and beyond the daily toil 
for individual survival.

Political instability from a failure in governance is really the basis 
of our national insecurity at the moment besides which a theoretical 
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threat from the JI and the present nuisance from a sputtering Maoist 
insurgency pale in comparison. A putative invasion from China or any 
other country is not even in the radar screen.

Opportunities

The opportunities for the enhancement of Philippine national security 
as identified by the experts are: Socioeconomic cooperation and defense 
alliance with international partners; international market for Overseas 
Filipino Workers (OFWs); trend towards domestic and international 
dialogue and negotiations; technological development; political reforms; 
and globalization.

Given the country’s resource constraints owing to a struggling 
economy, the Philippines has the option to maximize its defense 
alliances with other countries in order to compensate for such weakness. 
The US-led global war against international terrorism certainly presents 
a timely opportunity to get funds for AFP modernization to maximize 
AFP efforts at reducing terrorist activities in the Philippines. Closer to 
the region, enhanced links with Australia could also benefit the country 
in terms of expanded defense cooperation to include not only human 
resource development and logistics, but also intelligence sharing.

Another identified opportunity is the increasing influence of the 
Philippines in the global arena. This is evident in the recent Philippine 
presidency in the United Nations Security Council in June 2004 and 
September 2005 and the recent chairing by the Philippine President of 
the United Nations (UN ) Summit. The Philippines also has a number 
of initiatives in other regional and multilateral fora that have gained 
wide attention and endorsement. 

The Philippines’ OFWs benefit the country in two ways: 
Economically, through annual remittances in billions of US dollars 
that greatly cushion the country’s weak economic performance; and 
politically, as the country learns to appreciate, develop, and properly 
utilize its human resources as contributors to national security even 
by merely helping the Philippine economy. Thus, the country’s human 
resources are among its most potent resources toward the enhancement 
of its national security. As remarked by a foreign respondent, the 
Philippines has intelligent, vibrant people in all walks of life who, if 
given a chance, can make a decent, honest living and contribute to the 
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nation’s overall economic, social, and political health.
Technological development is another opportunity that, when 

harnessed, could enhance the country’s national security. Development 
in the field of communications alone already goes a long way in 
facilitating the conduct of day-to-day affairs. The advent of the cellular 
phone  industry has revolutionized the way people conduct their affairs, 
enabling communication anywhere to be conducted within minutes or 
even seconds. The conduct of warfare itself continues to be altered by 
technology. For instance, revolution in military affairs has enabled the 
US to conduct a Star Wars-type operation in Iraq and Kuwait in Operation 
Desert Storm. The use of naval and air power has certainly magnified 
the invincibility of armies and greatly increasing the lethality of the 
battlefield. Any country therefore which possesses a decent military is 
bound to likewise enhance its national security if not in the battlefield 
then as a deterrent against potential adversaries. Unfortunately, a weak 
economy prevents the Philippines from fully exploiting the potentials of 
having a credible military. 

The trend towards negotiations and peaceful resolutions of conflict 
presents an opportunity for the country to continue exploring nonviolent 
ways and means of resolving its domestic insurgencies, as well as getting 
involved in constructive engagements with other countries like China 
vis-à-vis the Spratlys dispute. The country’s close ties with the Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) continue to be an opportunity 
towards enhancing its national security as well.

The respondents have also identified the potential of charter change, 
development initiatives in Mindanao, and a possible move towards 
federalism as among the opportunities the country can take advantage 
of.26 There are some analysts as well who argue that the adoption of 
a federalist system of government would enhance governance and 
national security, claiming that a significantly decentralized system of 
government would allow the different provinces to develop according 
to their own self-determination, thereby lessening the gridlock that 
has characterized the relations between the central administration in 
Manila and the enclaves in the provinces. Meanwhile, the development 
initiatives undertaken in Mindanao present an opportunity for the 
southern communities to finally redirect their focus away from perennial 
conflict towards lasting peace and development.

Tired of the endless and increasing rapacity of crime in our midst, 
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there are respondents who advocate the adoption of stricter laws to 
punish offenders even at the expense of certain civil liberties, much like 
what is being done in Singapore. For instance, the adoption of harsher 
punishments for offenders – like caning – is advocated. 

 The general public is grappling with the question of how and why 
both the 1986 EDSA 1 and the 2001 EDSA 2 have failed to bring 
about social justice and improvement in quality of life. A closer study 
of what failed in translating the original motivating spirit and principal 
objectives of both revolutionary events should be a priority research 
agenda.

Public awareness is now ripe for self-critique and analysis. People 
want to know why and how, after nearly sixty years under a showcase 
democracy and despite having been the second most progressive 
country next only to Japan in the early 1960s, our country has managed 
to retrogress and become one of the most economically backward and 
politically unstable countries in the Southeast Asian region.

The answer perhaps lies in the fact that, at the moment of change 
of political power, the new leaders and the general public went about 
pursuing separate objective, and failed to institutionalize the values, 
attitudes, social interaction habits, processes, and structures of 
governance for genuine social justice to improve quality of life. As a 
result, the status quo eventually recovered. Only the names and faces 
have changed. The more things changed in the Philippines, the more 
they remained the same.

On geopolitical affairs, the US has for years premised its growth 
on a bubble economy, financing its expenditures by printing more US 
currency. Because of the economic globalization that it initiated, America 
has also lost much of its former manufacturing capabilities, as its profit-
driven companies considered it more advantageous to relocate to China 
or other countries where labor and other costs of doing business are 
much lower. As a result, American jobs have been lost to the Chinese. 
Meanwhile, the cost of supporting military activities in Iraq and security 
expenditures in Afghanistan is proving to be a great drain that siphons 
funds away from needed social services for the American public, not to 
mention the cost of rebuilding damaged infrastructure wrought by the 
two hurricanes that successively hit the Gulf states.

Beyond its domestic concerns, for the first time in history, the US is 
now confronted by a China that it cannot defeat militarily nor overcome 
economically. In this overall distracted condition and as both countries 
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pursue their respective national interests, it is possible that American 
foreign policy may allow us to become a self-reliant and strong nation, as 
a counterfoil to China’s growing influence in the Asian region, pursuing 
a foreign policy path that balances US and China in a manner that will 
promote our own national interests. 

Together with other influential sectors of Philippine society (i.e., 
religious, youth, academe, and media), the more progressive elements of 
former ideological adversaries (i.e., the military and the so-called left) are 
slowly becoming more open-minded to the possibility of collaboration 
in areas of public welfare and national interest. If both sides practice 
mutual verification in the fulfillment of their respective commitments 
and advocacies, then confidence building, societal reconciliation, and 
future unification can proceed at a faster pace.

Weaknesses and strengths of Philippine national security 
 
Based on two rounds of in-depth interviews with the sixteen 

experts, the following weaknesses and strengths of Philippine national 
security are identified.

Weaknesses

Among the observed weaknesses of the country’s administration of 
its national security according to expert opinion are: A weak AFP; an 
uninformed population; a weak economy; an unstable political situation; 
lack of patriotism; and globablization. 

A significant weakness is the weakness of the AFP itself. The AFP 
is appallingly poorly equipped and trained. However, it may not even be 
for the AFP to fight such wars entirely on its own. The nature of insurgency 
wars is a case in point. Nevertheless, how can a nation defend itself when 
its technology and equipment are obsolete? An army must be modern 
enough to meet the soldiers’ needs to improve their capacity to perform 
essential missions which require adequate weapons, communications, 
mobility, night-fighting capability, medical support, and other special 
items in the three dimensions of war: Land, water, and air. The AFP 
modernization that has been approved during the Ramos administration 
must be pushed through in order for our military to acquire the necessary 
equipment it needs to deal with insurgents and terrorists who may already 
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possess more advanced weaponry and equipment.
The country likewise has a very large proportion of its population that is 

uninformed. Thus, this segment of the population is prone to manipulation 
and propaganda by just any sector of society – be it the administration, the 
opposition, or leftist groups with strong grassroots ties.

Owing to a weak economy, the perennial lack of resources is 
experienced not only by those engaged in the business of national 
security but by the entire government bureaucracy.

Poor economy and poor investment climate also affect the socio-
politico-economic conditions of the country and its people. With low 
economic performance, the country loses a lot both domestically and 
more so internationally. It has likewise lagged behind its neighbors in 
attracting foreign investors and having them stay for the long term. 
With our unstable political condition at the moment, such investors and 
other business people are having doubts on whether or not investing in 
the Philippines is a good option.

The volatile political situation in the country is certainly causing 
a lot of negative effects on the Philippines’ image, both domestically 
and internationally. As a result of political bickering and infighting, the 
Republic is being polarized, drifting without purpose and direction such 
that some respondents even assess the Philippines to be on the verge of 
collapse. Many foreign investors have shied away and many businesses 
are closing down.

Some respondents also cited the antagonistic taxation system against 
business and labor as among the weaknesses of the country. The impact 
of this on national security is by way of its effects on the economy as a 
whole. Although taxation is an accepted means of generating revenues 
for government, it can also drive away investors and workers if they 
perceive the taxes to be beyond their means to pay. 

Compounding our political problems is the serious issue of graft 
and corruption which undermines not only the amount of generated 
revenues that are actually remitted to the public coffers but also our 
moral fabric as a nation. A nation cannot be secure if many in government  
service are dishonest and only think of advancing their own personal 
interests ahead of the state’s. 

The Philippines has been characterized by various political and 
social scientists as an elite democracy, cacique democracy, boss-democracy, 
patrimonial oligarchic state, and a weak state captured by oligarchic forces. 
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What these characterizations basically point out is that democracy in the 
Philippines is not exactly the rule by the people and that economic and 
political power are still very much in the hands of an entrenched elite.27

The greatest weakness to democracy and national security in our 
country is the oligarchic elite which seek to maintain the Philippines as 
a deficient or truncated formal democracy, preventing it from becoming 
a substantive democracy. It is due to the rule of this increasingly 
plunderous oligarchic elite that other anti-democratic forces such as 
the CPP/NPA, militarist elements in the AFP, and Islamic extremists 
have managed to gain adherents. The main national security weakness 
of the Philippine state lies in its very nature: That it is controlled by 
a patrimonial oligarchic elite without any collective sense of national 
consciousness. For as long as such an elite control the state, the latter 
will always be weak. It will always encounter opposition from below 
– from the poor and marginalized. Its weakness, over the longer run, 
also partly emanates from the decadent nature the oligarchic elite 
progressively adopts in its bid to sustain its hold on power. 

Infidelity and the lack of commitment to national values by the people 
are also cited as weaknesses. Without a strong sense of nationhood, we 
will find it difficult to overcome our many debilitating problems. By 
sense of nationhood is meant not a xenophobic nationalism that feeds 
on the hatred for and mistrust of foreigners for wrongdoings, real or 
imagined, committed against us or against some of us. This sense of 
nationhood would mean a love of country that transcends love of self, 
or love of family, or love of tribe, a common enough sentiment in most 
societies, but which is glaringly weak in ours. 

A politicized public service undermining meritocracy and 
competency requirements of public service also weakens our efforts 
toward national security. Although political spoils are allowed by 
our system of government, these should not undermine the basic 
requirements of public service for unblemished integrity and impeccable 
credibility. This is related to another identified weakness which is the 
perceived lack of accountability by many public servants. This deficiency 
can work both ways. It may concern only the erring public servant. 
However, it may also include those involved in auditing or accounting 
for public conduct or the use of public property.

Finally, crime and lack of respect for the law are also identified 
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weaknesses of the state. Again, this works both ways. It may concern 
only the erring individual. However, if the environment or the system 
encourages the wanton commission of crime or wrongdoing, the system 
becomes equally guilty and may even exonerate the offender who 
becomes merely a victim of a dysfunctional system. 

Taken in conjunction, the twin tools of cooptation and patronage, 
applied on critical events in our national history, have aborted our 
ability to understand how and why our societal problems evolved to 
their present complexity. Fixated on personality-oriented politics and 
not having sufficient discernment on the roots of our ills, much less 
a common agreement on what needs to be done about them, it is not 
difficult to see why we Filipinos have become so dangerously polarized 
and divided. The dangers of a failed state and the violent upheaval that 
it can bring should make us think.

In a world no longer divided according to traditional understanding 
of Western democracy versus Communist power blocs, our political and 
military leaders still approach national security according to obsolete Cold 
War terminologies and ideas. World economic and political power is now 
multi-polar, shared by the North American continent, the Asia Pacific area 
(Japan), and the European Union. China, India, and the Commonwealth 
of Independent States (formerly USSR) are gravitating together to form a 
condominium that will eventually challenge America’s prominence.

Over the past few years, the influx of Chinese and Korean nationals – 
either as students, merchants, or illegal/undocumented aliens – has gone 
on quietly, not eliciting any significant concern among our immigration 
officials and the Filipino public. Arriving through provincial ports where 
the presence of immigration officials is minimal, and given the relative 
ease with which some government functionaries can be induced to look 
the other way and see nothing, the volume of alien arrivals is understated. 

There are a number of disturbing signs which are indicative of the 
inimical effects of their unregulated entry into our country: Agricultural 
lands being acquired by alien investors through Filipino dummies and 
organized into farms for high value crops exported to Asian markets; 
the proliferation in Divisoria of Chinese traders from the mainland 
who cannot speak any Tagalog or a local dialect but who sell dirt 
cheap Chinese manufactured items; and mushrooming communities 
of Korean students living as bed spacers in rented private residences 



TAMBARA 25 121

maintained and operated by a Korean landlord. 
If the unmonitored and unregulated entry of illegal aliens into our 

country is not carefully managed, and given the prolific reproductive 
rate of the Chinese, it is very possible that, within the next twenty years, 
our economy will no longer be dominated by Philippine-born Chinese 
but by those coming from mainland China, and that our population mix 
will show unmistakable signs of Chinese lineage.

Starting with the repeal of the Retail Trade Nationalization Law, 
domestic trade and commerce have progressively been captured by local 
Chinese investors from former Filipino businessmen. The influx of 
wealthy and aggressive investors from mainland China is threatening to 
displace even natural-born Filipino-Chinese. At the same time, strong 
lobby and public relations campaigns are being waged in Congress 
for the lifting of existing Constitutional limitations, prohibitions, 
and safeguards against aliens buying and owning land, or acquiring 
controlling ownership over industries and businesses that are vital to 
our national interests and the welfare of Filipino citizens.

Strengths

On the other hand, the perceived strengths of the country’s 
administration of its national security are given as follows: The AFP; strong 
workforce; national resilience; political reforms; Philippine geography; 
strong family ties; and Mindanao initiatives for growth and development.

Despite its weaknesses, the AFP is still acknowledged by the 
respondents as a significant strength towards national security. The 
AFP is described as experienced and officered by well-educated and 
disciplined men and women. Many in the military are also perceived to 
be hardworking and selfless. 

The Philippines likewise has a very strong workforce which could 
handle any job or die trying. Filipinos are perceived to be intelligent 
and vibrant who, if given the chance, can make a decent, honest living 
contributing to the nation’s overall economic, social, and political health. 
Filipinos are also resilient and can rise above any challenge. Philippine 
history throughout the Spanish, American, and Japanese periods proves 
this observation. 

Parents and the youth in general still place great value to obtaining a 
college education as a stepping stone to potential economic advancement. 
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Were it not for financial constraints, the student population would be 
considerably larger.

Proficiency in the English language still affords our employable 
manpower some advantage over other non-English speaking competitors 
for overseas jobs. However, this edge is slowly narrowing, as China 
and Korea are investing heavily in training their nationals which could 
thereby snag business opportunities for outsourced services from First 
World economies in the future. 

Reformists in certain departments and agencies as well as some local 
government units are also a source of strength for Philippine national 
security. For instance, Davao City and Puerto Princesa City are cited for 
their effective governance strategies which have advanced development 
and peace and order in their localities. 

Geography is also cited as a Philippine strength. The country’s 
strategic location puts it right at the center of global socio-politico-
economic commerce which, if properly harnessed, can certainly work 
towards the enhancement of national security. 

Up to a certain extent, strong family ties and the moderating 
influence that the Church is able to exert on public sentiment and 
behavior are two factors which point toward societal cohesiveness and 
avoidance of violent confrontation. While our family-based attitudes and 
behavior tendencies may pose as hindrance to socio-civic maturation 
and the evolution of the idea of a civic community of citizens, these 
attitudes can also be strengths if properly harnessed toward collectivism 
and nationalism relative to other nationalities.

The 1996 Final Peace Agreement between the government and 
the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) ushered in the pursuit 
of development initiatives in former conflict areas, most notably in the 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). While a tripartite 
review is yet to come up with the indubitable gains from these efforts, 
armed clashes have dramatically gone down in recent years as former 
combatants are reintegrating into mainstream society. Mindanao is 
perceived to be gaining ground in efforts at interfaith and intercultural 
dialogues for lasting peace and development.

Assessing the consistency of current national security strategies

Are the strategies pursued by the government consistent with the 
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ends of national security given contemporary Philippine conditions? 
Some experts expressed a cautious agreement to the conduct of foreign 
affairs, specifically on the country’s involvement in international 
economic cooperation, defense alliances, United States (UN) 
peacekeeping missions, and the Coalition of the Willing against global 
terrorism. It was observed, however, that these foreign alliances are not 
maximized to target the enemy strategic center of gravity. 

Two respondents also cited the climate provided for interfaith 
dialogues as a strategy that is consistent and relevant given contemporary 
threats and opportunities.

In general, the respondents find much to be desired in the 
consistency and relevance of current national security strategies. They 
point to the inadequacy of government responses to national problems, 
which is indicated by twelve experts as stemming from a fundamental 
failure to grasp the complexities of the national security requirements. 
According to five respondents, there is failure of institution-building 
which subsequently erodes the effectiveness and stability of the family, 
the educational system, and the Church. Eight observe that the current 
socio-politico-economic system is designed to maintain the socio-
politico-economic order dominated by the oligarchic elite. It was also 
observed that the weak Philippine economy prevents us from fully 
riding on the wave of technological advancement and globalization and 
that we fail to maximize allied support in this regard.

Expert recommendations for NSS

The data provided by the sixteen experts consistently turn up seven 
recommendations on NSS elements to be pursued.

All sixteen cite the need to strengthen national consciousness, national 
identity, and patriotism through value formation and institution building.

Twelve respondents respectively find imperative the need to resolve 
current political instability, institutionalize political reform, and win the 
insurgency war at the soonest possible time. The first could be done through 
emphasizing procurement integrity, competence, and meritocracy in the 
government structure. The second would involve preferential option for 
the poor and the waging of a revolution from above or from the center 
towards a more substantive, participatory, and egalitarian democracy. The 
last requires addressing the root causes of insurgency.
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Six experts recommend the pursuit of a long-term economic plan 
and population management policy while five counsel the continued 
engagement and strengthening of international alliances, as well as the 
delineation of geographical territory. 

SWOT summary of strategic factors 

In order of priority derived from the rankings given by the sixteen 
experts, the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) 
to the formulation and pursuit of a comprehensive Philippine NSS are 
shown below:

STRENGTHS  
(In order of  priority)

WEAKNESSES  
(In order of  priority)

1. Competitive human resources
2. National resilience through 

institutions like the Filipino 
family, church, etc.

3. Presence of  reformists in gov-
ernment 

4. Armed Forces of  the Philip-
pines 

1. Unstable political situation 
2. Widespread socioeconomic 

inequity
3. Weak AFP/organization for 

national security 
4. Resource constraints 

OPPORTUNITIES  
(In order of  priority)

THREATS  
(In order of  priority)
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1. Political reforms through 
charter change, possible move 
towards federalism, consensus-
building among various sectors 
and ideologies, etc. 

2. Defense and socioeconomic 
alliances/cooperation with allies 
like the US, ASEAN, China, 
and other countries

3. Trend towards domestic and 
international dialogue to settle 
disputes

4. International market for over-
seas workers 

5. Technological development
6. Globalization

1. Political instability 
2. Local insurgencies (CTM/

SPSG/ASG) 
3. Economic instability 
4. Global terrorism
5. Social crisis due to fam-

ily breakups and dislocations, 
educational crisis, migration, 
globalization, etc.

6. Disasters

Deriving alternate strategies through TOWS analysis

Through the use of a TOWS matrix, this study further attempts to 
find the appropriate mix of strategies to address the assessed deficiencies 
given by the experts. The resulting strategies are validated against the 
experts’ recommendations and are now being forwarded as alternate 
strategies to advance Philippine national security.

The TOWS analysis has resulted in the identification of a number 
of strategies which incorporate a cross-sectional mixture of the factors 
in a manner that attempts to optimize the benefits to be derived 
from each factor. In essence, these recommended strategies are more 
comprehensive and more scientifically derived than those mentioned in 
the foregoing section.

The summary of these alternative strategies is shown below:

TOWS analysis of strategic factors
STRENGTH (S) WEAKNESS (W)
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OPPORTUNITY 
(O)

SO 1: Continue project-
ing competitive human 
resources into global labor 
market

WO 1: Resolve unstable 
political situation through 
the opportunity offered 
by political reform

SO 2: Involve competitive 
human resources in tech-
nological development

WO 2: Resolve wide-
spread socioeconomic 
inequity through the 
opportunity offered by 
political reform

SO 3: Involve reformists 
in the needed political 
reforms

WO 3: Project unem-
ployed/underemployed 
into global labor market

SO 4: Enhance AFP 
strength with allied sup-
port 

WO 4: Compensate with 
allied support AFP/ONS 
weakness especially in 
terms of  resources

WO 5: Maximize non-
violent resolution of  any 
potential international 
conflict given the AFP’s 
weakness

TOWS analysis of strategic factors
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THREAT (T) ST 1: Harness competi-
tive human resources to 
help alleviate economic 
instability, e.g., OFW 
remittances 

WT 1: Control graft and 
corruption to minimize 
adverse effects on already 
unstable socio-politico-
economic situation

ST 2: Harness national re-
silience through the fam-
ily, church, and schools to 
survive national ills

 WT 2: Control graft and 
corruption to minimize 
adverse effects on already 
precarious state of  the en-
vironment which is prone 
to disasters 

ST 3: Involve reformists 
in the needed political 
reforms

WT 3: Minimize civilian 
abuses so that this does 
not add fuel to already 
prolonged insurgencies

ST 4: Direct AFP to 
maintain order and 
stability amidst political 
instability/chaos

WT 4: AFP to sustain 
focus and contain 
strategy due to resource 
constraints

ST 5: Support AFP in 
order to end long-running 
insurgencies

WT 5: Since government 
budget is already limited, 
minimize graft and cor-
ruption so as not to fur-
ther decrease the budget 
left for development and 
governance

ST 6: Direct AFP to con-
tinue in its supportive role 
in times of  disasters

WT 6: The possibility of  
civil war from a decadent 
socio-politico-economic 
system that only widens 
the gap between rich 
and poor should warn us 
about exacerbating the 
situation through our 
apathy 

The alternate strategies developed and how these are derived at are 
discussed below. Firstly, by looking at both strengths and weaknesses, the 
following alternate strategies are:
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SO 1:  Continue projecting competitive human resources into global labor market. 
This strategy combines the strength of competitive human 
resources with the opportunity offered by the international 
market for OFWs. This strategy not only provides jobs to 
Filipinos but also helps the Philippine economy due to the 
US$7 billion annual OFW remittance to the Philippines which 
improves our balance of payments (BOP).

SO 2:  Involve competitive human resources in technological development. This 
strategy marries the strength of competitive human resources 
with the opportunity offered by the advancement of technology. 
If successfully orchestrated by government, this augurs well for 
the country’s competitive edge in scientific development. 

SO 3: Involve reformists in government in the needed political reforms. This 
strategy combines the strength of the presence of reformists in 
government with the opportunity offered by impending political 
reforms to be undertaken by government. This strategy will not 
only encourage the proliferation of like-minded reformists in 
government, but will restore the trust and confidence of the 
people in the government thereby improving the deteriorated 
political situation and allow much needed socioeconomic 
progress to continue. 

SO 4:  Enhance AFP strength with allied support. This strategy combines 
the relative strength of the AFP with the opportunity offered 
by the country’s defense and socioeconomic allies. This strategy 
will not only enhance whatever strengths the AFP has towards 
the furtherance of national security, but will likewise enable 
the country to access capabilities that it could not possibly 
undertake on its own. 

Secondly, by combining both strengths and threats, the following alternate 
strategies are:

ST 1:  Harness competitive human resources to help alleviate economic instability, 
e.g., OFW remittances. This strategy combines the strength 
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of competitive human resources with the threat posed by 
economic instability. This strategy will not only address the 
threat of economic instability against our national security, but  
will also take advantage of the competitive edge that Filipinos 
possess in the global labor market. 

ST 2:  Harness national resilience through the family, church, schools to overcome 
national ills. This strategy combines the strength of national 
resilience through institutions like the Filipino family, the 
church, and our schools with the threat posed by our collective 
national ills. When properly harnessed by government, this 
strategy will go a long way in sustaining our national values 
which form the foundation of our collective identity as a people 
and our strength to weather all challenges to our national 
existence. Government must therefore see the family, the 
church, and schools as its allies even if these institutions often 
criticize government. 

ST 3:  Involve reformists in government in the needed political reforms. This ST 
strategy merely echoes SO 3. 

ST 4:  Direct AFP to maintain order and stability amidst political instability/
chaos. This strategy combines the strength of the AFP with 
the threat posed by political instability and chaos. In a worst 
case scenario wherein the overall internal situation descends 
into chaos and anarchy, only the AFP will be in a position to 
maintain order and stability until legitimate political authority 
is restored. 

ST 5:  Support AFP in order to end long running insurgencies. This strategy 
combines the strength of the AFP with the combined threat 
posed by our protracted local insurgencies. Although the AFP 
does not possess all the answers to resolve the insurgency 
problem, it certainly plays a significant role in the resolution. 
However, for the insurgency problem to end, the AFP needs 
the all-out support of all instrumentalities of government and 
the people in order to effectively address this multi-dimensional 
problem. For instance, the AFP could use more hardware in its 
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air force and navy so that it can project credible combat power 
in these dimensions of warfare. The AFP could also use political 
support in terms of lesser corruption by political leaders, which 
becomes evident once lieutenant colonels start flocking before 
the Commission of Appointments (CA) for confirmation 
prior to their promotion to full colonel. Political corruption 
undermines the military’s sacred values of professionalism 
which include, among others, duty, honor, integrity, discipline, 
and competence. If these values are lost, the AFP loses its 
effectiveness as a nonpartisan protector of the sovereign will 
and national integrity.

ST 6:  Direct AFP to continue in its supportive role in times of crises and disasters. 
This strategy combines the strength of the AFP with the threat 
posed by crises and disasters which annually visit Philippine 
shores. Relative to other government agencies, it is the AFP that 
has the muscle, discipline, efficiency, firepower, leadership, and 
to a certain extent resources like transport, communications, and 
manpower needed in times of crises and disasters. This strategy 
is made more critical by the increasing occurrence of global 
scourges like AIDS, SARS, and the potentially catastrophic 
bird flu pandemic. The era of globalization has exacerbated 
the potential of so many transmittable exotic diseases brought 
by mutating viruses that have become immune to ordinary 
medication. 

Thirdly, by factoring in weakness and opportunity, alternate strategies 
derived at are the following:

WO 1: Resolve unstable political situation through the opportunity 
offered by political reform. This strategy combines the 
weakness of unstable political situation with the opportunity 
offered by impending political reforms to be undertaken by 
government. Even if the country is currently experiencing an 
unstable political situation, the promise of political reforms – 
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through charter change, for instance – presents an opportunity 
for resolving the situation. It is imperative that a nation must 
have a stable political situation in order to move forward.

 
It is recommended that the process of managing nationalism 

be employed. All areas of national policy formulation, program 
development, and executive implementation – in short, the entire gamut 
of national security – must adhere to three indivisible and essential 
values of self-reliance, social justice, and national interest. Managing 
nationalism is premised on the following:

a.  Self-reliance – The foundation of genuine national independence. Self-reliance 
lays the groundwork for strengthening our weak and externally 
dependent national economy by reigning in our unbridled 
consumerism and deconstructing our conditioned gullibility at 
having allowed the demise of our local industries. It affirms the 
truth that a nation’s wealth is ultimately based on what it can 
produce for its people’s needs, not on what its currency can buy. 
Simplicity in lifestyle, both individually and collectively as a society, 
is the companion of self-reliance because austerity avoids profligate 
consumerism and unnecessary consumption. Frugality generates 
national savings, which can then be subsequently mobilized 
and invested for recovering our lost agricultural and industrial 
capabilities. 

b.  Social justice − The true basis for national reconciliation, lasting internal peace, 
and genuine social unity. Social unrest traces its roots to our culture 
of self-seeking behavior and predatory social interaction patterns 
that characterize the relationships of Filipinos with one another. 
This mold of social behavior has worsened the disparity in the 
distribution of economic wealth and an inequitable access to the 
means for attaining a better quality of life.

Past attempts at societal reform, whether through revolution or 
peaceful means, have all failed to accomplish their goals because these 
did not build the civic structures to establish the justice that the people 
had struggled and fought for. This failure, in turn, is rooted in the 
tendency of those in power to manage the process of change by the 
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kind of politics that guarantees their primacy, rather than to assist in 
the building of a new and truly democratic government. The result is 
a nominal democracy, held and controlled by a privileged few, with the 
greater masses marginalized and lacking any meaningful participation 
in national affairs. 

c.  National interest − The motive and ultimate objective of foreign policy. When 
other nations see that Filipinos practice self-reliance in all aspects 
of our national life, and that our dealings with fellow citizens are 
premised on the habitual practice of social justice for all, then 
our efforts to safeguard and promote Filipino national interest 
become dignified, credible, and governed by mutually beneficial 
considerations among sovereign equals.

The conduct of foreign policy must be based on the five principles 
of peaceful coexistence: Non-aggression; non-interference in internal 
affairs; mutual respect of sovereignty and territory; mutual benefit; and 
peaceful coexistence.

Then, too, national interest requires that we must ensure the 
unhindered operation of certain indispensable conditions for genuine 
national reconciliation:

1.  Critical analysis of the historical truth. Uncritical reconciliation is self-
defeating in the long run because it glosses over the antithetical 
character of the nation’s patriots and pretenders, victimizers and their 
victims, the plunderers and the plundered. A people that is successfully 
misled by its leaders to gloss over the historical truth and uncritically 
accept convenient and self-serving ambiguity learns to readily forgive 
and hence to also easily forget. Without a clear understanding of the 
historical truth, any social change that may subsequently arise will 
only legitimize and prolong the contradictions and infirmities of the 
status quo.

2.  Rectification through acknowledgment. Unity cannot come about without 
rectification and restitution. Unity for unity’s sake fails to resolve the 
fundamental injustice between the wrongdoer and the victim(s). While 
the victim(s) may voluntarily forgive, this initiative does not resolve 
the unbalanced situation. Full rectification of societal relationships 



TAMBARA 25 133

requires a corresponding acknowledgment and acceptance of the 
injustice resulting from the wrongful act(s) committed.

3.  Sincerity about the search for truth requires an openness and honesty of mind that is 
not hobbled by selective memory and biased understanding. Critical attention and 
analysis must be directed at the instruments of policies and activities 
that contribute to our economic retrogression and the retardation of 
our political evolution and democratic maturation process.

4.  Restitution through amends. Recovery of plundered national resources 
must accompany the search for historical truth. To heal the deep 
wounds of our society, concrete acts are needed to make amends for 
past self-serving activities which cumulatively resulted in so much 
grief, destruction, and suffering and worsened the contradictions of 
our social, economic, and political situation.

5.  Inclusiveness as basis for national unification. True national unification 
must embrace all segments of Philippine society regardless of their 
ethnic origin, religious beliefs, political affiliation, and ideological 
leanings. Every Filipino has an inherent and inalienable stake in the 
future of our country.

6.  Consistency and verification. Those who consider themselves leaders or 
who aspire for leadership must show consistency between actions 
versus statements of principles and social advocacy. Every Filipino 
must fulfill in daily life the duties and responsibilities which 
citizenship entails. Only through a constant verification process will 
it be possible to distinguish genuine leaders from the glib, unworthy 
pretenders.

7.  De-ideologize the process of national reconciliation and unification. Some fear 
that highlighting the historical truth might invite being tagged 
as leftist. This concern shows the Cold War mental baggage still 
conditioning the minds and hearts of many leaders, including 
the more thoughtful segments of our society, and prevents us 
from taking constructive steps to address the causes of our social 
ills. Instead of letting labels undermine our resolve, we must de-
ideologize the process of consensus-building, and practice the 
principles of self-reliance, social justice, and national interest. By 
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following these principles we can finally reconcile, unite in the spirit 
of enlightened nationalism, and build a strong nation that is truly 
our own.

WO 2:  Resolve widespread socioeconomic inequity through the opportunity 
offered by political reform. This strategy combines the weakness 
of widespread socioeconomic inequity with the opportunity 
offered by impending political reforms to be undertaken by 
government. Political reforms may encompass anywhere from 
the enactment of laws to the radical transformation of an entire 
political structure. In the Philippines, political reforms which 
could effectively address the huge gap between the few rich and 
the many poor would go a long way toward enhancing national 
security for there will be fewer people who would be enticed 
by insurgents with the promise of an alternative socio-politico-
economic structure that would address the grinding poverty of 
the masses. 

WO 3:  Project unemployed/underemployed into global labor market. This 
strategy combines the weakness of widespread socioeconomic 
inequity with the opportunity offered by the international 
market for overseas foreign workers. Again, this strategy not 
only provides jobs to many unemployed and underemployed 
Filipinos but also helps the Philippine economy through OFW 
remittances that improve Philippine BOP.

WO 4:  Compensate allied support for AFP/ONS weakness especially in terms 
of resources. This strategy combines the relative weakness of 
the AFP/ONS with the opportunity offered by the country’s 
defense and socioeconomic allies especially in terms of logistics. 
This strategy will not only compensate for whatever weaknesses 
the AFP has towards the furtherance of national security but 
would also enable the country to access capabilities that it could 
not possibly undertake on its own due to resource constraints. 

WO 5:  Maximize nonviolent resolution of any potential international conflict given 
the AFP’s weakness. This strategy combines the relative weakness 
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of the AFP/ONS with the opportunity offered by the trend 
towards domestic and international dialogue to settle disputes. 
This strategy would be a realistic course of action towards 
resolving domestic or international disputes given the reality of 
the AFP’s very limited resources and combat power. 

Finally, both weakness and threat are underscored to derive alternate 
strategies as shown below:

WT 1: Control graft and corruption to minimize adverse effects on already 
unstable socio-politico-economic situation. This strategy combines the 
weakness of graft and corruption with the threat posed by the 
country’s unstable socio-politico-economic situation. If graft 
and corruption which undermines the already unstable situation 
cannot be completely eradicated, its minimization so as not to 
make matters worse would still advance national security. 

WT 2:  Control graft and corruption to minimize adverse effects on already 
precarious state of the environment which is prone to disasters. This 
strategy combines the weakness of graft and corruption 
with the threat posed by disasters and a deteriorating natural 
environment. If graft and corruption cannot be completely 
eradicated, its minimization would still advance national 
security. For instance, the control of graft and corruption 
could regulate illegal logging and help protect the environment 
against disasters. 

WT 3:  Minimize civilian abuses so that this does not add fuel to already prolonged 
insurgencies. This strategy combines the weakness of civilian 
abuses, an occasional indiscretion committed by some members 
of a weak AFP, with the threat posed by local insurgencies. 
If the long running insurgency is to be effectively addressed, 
abuses against civilians must be stopped. The AFP has long 
understood that atrocities committed against civilians only 
manage to multiply the numbers of those joining the ranks of 
the enemy. This strategy is consistent with the AFP’s strategy of 
winning the hearts and minds of the people through effective 
civil-military operations. 
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WT 4:  AFP to sustain focus and contain strateg y due to resource constraints. 
This strategy combines the weakness of resource constraints 
with the threat posed by the local insurgents. Since the AFP is 
continually saddled by the perennial issue of resource constraints, 
it is but logical for the organization to adopt a strategy of focus-
and-contain (in NMS) which observes the principle of mass 
concentration of resources at the proper time. Timing and 
sequencing are therefore crucial elements of this strategy. 

WT 5:  Minimize graft and corruption so as not to further decrease the budget left for 
development and governance. This strategy combines the weakness 
of resource constraints with the threat posed by rampant graft 
and corruption. The former Secretary of the Treasury Leonor 
Briones once explained that there is really very little left in the 
national budget for development.28 By minimizing graft and 
corruption, the budget needed for development is consequently 
increased despite resource constraints. 

WT 6:  The possibility of civil war from a decadent socio-politico-economic system 
that only widens the gap between rich and poor should warn us about 
exacerbating the situation through our apathy. This strategy combines 
the weakness of the unstable socio-politico-economic situation 
with the threat posed by social crises due to family breakups 
and dislocations, educational crisis, migration, globalization, 
and decadent values leading toward apathy. The long term 
consequences of an unstable socio-politico-economic situation 
characterized by the widening gap between the few rich and the 
many poor could be catastrophic if not properly handled by the 
national leadership. A class war could develop and deteriorate 
into a national security nightmare.29 

Current strategies employed by the RP are designed to maintain 
the present political and social order – the domination of the politico-
economic elite. The current strategies that allow the dominant elites in 
Philippine society to have their way hinder the attainment of substantive 
democracy and genuine national security. 

For the Philippines to attain genuine national security, the present 
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deficient or truncated formal democracy has to be transformed into a 
more substantive, more participatory, and more egalitarian democracy. 
But will the oligarchic elite, the primary beneficiary of the present 
political and social order, allow this to happen? It would be against 
human nature to expect the controlling elites to pursue an NSS that 
goes against their interests. Genuine national security, however, cannot 
come about without structural transformation in society. 
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Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, p.1.
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operational level and many tactics, procedures, and techniques at the tactical 
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about the NMS’s reliability as an enduring document. Also, since there is yet 
no NSS, the NMS’s elements are mere interpretative assumptions by the AFP 
of what constitutes its contribution had there been an NSS.
12 Army planning, programming, budgeting, and execution system, In How the 
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Arroyo presidency and administration: Record and legacy (2001-2004), pp. 171-179.
17 Agdamag, Jr. and Agdamag, 150 days of hell, pp. 147-165. 
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18 Towards identifying the opportunities and threats to Philippine national 
security, the study reviewed twenty-one literature. They are as follows: Our 
national security strateg y (1999) by the Office of the NSA and the NSC Secretariat; 
AFP national military strateg y (2001) by the GHQ AFP; In defense of the Philippines: 
1998 defense policy paper by the DND; Chapters 10 and 11 of The Macapagal-Arroyo 
presidency and administration: Record and legacy (2001-2004) by the UP CLCD; 
The 1951 MDT (1999) by Pardillo; A more secure world: Our shared responsibility 
(2004) by the UN HLPTCC; The responsibility to protect (2001) by the UN ICISS; 
American national security (1999) by Jordan, et al.; The constitution of the United States 
of America; National security strateg y of the United States of America (2002); National 
interest: From abstraction to strateg y (2001) by Roskin; America’s national interests: A 
report from the commission on America’s national interests (2000) by Ellsworth, et al.; 
NSC 68: The theory and politics of strateg y (1993) by May; ‘Bismarck’ or ‘Britain’? 
Toward an American grand strateg y after bipolarity (1995) by Joffe; Competing visions of 
US grand strateg y (1997) by Posen and Ross; National power (1997) by Jablonsky; 
Beyond Goldwater-Nichols: Defense reform for a new strategic era (2004) by Murdock, 
et. al.; H.R. 3230: National defense authorization act for fiscal year 1997; Defense 
strateg y alternatives: Choosing where to place emphasis and where to accept risk (2001) by 
Flournoy and Tangredi; Unification of the United States Armed Forces: Implementing 
the 1986 Department of Defense Reorganization Act (1996) by Lovelace; and Conflict 
after the cold war: Arguments on causes of war and peace (2002) by Betts.

In identifying the current strengths and weaknesses of the Philippine 
state towards addressing its national security concerns, the study reviewed 
the following ten literature: Textbook on the Philippine constitution; Medium term 
Philippine development plan 2004-2010; Revised administrative code of 1987; Executive 
order no. 21: National internal security plan (2001); Chapters 10 and 11 of The 
Macapagal-Arroyo presidency and administration: Record and legacy (2001-2004); AFP 
in the 21st century (1995) by Briones; Policy options to enhance PPBS of the AFP (1995) 
by Castro; Designing a framework for a national military strateg y (2000) by Dolorfino; 
A client-oriented policing strateg y: Its impact on national security (1997) by Estares; and 
RP’s external defense policy and the AFP modernization act (1995) by Bagasin. 

Towards assessing the consistency of the strategies proposed by our 
evolving NSS document with the strengths and weaknesses of the Philippines 
as well as the evolving opportunities and threats, the study looked at Chapter 
10 of Alternative views and assessments of the Macapagal-Arroyo presidency and 
administration: Record and legacy (2001-2004).

In the pursuit of identifying what ought to be the Philippines’ national 
security strategies, the paper reviewed the following literature: Our national 
security strateg y (1999); AFP national military strateg y (2001); In defense of the 
Philippines: 1998 defense policy paper; Policy directions for defense (1998) by Mercado; 
Medium term Philippine development plan 2004-2010; Executive order No. 21: 
National internal security plan (2001); Chapter 10 of Alternative views and assessments 
of the Macapagal-Arroyo presidency and administration: Record and legacy (2001-2004); 
Psycho-cultural dimension of the Mindanao conflict: Its implications to national security 
(1994) by Nunez; The development strateg y to cushion the ill-effects of GATT on the 
agricultural sector: A policy option paper (1996) by Digal; Shipbuilding policy: A strateg y 
towards industrialization (1997) by Espino; The proposal: A national security strateg y 
(2003) by Agdamag; The century plan (2004) Diaz; RP national security strateg y: A 
work in progress (2005); and House Bill 3512: An act providing for the national defense 
and security of the Republic of the Philippines (2005) by Biazon. 
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19 To be more specific, the documents analyzed by the UPCLCD were Chapters 
10 and 11 of The Macapagal-Arroyo presidency and administration: Record and legacy 
(2001-2004). Chapter 10 on National Security was written by NSA Norberto 
Gonzales while Chapter 11 on National Defense was written by former Defense 
Secretary Eduardo Ermita. Chapters 10 and 11 discussed the national security 
and defense policy thrusts and accomplishments of the Arroyo administration 
which had indices of the government’s national security strategies. However, 
the documents are not the country’s NSS per se.
20 The government continues to do battle with both with the MILF and the 
ASG although peace talks have been attempted with the former.
21 The JI has expressed its intention to create a Pan-Islamic state in the region 
that will include parts of southern Philippines.
22 Largely an agricultural economy, the Philippines suffers in product 
competitiveness both in the local and world market. The expanding world 
market for labor has wreaked havoc with the local services and medical sectors 
as many within are now joining the exodus bandwagon for greener pastures 
overseas. 
23 This was signed despite the existence of the 1947 US-RP Military Assistance 
Agreement which mandates that in all matters pertaining to this subject, the 
Philippine government may not accept any assistance from any other country, 
except with the prior agreement of the US government.
24 Failure to collect adequate taxes compels the government to borrow more 
and more from international creditors, thus progressively weakening the 
national currency.
25 Lackluster performance at job creation is a function of the failure to adopt 
the correct economic strategies in the seventies, eighties and nineties, all the 
way to the present, thus forcing millions of Filipinos to seek employment 
overseas.
26 Although debatable, the advantages to be gained from a shift to a 
parliamentary form of government, if realized, would remain to be seen. There 
are other political analysts who argue that although the parliamentary form 
enhances efficiency, it also sacrifices check and balance which is the strength 
of the present presidential system.
27 The studies of McCoy, Hutchcroft, and Sidel were cited to show that over the 
last few decades, this elite has become much more predatory and has resorted 
to much more coercion and crime, especially fraud and corruption.
28 Analyzing the breakdown of the national budget shows that almost forty 
percent automatically goes to debt servicing, especially of foreign debts. Some 
twenty to thirty percent is lost to graft and corruption leaving roughly only 
thirty to forty percent for development programs and projects.
29 History is replete with class struggles launched by impoverished masses 
against their elite oppressors. Famous examples include the French Revolution, 
the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, and the Cultural Revolution in China.
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Politics of Labeling the Philippines’ Muslims1

Samira Ali Gutoc

In context

Muslim insurgency in the Philippines, symbolized today by the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), is one of the longest 
struggles against colonialism and imperialism in the past 

400 years. This paper seeks to situate the MILF within a context of 
Muslim-Christian dynamics, focusing primarily on issues of discourse 
and terminology. 

Since 9/11, the Philippine government has had to balance its 
membership in the anti-terrorist Coalition of the Willing2 and ensure 
that it does not alienate its sizeable Muslim citizenry while it is engaged 
in the crucial stage of pursuing an internal peace initiative with the 
Moros. The Philippine government has struggled with the question of 
how it should name its opponents. One way of displaying its participation 
in the coalition is by putting a terrorist label on an internal opponent, 
such as the National Democratic Front (NDF), and thereby situating 
its internal struggle within the broader Global War on Terror (GWOT). 
While a similar designation on the MILF may earn for the government 
the approval of the Bush administration in Washington, the terrorist tag 
would hinder peace negotiations as it implies all-out-war. 

Terrorist tagging has already been used to downgrade and stigmatize 
those established rebel groups with no demonstrated terrorist tradition,3 
as seen with the communist New People’s Army (NPA) and the MILF. 
Still, other anti-state groups in the Philippines such as the Abu Sayyaf 
Group (ASG), among others, desire the terrorist tag, due to the high-
profile media coverage that follows and the ASG’s intention to have its 
acts and movements merit public attention.
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Unconscious or conscious tools used – such as othering, labeling, 
and terrorist tagging – bode policy implications that also spill over to 
relationships between the internal populace and external actors. When 
used by the powerful, such as the concerned state or the perceived 
superpower, the United States, terrorist tagging means defining a certain 
policy towards the labeled group. It is meant to threaten an anti-state 
actor to mend its ways. In the Philippine case, the tag is supposed to 
halt the flow of foreign funds and support for the rebel group and give 
the military green light to launch a sustained offensive. Such policies 
also have implications on the relationship between the Muslim and 
Christian citizens of the country. Labeling rebel groups as terrorists and 
lumping them together with those from a religious community such as 
the Muslims alienate the bigger Muslim community from supporting 
nationalist government goals and may even shore up support for Muslim 
independence initiative.

The portrayal of Islam in the West and the Philippines

The 1979 Iranian revolution and the 1981 assassination of Egyptian 
head of state Anwar Sadat dramatically illustrate the emergence of 
Islamist-oriented upsurges within highly frustrated socioeconomic 
environments. Yet, these events eventually became the primary lens 
through which every other Islamist movement came to be viewed. This 
somehow displays the limited vocabulary with which Islam is presented 
in the West, and the strong legacy that Said’s Orientalism still plays in 
these representations.

At a presentation during a conference in Malaysia, Kocher (1995) 
identifies two recurring themes in Western perceptions of the Islamic 
world: A belief that the global struggles of Muslims lack legitimacy as 
well as justice; and the immediate association of Islam with a political 
culture that is profoundly authoritarian and anti-democratic. The 
Islamic world has been consistently seen as alien and exotic, and the 
causes fought for by the Muslims have been deemed incomprehensible, 
which is why most Islamic political and social movements have not been 
able to capture the attention and sympathy of Western citizens. Instead, 
the actions and ideology of Muslim extremists – the fundamentalists of 
the popular press – are seen to represent the entire body of Muslims.  
Such a view has only increased in our post-Cold War era, where a 
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perceived global threat of fundamentalist Islam has replaced the former 
bugbears of national liberation, ethnonationalism, and tribalism.

The images of political transformation that pro-Western Arab and 
Islamic autocratic regimes present to foreign observers only blur the 
picture further. From this undemocratic environment, reports from the 
heart of Muslim societies have not been transmitted through the media 
without being sensationalized, either internally or externally. In local 
media, the acts of a politicized, even criminal-intentioned, few – the 
bomber, the kidnapper, or the terrorist – are headlined to be “Muslim” 
as to the identification of the doer. Such is carried by international news 
agencies and even vice versa. 

When media practitioners seek direct contact with Islamist figures, 
the criteria they employ would more likely involve radicalism of discourse 
or exoticness of garb and seem to have little to do with the ability of these 
people to effectively communicate anything other than high emotion 
and incoherent ranting. Also, instead of using Muslim researchers or 
academics as source for opinion on issues affecting Muslims, media 
solicit views from the radical fringe of Muslim communities. For 
instance, in the war on terror, Osama bin Laden has been made the 
symbol of anti-Bush rhetoric. 

The least repulsive expressions of Islamism are therefore 
systematically ignored and the multiplicity of voices within Muslim 
communities is overlooked. Instead, the world is presented with views 
perceived to be more authentic as they are seen to more closely correlate 
with the unconscious public expectations. When television journalism 
chooses to engage with Islamist movements, for example, it often 
concentrates on the most frustrated fringes – the highly conservative 
peasants of remote rural areas in Egypt or those from Algerian suburbs 
who had been recently expelled from university – without locating 
them in a broader and social context. The authorized spokesmen of the 
Islamic movements who can reduce these distances are all too often 
viewed as too diplomatic and are dismissed when they do not conform 
to stereotypes. Still, within the Islamic world, the systematic internal 
media demonization of Islamic opposition groups is partly mitigated 
by the activities of Islamic activists on the ground – in mosques and 
through welfare associations and trade unions.



146 SAMIRA ALI GUTOC

Long-standing revolutionary movements are threatened with 
being cast together with smaller homegrown groups that employ 
terrorist tactics. Clear differentiation must be made between the two 
in addressing policies towards either, for while they may both espouse 
the same Islamist agenda, they have different traditions of violence. The 
danger of non-differentiation is that when the two are lumped together 
as one and the same, the legitimate demands of the legitimate rebel 
groups can be ignored. 

The Philippines is such a case in point, where several Muslim anti-
state groups are sometimes treated as one, all falling under the label 
“Muslim.” The Mindanao Muslim as savage is based on what the late 
Columbia University professor Edward Said (1979) would call the 
Cultural Other. What separates the Spaniards, Americans, and their 
Christian Filipino allies from the Moros – a derogatory label first used 
by Spanish colonizers – are geography, religion, and culture. It is a 
comparison of opposites between the Us and the Them. In particular, 
the Spaniard colonizers referenced themselves in relation to who they 
were not (Concepcion 2006). 

Historiography and nationalism in the Philippines

In the thirteenth century, Islamic missionaries and traders introduced 
in the Philippines their religion and a governance system based on the 
sultanates. The arrival of the Spaniards in 1521 and their subsequent 
introduction of Catholicism soon after informally divided the territory 
between the Christianized north and the resistant Islamic south. The 
north would eventually become identified as developed, advanced, and 
oriented towards the West; while the South evoked Moro: Relatively 
backward, heathen, conservative, and oriented towards the Middle East 
(Constantino 1991). 

A prejudice against the south was entrenched soon after the arrival of 
the Spaniards when they employed the derogatory term Moro to describe 
those uncivilized natives who refused to convert to Christianity and 
treated their corresponding region as a foreign territory. The term Moro, 
as a colonial construct to encompass all Mohammedans of different 
sultanates, overlooked the territorial and cultural distinctions of the 
Muslim groups in the archipelago. From 1565 to 1898, sporadic wars 
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between the Moros and the Spanish, who were aided by their Filipinized 
colonial subjects, were generally described as a Christian fight against 
Moro pirates. 

Such perception of indigenous resistance carried over to the 
American period, during which the foremost on the pacification agenda 
for the created Moro Provinces was to “maintain law and order.” 
American reports would usually refer to the Moros as outlaws, pirates, 
assassins, murderers, troublemakers, and the like. Likewise, the Moros 
had a negative construct of the American government. According to 
Saber (1975, 36-46), Many Moros construed such government as a 
gobirno a sarwang a tao (government of a different people).

The Tribal Ward system was established to assimilate the “uncivilized 
tribes” into the mainstream of the colonial system (Worcester 1914, 53). 
The Philippine Commission created a Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes 
under the Department of Interior. Two years after the bureau’s creation, 
it was renamed the Ethnological Survey for the Philippine Islands,4 

tasked with a view to “learning the most practical way of bringing about 
their (the non-Christian tribes’) advancement in civilization and material 
prosperity” (Rodil 2003).

As a result, the non-Christian label5 reappeared in several important 
laws, especially those affecting the ownership and distribution of land 
and those relating to special administrative structures (Rodil 2000).  

A collection of American colonial photographs from the period shows 
the colonized natives acquiring their status through their intimate 
association (or clothing similarities) with white males. These Northern 
natives stand in contrast with the Others – the unnamed native servants 
and the “wild uncivilized Moros” who, together with the Igorots 
and non-Christian tribes, occupied the bottom rung of the American 
classificatory grid where the main criterion for civilization was belief in 
Christianity (Datuin 2004).

The legacy of this colonial past is still manifested in the representations 
of the Muslims in Mindanao in Philippine cultural festivals and secondary 
school textbooks. The script for the moro-moro, a form of dramatic play, 
and accounts in Filipino textbooks extol the Spanish conquest, their 
Christianization of the Philippines, and their influence towards their 
Christianized Filipino allies. History books used in the secondary public 
and private schools still propagate colonial prejudices, inaccurately 
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portraying Islam and Muslim history and culture (Bula 1992).
Not only is the Moro degraded internally, but the role, position, 

and voice of this population are either forgotten or degraded in 
Philippine historiography. Since those first Muslims who arrived 
in the Philippines left almost no historical narrative, the task 
of chronicling the first history of the region was taken up by the 
Spaniards. While most Spanish historians recognized that the Moros 
had the most developed social organization at that time, with the 
precolonial sultanates able to enter into treaties with foreigners, such 
a feat generally merited mere mention. 

Later, Filipino historians focused exclusively on those events that 
occurred in the Christianized north. As revealed in the various histories 
of the revolt against Spanish colonization, nationalism was observed 
to have been reserved only for the Filipinos in the north in general 
but specifically attributed to the fighting (Christian) Tagalog- and 
Pampango-speaking communities. 

This historical monopoly was not shared with communities in 
other parts of the archipelago, although revolts and uprisings in those 
areas between the natives and the Spaniards were heavily documented. 
The absence of Moros in mainstream Philippine literature is dramatic. 
Without any explanation, at least one historian had been known to exclude 
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the Filipino Moro resistance from his book as it was his judgment call 
that Muslim resistance was not part of the Filipino nationalist response 
to alien rule. This state of affairs is confounding to some scholars. 

Filipino nationalism, and the beginnings of a unified national 
identity vis-à-vis the Spanish, began to emerge with the attempts to break 
through the racial, educational, economic, and social barriers imposed 
during the colonial process. Yet, as mentioned above, the position of the 
Moro in the nationalist movement was unclear. With Filipinism strongly 
equated with Christianity in the view of the Muslims, the Muslims found 
it difficult to accept their proposed identity as Filipinos. Then, too, the 
fledgling Filipinism seemed to exclude the south. Even today, Filipino 
historians, writers, or intellectuals find it inconvenient to mention the 
fact that Claro M. Recto, the great Filipino nationalist, was the author 
of the Colonization of Mindanao Act.

The dilemma of Filipinism as a unifying concept was further 
aggravated by the fact that the ambiguities of ethnoreligious origin 
were unresolved by the time of the 1935 Constitution. The absence of 
a common national language – hindered by diverse ethnic languages 
and growing popularity of English – contributed to the cultural gap 
between Christians and non-Christians. Still, the 1935 Constitution did 
begin to sow the seeds of Filipinism by declaring that the Philippines 
would be a republican state and that the Christians and non-Christians 
were co-equal and parallel in importance.

Muslims, Moros, or Filipinos?

It is important to explore the terms used over the course of this 
conflict (Moro, Bangsamoro, Muslim, and Filipino), as the interpretation 
and evolution of the Bangsamoro issue is a significant factor. While 
a group of Muslims resurrected the concept of a Muslim struggle or 
Muslim nation as an antithesis to Filipinism in the late 1920s, the term 
Moro continued to be internally stigmatized until the late 1960s. The 
term’s pejorative connotations were summarized in General Leonard 
Wood’s statement that “the only good Moro is a dead Moro.” 

In a conference organized by the Muslim Association of the 
Philippines in the 1950s to unite the Muslims, the word Moro was 
rejected as unacceptable. A decision was made to use the term Bangsa 
Moro or Muslim to designate these ethnic communities (including all the 
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Cordillera tribes and the Lumad hilltribes), which was formalized under 
the National Cultural Communities under Republic Act 1881. With such 
law, which also created the Commission on National Integration (CNI) 
in 1957, the Philippine government decreed that non-Christian Filipinos 
would henceforth be called the National Cultural Communities. 

In order to erase the social stigma that came with the “tribal” 
label, the Constitution of 1973 and 1987 introduced the terms “cultural 
communities,” “indigenous cultural communities,” and “autonomous 
regions.” In the 1970s, the Office on Muslim Affairs was created to 
serve Muslim communities all over the country. Previously, in 1950, 
Senator Ahmad Alonto started using the term “Muslim” to refer to 
all Muslim citizens. Still, even this Muslim label is unsatisfactory as it 
conveniently consolidates thirteen specific ethnolinguistic groups in 
Mindanao, something that some groups are not comfortable with. 

This type of labeling explains the mistrust of Muslims against their 
portrayal in mainstream media and literature. A nuanced explanation would 
showcase a diverse Muslim populace such that the experiences of a Moro in 
one province cannot be equated with that of another. Within the Mindanao 
society itself, an individual is recognized primarily for his ethnic affiliation 
rather than religion. Even today, a Maranaw, a fellow Muslim Filipino, is as 
foreign and frightening to a Sama as is a Christian Filipino. 

Many Moros currently define themselves as non-Filipinos. A 1993 
study, for instance, shows that sixty-one percent of a Muslim sample did 
not consider themselves as Filipino citizens. An earlier study done in 
1946 among Moro college students indicates a higher rate of rejection at 
89.4 percent: They preferred to be called Moros or Muslims rather than 
Filipinos. Among themselves, however, they identified their groups as 
Taosug, Maranao, Maguindanao, etc.

Moro as a badge of honor

The establishment of the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) 
in the late 1960s was the beginning of a process to uplift the term Moro. 
The MNLF viewed the term as a symbol of being unconquered by 
foreigners. Indeed, the expression “Moros, not Filipinos” demonstrates 
the MNLF interpretation of the Filipino as similar to “foreign 
colonizers,” like the Spaniards, Americans, and Japanese. 

The term had active political and militant connotations, whereas the 
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word Muslim was seen to be religious and thus passive. Indeed, the MNLF 
broadened the use of the word (to include Christians and hilltribes), using 
it to apply and incorporate those groups under the following categories: 
Groups that resisted Western colonizers in Mindanao, Sulu, and Palawan; 
groups that asserted their right for self-determination; groups that were 
being oppressed; and groups that sympathized with the Moro plight. 

For its part, the MILF later made known in usage the term 
“Bangsamoro people,” defining such as the “native inhabitants 
composed of Islamized ethnic groups, highlanders, Lumads, and other 
non-Muslims with Bangsamoro ancestry and those who have been 
born, raised, and educated in the Bangsamoro homeland, signifying and 
declaring legally their being Bangsamoro members.”

Others cite the historically powerless position of the minority vis-
à-vis the majority, aggravated by previous policies of internal migration 
(Christians moving from north to the south) and displacement. 
While some view the Moro problem within the framework of social 
constructivist communication theories, Marxist critical theories, 
and postcolonial discourse, others argue that the key problem is the 
maintenance of Filipino colonial rule. The MNLF, MILF, Bangsamoro 
Liberation Organization, and intellectuals, however, do maintain that 
if the Philippine government truly wants to solve the so-called Moro 
problem, it must exert an honest-to-goodness effort to understand the 
feelings, sentiments, biases, ideals, prejudices, customs, traditions, and 
historical experience of the Bangsamoro, as enunciated or articulated 
by the Moros themselves. A real effort in cultural interpretation must 
be made, in order to solve the communication gap between the Muslim 
and Christian Filipino communities. 

Today, Muslim and Christian communities in the Philippines 
interpret key documents (such as the Philippine Constitution and the 
Tripoli Agreement) in different manners, particularly with respect to 
upholding identity and territorial rights. The contest over terminologies 
gained resurgence since the MILF entered into peace negotiations with 
the government in 1997. The language of peace negotiations can actually 
become technical or legalistic with terms like status of belligerency and 
ancestral domain, as well as reference to certain international laws like 
the Geneva Convention and Protocol One.
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Naming the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF)

The 1968 Jabidah massacre and the Philippine claim to Sabah 
islands brought about a new surge of militancy among Muslim youth. 
The former incident, where young Muslim army recruits were allegedly 
massacred for not following orders to attack Muslim Sabah, galvanized 
Muslim-led rallies and even triggered the MNLF’s formation. However, 
in the unfolding Moro struggle for self-determination, the MNLF 
would soon be perceived as receptive to accepting autonomy as the way 
to solve the Moro/Muslim woes.

It was mainly over this fundamental difference of opinion that 
caused the MILF to break away from the MNLF in 1984. The MILF 
saw itself as an Islamist revolutionary organization and refused to 
follow the MNLF’s acceptance of autonomy as the ultimate solution 
to the problem in the south. MILF chairperson Salamat Hashim (now 
deceased) was quite unequivocal and consistent in his statements to 
the effect that any solution (to the Mindanao problem) less than full 
independence of the Bangsamoro Muslims will not work. 

The MILF asserts an even longer history, arguing that it was 
formed in reaction to the 1898 Treaty of Paris that illegally included the 
unconquered Bangsamoro homeland. The MILF further claims to be 
the sole representative of the Bangsamoro people. With these, the MILF 
can be seen as an Islamist revolutionary organization, as contrasted to 
the MNLF which accepted autonomy as the framework of governance 
for the Muslim minority.

Today, the military identifies the MILF to be one of three major 
threats to the state’s internal security, along with the Communist Party of 
the Philippines/New People’s Army/National Democratic Front (CPP/
NPA/NDF) and the ASG. Official documents with the Department 
of National Defense (DND) and the National Defense College of the 
Philippines (NDCP) habitually classify the MILF as secessionist, rebel, 
or separatist, with such label routinely fed to media when sources from 
these offices comment on the MILF for public record. But despite 
military suspicion of the MILF’s links to the “terrorist” Jemaah 
Islamiyah, the government has been careful to exclude the MILF from 
its list of terrorist organizations.6
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Stopping short at officially labeling the MILF as terrorist is done to 
prevent antagonizing the organization and to encourage its willing and 
continued participation in peace negotiations. It is also partly due to 
the recognition of the Bangsamoro minority struggle by the fifty-seven 
member nations of the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC), 
that has identified the Bangsamoro minority issue as an important one. 
Given this semblance of legitimacy from the international community, 
the MILF has achieved a more respectable standing compared to the 
ASG that has been categorized as a terrorist group,7 sometimes referred 
to as a bandit group or a criminal gang.

Peace talks can positively improve the public image of rebel 
organizations, as they are made to appear rational, level-headed, and 
flexible and are seen to engage in reasoned argument rather than the 
rhetoric of violence. In contrast, however, Filipino- and centralized-
controlled media and the educational source have tended to bolster 
Muslim fears that they may have no place in the Filipino national 
community, leaving a belief that their only hope for the future lies in 
their identification with the Muslim world. Some media groups use 
Moro when they mean MILF, demonstrating the press’ indiscriminate 
use of “labeling and pejorative words.” Indeed, many of the country’s 
broadsheets are observed to have this habit of using Moro, Muslim, and 
MILF interchangeably when referring to MILF fighters. This reflects a 
general disregard for nuanced distinctions between these terms which 
could be a manifestation of bias against the groups concerned. Of 
course, it could also be plain and simple ignorance and a general laziness 
to do one’s homework.

De-labeling, addressing biases

In a 2002 study by the Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility 
(CMFR) of 1,633 articles from the five main Philippine broadsheets, 
only twenty may be classified as containing background material on the 
government-Moro rebel conflict.8 This finding highlights the general 
ignorance with which the Moro/Muslim problem continues to be 
addressed by mainstream media.

The media has a vital role in promoting peace, given its enormous 
capacity to promote better understanding and mutual knowledge 
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by bridging the gap between different cultures through sharing 
information and cultivating dialogue. However, before such could be 
done, media practitioners have to recognize that telling the truth about 
the other requires introspection and self-examination of prejudices, 
biases, and moral frontiers.

Mindanao State University professor Rufa Cagoco-Guiam suggests 
that those who report on the Mindanao peace process need to go 
back to the historical background of the Muslim-Christian conflict. 
Furthermore, she encourages the need to examine not only one source, 
but all possible sources of information about the circumstances that 
engendered the war in Southern Mindanao, as doing so will help the 
journalists ask sensitive and intelligent questions when they interview 
informants from both sides of the conflict. 

In addition, the journalist must read up on the various cultures 
of the thirteen Muslim ethnolinguistic groups, as no two groups are 
the same even as some speak mutually intelligible languages. Similarly, 
regarding the terminology used, there is a need to be highly conscious 
of the distinctions of terms denoting religious identity and those used to 
refer to cultures or groups of people. Reporters need to know when to 
use the word Muslim and cultural terms like Maguindanaon. 

More importantly, they should be careful when describing people 
who are criminal suspects. In particular, they should avoid mentioning 
an individual’s religion as this may serve to create more divisions in an 
already fragmented society. 

Notes

1 The earlier version of this article was edited by Michael Batia, St Anthony’s, 
Oxford University.
2 The Bush administration used the term “Coalition of the Willing” to refer to 
the forty-nine countries that signified support for the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
3 Author’s interview with Atty. Soliman Santos, author of The Moro Islamic 
challenge. 
4 Annual Report of the Philippine Commission, 1901 Part I, p. 38. 
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5 In fact, the words ‘civilized’ and ‘Christians’ were spontaneously interchanged; 
so were ‘non-Christian’ and ‘wild.’
6 Unlike the Philippine government’s acceptance of the CPP’s classification as 
a terrorist organization in a US list.
7 Terror-listing by the United States implies being alienated from legal 
transactions and recognition. The law makes it illegal for people in the US or 
subject to US jurisdiction to provide material support to the foreign terrorist 
organizations (FTO). It further requires US financial assistances to block FTO 
assets. It also provides a basis for the US to deny visas to representatives and 
members of the FTOs who wish to gain entry into American soil.
8 In the period surveyed for analysis (March–June 2000), five major Manila 
dailies showed 670 reports on the ASG hostages/kidnapping and 434 reports 
on the military/MILF, out of a total number 1,633 articles on Mindanao. 
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Expressions of Masculinities by Ephemeral 
Selves in the Chatroom Environment

Alvin S. Concha

“One is too few, and two is only one possibility.”
       Donna Haraway, The Cyborg Manifesto

Introduction

While we frequently hear assertion for egalitarian gender 
relations from the women’s point of view, male discourses 
around concrete responses to strategic gender needs to 

achieve gender justice are very hard to come by. Considering that 
men in contemporary times greatly contribute to the propagation and 
maintenance of a patriarchal culture, it makes great sense to examine 
contemporary masculinities, or the many social constructions of what it 
means to be a man (Flood 1995), if only to open a venue for us to think 
out how men can possibly act to undermine patriarchy (Kulkarni 2001).

A few empirical data have demonstrated the intimate relationship of 
men’s sexualities and the socially constructed masculinities. Men often 
think about their sexualities in terms of gender (Kimmel & Messner 
1995). Sexual incompetence is usually regarded by men as a threat to 
masculinity (Fracher & Kimmel 1995) and often causes humiliation and 
despair (Tiefer n.d., as cited by Flood), while sexual prowess is deemed 
as proof of masculinity and induces a sense of personal fulfillment. 
Notions of masculinities, in turn, inform and shape men’s experiences of 
their sexualities (Fracher & Kimmel). Regardless of sexual orientation, 
men live through their sexualities as experiences of their particular 
gender (Kimmel & Messner). Power and the hegemonic concepts of 
domination permeate men’s behaviors around sexualities. While it can 
be argued that this contemporary relationship between male sexualities 
and masculinities is itself a social construction and can be traced back 
to the development of patriarchy itself, it should precisely be because of 
this channel that we shall be looking at male sexualities in order to take 
a closer look at masculinities.
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Online chatrooms are places in cyberspace that afford different 
ways of creating and expressing identities and sexualities (Castañeda 
2005). These virtual places provide a good illustration of “how use of 
information technologies has modified how human beings relate to 
one another and to their environment” (Couch 1996). People inside 
chatrooms take on usernames, which are mostly pseudonymous and 
communicate mostly through exchange of texts. The pseudonymity that 
chatrooms afford reminds us of the secrecy, which is an important part 
in men’s sexuality script (Fracher & Kimmel). A place that maintains 
one’s identity as secret is a place where men want to talk about sex or 
express their sexualities.

This present study aims to: 1) describe the creation of male sexualities 
among self-ascribed Filipino men in online chatrooms; 2) describe the 
virtual environments wherein cyber male sexualities are constructed; and 
3) discuss the extent to which virtual male sexualities reflect contemporary 
physical world male sexualities and implicate gender relations.

A study on Filipino male sexualities in cyberspace will help us 
understand men in the context of a reality that is unmindful of social 
categories – such as gender and class which potentially limit behavior, 
and wherein identity is largely a matter of self-attribution.

By looking at a culture that demonstrates both liberation and 
potential domination, this study adds a new dimension to notions of 
power and agency in gender studies. This undertaking also hopes to 
contribute to the much needed discourse on masculinities and enhance 
the potential for the discourse to bring about egalitarian gender relations.

Methodology

Crafting the methodology for this research has not been easy, 
especially because of this relatively new approach to knowledge production 
within a relatively new research locale. The metaphorical place called 
cyberspace only partly – if at all – shares the features of a physical research 
venue, making it difficult to extrapolate technical and ethical principles 
from physical ethnography to this present work. Rather than decide on 
overarching ethical principles, especially as regards obtaining informed 
consent and ensuring anonymity, I approached the ethical considerations 
of data gathering and data handling techniques contextually. 
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The research draws on cyberethnographic methods of knowledge 
production (Mason 1999; Gajjala 2000). For over two years, I went to 
chatrooms in the Yahoo chat system as participant observer. I chatted 
with chatroom goers who spoke Filipino (the official and most widely 
used language in the Philippines) or Visayan (second most widely used 
language in the Philippines) and who self-identified as males. I chatted 
with participants either in public chatrooms or in private rooms (also 
called instant messaging or IM rooms). While in public chatrooms 
though, I was silent most of the time while actively paying attention 
to interactions among chatroom goers and other chatroom events, a 
practice known to many internet users as lurking (Kizior 1999; Mason 
1999; Herring 1994; Clarke n.d.). While gathering data, I used one of 
three usernames that I created for the study, one of which contained the 
string “researcher.” When not using the username with “researcher,” I 
introduced myself as a student doing research in chatrooms.

I always asked the permission of participants for me to save the 
transcripts of our conversations within private message windows. 
From some who have webcams, I also asked permission to view and 
save screenshots of their webcams for research use. Refusals were more 
common in screenshots requests than in transcripts requests. I never 
saved transcripts or took screenshots of those who refused. However, it 
was not practical to ask permission from everyone in a public chatroom 
before I recorded chat transcripts, especially during times when I was 
just lurking or actively observing without participating.

The results of this research are derived from ethnographic 
descriptions of chatroom environments, textual analysis (Kintanar 
1999) of conversations and webcam screenshots and discourse analysis 
(Estrada-Claudio 1999) of sexualities and masculinities in chatrooms.

All the usernames that I mentioned in this paper are based on, 
but not exactly copied from, the actual usernames that I have seen in 
the chatrroms. I coded the actual names in such a way that the coded 
would closely resemble the original, but would be syntactically different 
as to exclude the possibility of using such codes to communicate with 
their owners. I also checked the Yahoo profiles to verify the uniqueness 
of each code as of certain date and included that date in parenthetical 
remarks. So, for instance, if I write “wwwtripper69 (verified unique: 1 
May 2007),” it means that one can be sure that, as of 1 May 2007, nobody 
was registered in the Yahoo profiles with the username wwwtripper69. 
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In the Results and Discussion portion of this paper, the conversation 
lines after “re_searcher18” (verified unique: 1 May 2007) are mine.

To examine the creation of male sexualities, I looked at self-ascribed 
men’s choice of usernames, self-descriptions of demographic and 
physical characteristics, and use of multiple accounts. I also analyzed 
conversations around gender switching and sexual orientation. Among 
those who permitted me to view their webcams and take webcam 
screenshots, I also analyzed their activities in front of webcams. Upon 
the advice of my research panel, I encoded the photographic screenshots 
into words, used them only for textual analysis purposes, and never 
showed the photos to others.

In order to describe the contexts of identities projected in online 
chatrooms, I examined the audiovisual environments of chatrooms. 
From chatroom transcripts, I also analyzed how the social environments 
of chatrooms (characterized and events) facilitate, tolerate, or limit the 
creation of male sexualities.

I used discourse analysis and textual analysis in attempting to expose 
the links between online chatroom male sexualities and contemporary 
physical world male sexualities. I also attempted at some provisional 
notations on what this study can contribute in describing the conditions 
for people to be free, to assert agency, and to promote gender justice, as 
well as in shaping new epistemologies of masculinities that are gender-
sensitive, egalitarian, liberating, and non-oppressive.

Results and discussion

The textual identities of this study’s participants abound in the 
technologically created spaces of online chatroom. Often, these projected 
identities are transient, and are not necessarily claimed to be related to 
the offline physical lives of their owners. In this sense, it becomes more 
appropriate to refer to online identities as cyborgs – hybrids of humans 
and the technology that provide them the characteristics they would 
otherwise not have offline (Haraway 1991).

It can be very difficult to establish whether a certain username 
is positioned by the owner/s to represent a male or a female, or even 
put forward to deliberately disable effortless recognition. In the end, 
interpretations here, whether perceived by the reader as straightforwardly 
singular or with potentially multiple meaning, all return to my 
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positionality as the researcher. It just so happened that I was the one 
dealing with the data. That is why a reader reads my interpretations in a 
certain way. That should not be taken to mean that there is a single way 
of reading or re-presenting data. It should merely signal that the process 
of doing research (from asking particular questions, to gathering and 
analyzing data to presenting results) is, in itself, an imperfect attempt to 
capture the dynamism of live experiences.

Creation of male sexualities

It is possible to keep up a conversation in the chatroom setting 
without declaring one’s demographic characteristics or without 
providing a personal background. Another possibility is for cyborgs 
to introduce themselves by declaring age, sex, and location (asl). Thus, 
the usual greeting among cyborgs is “hi! asl?” Individuals decide on 
what to project as their identities. Age, sex, location, sexual orientation, 
occupation, life stories, and all the other personal characteristics that 
one declares are a matter of choice.

In the chatroom, the physical body (or parts of it) can be textually 
re-created by cyborgs through different means. One way to do this is by 
coining a username that is descriptive of the body. Thus, we find names 
with strings like “muscular,” “hairy,” or “slim.” Self-ascribed males can 
articulate their sexualities by choosing nicknames that are sexually loaded. 
For instance, depending on the context, the username “franco_hugetool” 
(verified unique: 5 May 2007) can be used by a cyborg to possibly declare 
that “my name is Franco; I am male with a huge penis.”

It is possible to encounter cyborgs with usernames that are descriptive 
of the penis or of sexual behaviors such as masturbation, oral sex, and anal 
sex. Consider the strong sexual themes of the following usernames (possible 
translations and dates of verification for uniqueness in parentheses): 
hubadero_dude (“male who often gets naked;” 1 May 2007); jakuleroboy21 
(“a boy who often masturbates;” 1 May 2007); leebog_dude (“sexually 
aroused dude;” 1 May 2007); palautoggg (“somebody who frequently gets 
an erection;” 1 May 2007); totnak_mo_ako (“have sex with me;” 1 May 
2007); and tamodsaratbu (“semen on penis;” 5 May 2007).

Usernames can also be viewed as a means to challenge hegemonic 
notions of sex, sexual orientations, sexual behaviors, and genders. In 
one of the chatrooms I went to, a cyborg presented with the username 
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“kolboy_na_maldita” (possible translations: “feminine naughty 
callboy” or “naughty woman posing as a callboy;” verified unique: 3 
May 2007). The original username on which this username was based 
resembles this derivative very closely. The use of a feminine suffix “a” 
in “maldita” instead of the masculine “o” (both by Filipino language 
conventions) combined with the linguistically masculine “callboy” was 
probably intended by the creator of the name to present at least two sex 
identities. This username can be taken as a deliberate presentation of 
a concept of masculine+feminine identity in an attempt to transgress 
the hegemonic notion of categorical sexes, at least within the chatroom 
setting. Similarly, the username “babaerongbading” (verified unique: 3 
May 2007) seems to disregard the usual notion that a “bading” (gay) is 
erotically attracted to men only. “Babaero” (the Filipino word for “a male 
who pursues sexual pleasures with many women”), when juxtaposed 
with “bading,” can be taken as a deliberate challenge to the hegemonic 
notion that gays only pursue sexual pleasures with men.

Another way to re-create the body (or to re-embody textualities) 
would be for chatroom cyborgs to ask each other’s statistics: Height, 
weight, chest size, waist line measurement, skin color, or other personal 
information. Thus, one possible chatroom post would be: “5’7 60 kg 
brown-fair.” Sometimes, when specified or taken from a certain context 
of conversation, statistics may also mean size or other characteristics of 
the penis. Descriptions of physical bodies can also be used to project 
a substrate for visualizations. Notice how this cyborg uses texts in the 
following post to produce readers’ imaginations of his body (translated 
from Filipino):

hugo_boss5115 (verified unique: 9 May 2007): Available as a boyfriend, but 
I am already 47 years old, balding, short and stocky, but my penis is huge.

The chatroom therefore opens up very wide spaces for cyborgs to 
choose the textual elements with which to re-create or re-present the 
body. An easy assumption would be that the textual descriptions match 
the physical features of the describer. But such is only one possibility. 
There is plenty of room to innovate, extend, and fictionize the textual 
elements of the description, all upon the command of the describer. That 
is not to say that the describer usually heads towards a particular effect 
that can be elicited from the readers. The describer can only describe 
so much. Humphrey (n.d.) said “[t]hings are not only what they are. 
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They are, in very important respects, what they seem to be.” Following 
that, and especially in this particular context, bodies are not only how 
they are described. In very important respects, bodies are how they are 
imagined or fantasized.

It is not just the qualitative aspects of the self that can be creatively 
crafted in the chatrooms. A practice among cyborgs is to project more 
than one self online. One may also project different selves at different 
times – or even at the same time – while interacting with different people. 
I came across cyborgs who changed usernames in chatrooms. Consider 
how the practice is being talked about in the following conversations (all 
translated from Filipino):

raf20052007 (verified unique: 9 May 2007): It’s me. I just changed my 
username. I am hiding from somebody.
-----
click_happy45 (verified unique: 9 May 2007): If they encounter enemies 
online, they change usernames.
-----
re_searcher18: Those who are here, do they change usernames often?
indigo_moodz (verified unique: 9 May 2007): Some, but not all.

re_searcher18: Ok. What could be the reason?

indigo_moodz: So they won’t be identified, many here are discreet. Like me.

re_searcher18: Must you not be identified?

indigo_moodz: In my case, I don’t want to be identified with my physical name 
in the chatrooms, especially if I know that others in the room might recognize me. 
Nobody knows that I am bisexual.

re_searcher18: Ok. Is one’s physical world identity usually different from one’s 
virtual world identity?

indigo_moodz: Yes, among those who are discreet like me. In the physical 
world, people think that I am straight. But here, everybody knows that I am not 
straight. But for the others here, what they declare as their sexual orientation in 
the room is pretty much the same as what they would identify with in the physical 
world.
-----
parating_tigas19 (possible translation: “always erect;” verified unique: 9 May 
2007): I’m a discreet gay.
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re_searcher18: Ok. How is it to be in the chatroom as discreet gay?

parating_tigas19: In person I’m discreet. In chat I come out, but I don’t 
disclose any personal identity.

re_searcher18: Do you use many usernames when you chat?

parating_tigas19: A lot.

re_searcher18: And do you project a different identity for each username?

parating_tigas19: Yes.

re_searcher18: How do you do that?

parating_tigas19: “parating tigas” should be frank but happy-go-lucky. I also 
have a username “suck_na_suck” (possible translation: “I need to suck;” verified 
unique: 9 May 2007) who is too shy to talk about sex in the room but blatantly 
speaks out in IMs. “really_ jazz” (verified unique: 9 May 2007) is so musical... 
and a lot more.

re_searcher18: Interesting! Do you also project different sexual orientations?

parating_tigas19: In chat, yes. But in person I am only a voyeur.

re_searcher18: I mean for each username…

parating_tigas19: Yes. I even have a female ID, a straight guy ID, too...

Some cyborgs switch names for practical reasons like to avoid 
somebody (raf20052007 and, possibly, click_happy45) or to deliberately 
present oneself differently in the virtual as compared to the physical 
(indigo_moodz). Others seem to utilize the chatroom environment to 
implement multiplicity, diversity, and fluidity of selves, in this specific case, 
sexual selves. Notice how parating_tigas19 makes use of the opportunity 
to present many different sexualities by switching usernames.

For some cyborgs, webcams are important tools for presenting 
further a sense of the body to other cyborgs in the chatroom, and for 
articulating their sexualities. It is possible to view webcams that are 
angled by users to only show a portion of their bodies, such as the 
face and upper torso, chest alone, groin alone, or penis alone. It is also 
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possible to see webcams that have been deliberately focused on the 
user’s surrounding environment rather than on the body.

Yet another means to reconstruct the body is by incorporating voice 
in one’s chatroom presence. One kind of paraphernalia for cyborgs is a 
headset with microphones for broadcasting sounds and earphones for 
receiving sounds. Thus, presence and identity creation in chatrooms 
can be in the form of textual descriptions, webcam broadcasts, voice 
broadcasts, or any combination of these.

Cyborgs may masturbate in front of webcams; while they are being 
watched by one or many other cyborgs. This activity can happen in 
many contexts. One such context would be a c2c (or a cam to cam), 
which entails mutual agreement of two or more webcam users to view 
each other’s webcams. There can be mutual masturbation between or 
among webcam performers. This constitutes cybersex. Microphones 
and speakers can also be used to transmit audio stimuli during cybersex. 
And then, of course, while all these happen, text messages can also 
be exchanged in the chat window. Some other webcam users do not 
really require a requester to have a webcam before permission to view 
is granted. In fact, many webcam performers configure their software 
settings such that requesters who view their webcams are automatically 
granted access, without waiting to be permitted to view. Still other 
webcam performers masturbate for a fee, which can be in the form of 
cash sent to the webcam performer through wire transfer or in the form 
of cellphone cash load (top-up).

Another activity in front of webcams is a tease, much like a bar 
striptease. The performer sexually teases the viewers by showing parts 
of the body in quick strokes, without necessarily going naked in front 
of the webcam. This can bring about many comments in the chatroom 
or IM windows, including encouraging praises for the performer and 
requests to go naked all the way. Many cyborgs I chatted with claimed 
to attain sexual satisfaction by  watching others’ webcams and/or 
being looked at via their webcams. One performer I chatted with said 
(translated from Filipino):

tigas_toy2006 (possible translation: “erected penis;” verified unique: 5 May 
2007): I enjoy getting naked and masturbating in front of the webcam, especially 
when, as I do it, people talk about me in the chatroom. It feels good!
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These practices underscore the self-ascription of the sexualities. 
“In cyberspace, we can talk, exchange ideas, and assume personae of 
our own creation” (Turkle 1995). When sexuality is self-ascribed, it 
is probably less constraining. It becomes liberating for the self and, 
possibly, for others. That does not guarantee a singular take by others, 
though. Whatever is the label that one uses to encode experience may 
be decoded differently by others. Identity is a discourse. As stakeholders 
participating in the discourse, we ascribe our own identities if we want 
them to work for us, and then position such identities so that others may 
read them in whatever way they like to. 

These practices also remind us that the self is not unitary. “The 
culture of simulation may help us achieve a vision of a multiple but 
integrated identity whose flexibility, resilience, and capacity for joy comes 
from having access to our many selves” (Turkle 1995). Each of us can live 
out our many selves at different points in our lives or even simultaneously. 
“We are moving from modernist calculation toward postmodernist 
simulation, where the self is a multiple, distributed system” (Turkle 
1995). We can consciously or unconsciously work towards personal (and 
sexual) identities that do not have a hegemonic center and depart from 
mainstream patriarchal ideology. Indeed, in the mundane setting of 
presenting oneself in a certain space such as the chatroom, it is possible to 
defy hegemonized notions of sexualities, which are known to potentially 
lead to discriminatory consequences. It is possible, as well, to espouse 
practices that position several notions of sexualities in a non-hierarchical 
assemblage.

Virtual environment

Audiovisual stimuli are rife in chatrooms. Texts are the 
communication base, but words can appear in a variety of fonts, 
font sizes, and font colors. Emoticons, a colorful and graphic way of 
expressing emotions in the form of icons, may also be combined with 
words in chats. Messages of bots – computer programs that periodically 
post word strings, generic greetings, or website links in chatrooms – 
may also figure in the flow of chatroom conversations and sometimes 
give one the feeling of being talked to even if there is really no ongoing 
active conversation among chatroom goers.
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Music, conversations, or other sounds may also be broadcast in 
chatrooms by cyborgs who take turns in using the voice chat feature. 
In Filipino chatrooms, one may hear the latest pop, alternative, or rock 
music being played, interspersed with conversations, singing, sounds of 
online games, and ambient noises in cyber cafés, offices, or homes. It is 
also possible to hear screams and guttural moans (“ungol,” in Filipino), 
as while having sex, being broadcast in a chatroom.

Chatroom conversations can be fleeting and strategic. One may read 
unanswered questions, untaken invitations, or topics which are opened 
but are neither sustained nor carried through some forms of closure. 
Some conversations are left dangling or have provisional endings. 
Chatroom conditions may contribute to the phenomenon. Individuals 
enter and exit chatrooms at whim. There are neither rules regarding 
length of chatroom stay nor any terms that compel anyone to post 
messages or answer queries and requests while inside a chatroom. Also, 
many cyborgs I talked with claimed that they go to chatrooms mainly to 
feel the presence of possibly like-minded people or for sheer company. 
Topics for discussions attain secondary consideration.

Chatroom content topics are diverse and constantly shifting. 
The topics can really be anything: From food, to webcam shows, to 
font colors, to books, to parties, to sexual orientations, to shopping, 
to friends... anything at all. The anythingness is reminiscent of the 
physical world. There seems to be no constant or dominant themes. 
One topic is juxtaposed with other topics non-hierarchically. The flow 
of conversations is non-linear. Because the topics constantly shift, 
one cannot necessarily expect a response to a question or a closure 
for a particular issue. Notice the variation of topics in this chatroom 
conversation sequence (translated from Filipino and Bisaya):

jakuleroboy21*: I enjoy chat. It would be obvious if I am not enjoying. I won’t 
be posting messages in the room, hahahaha
shark_ocean_cool** joined the room
wwwtripper69*: you see, everything is alphanumeric here. It’s the texts that 
assume identities.
jane_fun34123**: delicious
uhhhhtugin*: what are you talking about?
teegasboy*: sausage and egg again... hehe
cocknarok*: virgggggggg
jakuleroboy21: just chat the way you would want to enjoy it
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teegasboy: did you have breakfast already?
hubadero_dude* joined the room
jakuleroboy21: hi hubad
gonna_kiss_u_bro*: why jak?
SpongeCock*: utugin I have a huge penis
jane_fun34123: hehehehehe
leebog_dude*: hahhahha
virginpabro*: cockkkkkkkkk
virginpabro: hi jakjakjak how are you?
-----
* verified unique: 1 May 2007
** verified unique: 5 May 2007

There is a conversation thread about chatting, then another thread 
about breakfast, and then several greetings, questions, remarks, and 
laughter which do not seem to be thematically related to one another. The 
sequence of appearance of the lines in the conversation stream was not 
necessarily intended that way. The chatroom software also automatically 
inserted an announcement about the entry of shark_ocean_cool and 
hubadero dude in the chatroom.

The chatroom software forces all texts to conform to a linear 
display of conversations. Yet, linear reading is only one way of taking the 
texts in the chatroom. A chatroom can also contain hyperlinks, or texts 
which, when clicked, can bring one to another site in cyberspace, often 
a personal website. One may read about cyborgs who solicit cybersex, 
phonesex, or sex eyeball in the chatroom and provide a link to personal 
websites that contain nude photos for interested parties to appraise or 
to sexually fantasize on. Again, a personal website can provide links 
to a host of other websites, which in turn point to more websites or 
encourage one to search for other websites, and so on. Indeed, given 
the multiple leads in the chatroom, it is possible to go astray by just 
following hyperlinks or the many cues to go elsewhere. The chatroom 
has a decentering atmosphere.

It is possible to intentionally carry several threads of conversations in 
a one-on-one chat. Notice the intersection of several topics in this linear 
chat sequence that I had with another cyborg (translated from Filipino):

bruno_mark2007 (verified unique: 8 May 2007): so you are still in college?
re_searcher18: nope. Masters
bruno_mark2007: I see. What course?
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re_searcher18: Gender Studies
re_searcher18: sending file. please accept
bruno_mark2007: wait
bruno_mark2007: can’t save it
re_searcher18: you received it?
bruno_mark2007: not yet
re_searcher18: again
bruno_mark2007: what university?
re_searcher18: accept it
re_searcher18: Ateneo de Davao University
bruno_mark2007: can’t download it
re_searcher18: will send to your email
re_searcher18: what’s your email?
bruno_mark2007: same
re_searcher18: ok
re_searcher18: wait
bruno_mark2007: how’s your family?
re_searcher18: fine
re_searcher18: yours?
re_searcher18: still in France?
bruno_mark2007: can I ask you a question?
re_searcher18: sure
bruno_mark2007: how old were you when you got married?
re_searcher18: 33
re_searcher18: why?
bruno_mark2007: why so late?
re_searcher18: I planned it that way

There was a thread about my course and school, about a file I was 
sending to bruno_mark2007 and his email, about my family, about 
where he is, and about my marriage. The conversational pieces were 
interspersed somewhat deliberately with each other (or at least, without 
resistance from either of us) rather than sequenced as one finished 
topic over another. Notice how each thread was rendered in very short 
phrases and were either over in a few lines (e.g., about my education, 
about my family) or left hanging (e.g., on how his family was or whether 
he was still in France).

Ephemeral conversations are ubiquitous in chatrooms. Many 
conversational sequences are of the from-the-top-of-my-head genre. 
There is no particular urgency to maintain a singular topic. There is no 
compelling requirement to post a line or respond to questions. Indeed, 
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there is even no obligation to stay in the room or stick to one conversational 
partner. With these “non-rules” in the ambience, the topics tend to be 
brief, lingering only for a very short while and even dangling, at times.

The ephemerality of conversations also makes for ephemeral 
experiences. The fleeting experiences make one concentrate on the now. 
There is no required effort to be consistent or persistent. There is only an 
appeal to relish the present moment. One would want to make good use 
of the fleeting encounter with the notion that it might not present itself 
again, at least not with the same cyborg or under the same circumstances.

Yet, there are no limits in the way one interprets or utilizes the 
ephemeral experiences in chatrooms. The textuality of chatroom 
encounters, the incompleteness of thematic logic, the paucity of 
physical cues, and the transitory features of the experiences allow for 
the many possible creative readings of conversational exchanges. One 
is ultimately solely responsible for one’s take (and even created closures) 
of chatroom experiences. Hence, in chatrooms, every conversational 
event is a potentially new and different event-creation. Every seemingly 
unfinished conversation becomes an open narrative for one to construct 
one’s own endings. Every conversational stream can really be taken as 
complete in itself.

Online-offline sexualities

In this research, I found out that online sexualities and offline 
sexualities relate to each other in many different ways. The possibility 
of self-ascription of identities effectively brings about a multitude of 
options for projected characteristics of online identities, the resemblance 
of which to those of the offline personas that create them ranges from 
faultless similarity to utter disparity.

Some self-ascribed male cyborgs I chatted with claimed that, 
online, they project identities which they tend to hide offline. They 
claim to be more expressive online. One cyborg told me: “I feel more 
sexual in chatrooms than in school.” They believe that the anonymity 
or pseudonymity that the chatrooms afford makes their online identities 
and offline ones almost, if not totally, mutually exclusive. Someone told 
me: “I am still gay… but I pretend to be straight offline.” Reasons that 
cyborgs claim for projecting such different identities given different 
contexts included curiosity, uncertainty of who they want as sexual 
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partners, being undecided of the morality of same sex relationships, and 
fear of being discriminated against for their sexual orientation.

Many cyborgs refuse to recognize classifications, especially 
according to sexual orientations. I paraphrase here two lines from self-
ascribed male cyborgs I talked with:

pare_tripmo (verified unique: 5 May 2007): I am a postmodern male, liberal 
in my ways of thinking. Sexual preferences are not requirements for me. I am 
male, but that doesn’t entail the usual nuance. I have no sex preference regarding 
partners. I will love whoever meets my own requirements to become my lifetime 
partner.
-----
kambyo_burat (verified unique: 5 May 2007): I believe people should learn 
that, when we deal with other people we should not base our terms of socialization 
on the other’s sex. If we look at others in terms of whether they are males or females, 
we always wind up having wrong notions about them, wrong ways of knowing them 
more and wrong actions towards them.

From the foregoing, we find good indications of a certain social 
mood in chatrooms that is against gender stereotyping. Some men 
said that the presence of like-minded people inside a chatroom makes 
them comfortable. They like the non-judgmental attitude of most of the 
cyborgs, as well as their being unmindful of social categories, statuses, 
and roles. They like the equality in chatrooms. They feel liberated by 
the opportunities to assert their own individualities according to their 
wishes, without fear of being denigrated or rejected.

Because online chatrooms are treated by some as yet another 
communication medium, some men do not attempt to create online 
identities that are disparate from their offline ones. Individuals who 
think this way may intend to hook up with other chatroom goers offline, 
and merely utilize the chatrooms as virtual pick-up bars. Indeed, as of 
this writing, the list of Yahoo chatrooms includes a group of rooms 
named Pickup Bar.

Men can advertise their sexual services in the chatrooms. Some of 
them start by coining usernames that speak of their services, possibly 
containing the string “callboy” or “4hire.” Others with non-suggestive 
usernames simply post in the chatrooms that they have such and such 
asl, that they do sex work, and that they are looking for customers. 
When asked, they also declare their rates and inclusive services, such 
as hand job only, oral sex only or all the way. They may also indicate 
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whether they have a place for sex or whether the prospective customer 
has to pay for the place.

In chatrooms, it is also possible to read calls to meet up (eyeball or 
EB) or to have physical sex (sex eyeballs or SEB), such as “SEB with 23 
male cebu with place. Girls only” or “EB, possible SEB anyone? 26 qc 
area discreet bi here. No effeminate please” or “group SEB anyone? IM 
me.” Furthermore, another kind of story that I hear from cyborgs would 
be of their offline relationships that start from online meetings and are 
kept up by offline meetings or a combination of online and offline ones. 
As in purely offline relationships, this particular arrangement may bring 
about one of the many imaginable relationship outcomes ranging from 
one-night stands, periodic SEBs, or strong ties with eventual breakup to 
long-term relationships, and even marriage.

Implications on male sexualities and masculinities

In a way, the chatrooms can be seen as a microcosm of our society. 
There are many things done in the physical world that have a virtual 
counterpart in chatrooms. In fact, many online chatroom activities may 
also be extensions or supplements of offline ones or may find completion 
offline. What is unique in chatrooms though is the opportunity to self-
ascribe identities based on our own personal notions of sexualities rather 
than on some reference standards constructed and institutionalized by 
the society. We decide what to project as cues to identity. We decide what 
asl to declare, what personal pasts to narrate, or what physical attributes 
to describe to others. Even the process of requesting for permission to 
view webcam highlights the role of the one who projects an identity 
to solely determine whether or not to allow potential viewers access to 
visual cues of identity. The chatrooms make possible a different kind of 
articulation of identities and, accordingly, of sexualities.

In chatrooms, it is possible that nobody knows a person’s past or 
that person’s physical features, unless these information are volunteered 
through the audiovisual medium. Consequently, one can only take 
whatever characteristics are willfully projected by that person in the 
chatroom. It is this superficiality and self-ascription of identities that 
effectively filter out those personal characteristics that would ordinarily 
become demographic variables for classification (and discrimination) 
offline – height, weight, color, age, sex, economic status, etc.
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Cyborgs socialize in the context of a labile chatroom environment. 
Names and identities in chatrooms are multiple, diverse, and fleeting. 
Cyborgs are free to switch identities, roles, attributes, and locations. 
Cyborgs are also free to commence or terminate the existence of the 
individual identities that they project. Identities are often restless, 
shifting from one focus to another, and therefore short-lived. Chatroom 
selves are ephemeral selves. Ephemeral selves are changing selves. They 
are selves that last until the next technological advancement, until the 
next shift in context that finds the present selves uneasy and wanting 
to relocate to a different stance and strategy, or until the next wave of 
whims of the makers of the selves.

In each of the things that people do to create and express 
identities – choosing a username, describing an identity’s asl and 
physical characteristics, broadcasting webcam images or voices, etc. 
– in chatrooms, human agency figures as an important feature in 
the impetus to act. Nobody ever seems obliged by external forces or 
circumstances to generate and sustain one or more identities inside the 
chatroom. Indeed, the creation and expression of the identities are left 
mostly to the inventiveness of the agent. In this sense, chatrooms are 
emancipatory environments for the human agent.

This kind of self-determination is not only sanctioned by the self 
as a free/d agent, but is also afforded by the virtual environment. The 
social ambience in the chatroom is tolerant, to say the least, to any kind 
of identity. At best, the chatroom has an indulgent social ambience that 
helps construct and nurture a very diverse range of identities that are 
intentionally projected by cyborgs.

The chatroom provides a generous, lenient, and non-judgmental 
ambience for cyborgs. The indulgent ambience allows the creation of 
multiple and diverse selves. Cyborgs take advantage of the freedom that 
cyberspace affords them. Behavior is not necessarily a personality pattern 
or a disorder. The chatrooms sanction a whole range of behaviors that frees 
people to do what would have been unacceptable in the physical world. It 
permits easy shifting among identities and it tolerates disappearances and 
sudden appearances of online identities. With webcam or without webcam 
is okay. With microphone or without microphone is okay. You post entries 
or you don’t post, no problem. Lurking is neither good nor bad. Enter 
anytime, leave anytime. Yet when you do join conversations, you are often 
warmly welcomed. And if by chance and for whatever reason, you are not 
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being warmly welcomed, you may change identities repeatedly until you 
get your desired treatment. The chatroom evokes many emotions that 
make you explore and learn in the process. You may tailor your identities 
in a manner that makes you feel the emotions you so desire.

There are people who go to chatrooms to arrange meetings outside 
of chatrooms. Yet there are also people who go to chatrooms for the 
sheer pleasure that they get out of the practice. They can manage their 
own identities. They can show off. They can be what they want to be. 
They can live a free life. They enjoy self-ascription of identities. They 
enjoy multiple identities. They enjoy living ephemeral selves. They enjoy 
the indulgent ambience. They like the opportunity to be different.

Within these nuances, we see online sexualities that are less 
accountable to structures that normally shape offline sexualities. At 
the same time, we also see the less demanding virtual atmosphere that 
collaborates with these sexualities to become the identities that their 
creators deliberately control. In the context of contemporary male 
sexualities, which we have known to be very influential on masculinities, 
it is not very difficult to imagine certain brands of masculinities that 
are less strained in the chatrooms, those which are less subjected to 
pressures to be consistent, unitary, or conventional. The attributes of 
these masculinities are closer to the ones originally thought out by 
their creators. And if, in chatrooms, we see particular sexualities that 
are free/d, knowingly managed, and nurtured by the agents, that are 
non-repressive, non-judgmental, and welcoming and respectful of 
other sexualities, then we also see chatroom masculinities with those 
attributes.

Conclusion

I have thus described how self-ascribed Filipino men create male 
sexualities in chatrooms, as well as the virtual environments that bring 
about these sexualities. I have also exposed some links between online 
chatroom sexualities and offline sexualities and discussed how they 
possibly implicate masculinities.

So what does this research tell us? It reminds us that there are in fact 
multiple selves within each one of us. We play multiple roles in life that 
require more than one fixed self. It also teaches us a potentially powerful 
and empowering practice of determining for ourselves the identities 
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that we want to project in particular situations, without the fear of being 
rejected, denigrated, or silenced. It is liberating if we can self-ascribe 
our identities rather than force ourselves to identify with any one of the 
many classifications that society has set. It is also personally liberating 
if we can easily shift from one identity or role to another without 
being discriminated against, and within a context wherein everybody 
recognizes that, indeed, selves are multiple and it is commonplace and 
alright to shift identities. It teaches us that people can interact with one 
another without thinking about imposed social categories.

This is not to deny, of course, the influence of culture and sociopolitical 
forces on the self. This simply reminds us that more than the deterministic 
effect of culture and society, we are ultimately responsible for our own 
identities, and that before we even measure up our identities based on 
external standards, we exercise the empowering force of personal agencies 
to constitute and reconstitute our own identities.

What does this tell us if we think about gender relations that way? It 
tells us that it is possible to create and express identities that are multiple, 
fluid, or malleable if other identities around it subscribe to attitudes of 
open-mindedness, respect, and acceptance of the countless possibilities 
that persons may articulate themselves. It also suggests that, given an 
environment that not only tolerates but also celebrates diversity and that 
acknowledges the multiplicity and possible inconsistency of identities, 
communities can flourish and people can lead emancipatory, non-
oppressive, and egalitarian ways of socializing.

How does this notion figure in the gender relations project? 
Having drawn these notions from self-ascribed males who are creating 
and expressing their sexualities in the mundane setting of chatrooms, 
this research promises us with particular sorts of male sexualities that 
can influence contemporary masculinities. Under conditions whereby 
selves are free to determine the attributes of their subjectivities, where 
identities can be reconstituted or changed without being disrespected, 
marginalized, or subjected to external pressures to conform, where 
there is respect in the diversity of articulating identities and negotiating 
relations, where hegemonic discriminatory notions of gender relations are 
consciously and constantly challenged, and where people are unmindful 
of social categories, certain masculinities can become a promising energy 
that can engender emancipatory, non-oppressive, and egalitarian ways of 
socializing. These are the brands of masculinities that are a strong and 
viable force, which can undermine a patriarchal culture.
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On Koranadal: A Geographical Inquiry into a 
Place Name in Mindanao1

Hiromitsu Umehara

Introduction

The name “Koronadal” among Filipinos began to be associated 
with a particular place in 1939 when the National Land Settlement 
Administration (NLSA) began to implement a government 

land settlement program in Koronadal Valley in the southern part of 
then-Cotabato Province. Established by the Commonwealth Act No. 
441 of that same year, the NLSA generated much interest at the onset 
of migration and land settlement, especially among the peasants and 
landless workers in the densely populated areas of Luzon and the 
Visayas. In subsequent decades, a continuous stream of migrants flowed 
from the northern islands to the valley and helped develop a new core 
area in its southern part. At present, Koronadal is widely known as the 
former land settlement project area of NLSA. It is a progressive city that 
is the capital of the province of South Cotabato.

The place name of Koronadal, however, bears some puzzle, if not 
confusion. Why the name causes some confusion is the question this 
paper addresses. Through a geographical and historical inquiry, this 
paper investigates the factors confounding the name in order to provide 
a comprehensive understanding of the Koronadal label.

Confusion with the place name Koronadal

There are at least three sources of confusion. One is the distinction 
between the name of the municipality or city and the general reference 
term for the town center or city proper. It is a common practice in the 
Philippines to refer to the town center or city proper as the poblasyon2 
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and to call it by the same name as the municipality or city. As the 
municipality (or city since August 2000), Koronadal formally refers to 
the area that lies between six degree twenty-four minutes and thirty-
four minutes north latitude and 124 degree forty-seven minutes and 
fifty-eight minutes east longitude in the province of South Cotabato, 
Mindanao (City of Koronadal 2002, 12). However, its political center 
or downtown district is hardly referred to as the poblasyon. The town 
center is not called Koronadal but Marbel. Experientially, in going to 
Koronadal from, say, General Santos City or Cotabato City, one would 
not find any bus signboard that says Koronadal on any of the public 
transportation bound for Koronadal. Instead, only Marbel would be 
written on the signboard of Koronadal-bound buses. This distinction 
between the name of municipality and its poblasyon is quite uncommon 
in the country.

The second source of confusion comes from the use of the place 
name in the topographical maps. There is a puzzle when one looks for 
the place name of Koronadal on available topographical map with a 
scale of one to 50,000 published by the National Mapping and Resource 
Information Authority (NAMRIA). Two sheets of map cover the 
municipality/city of Koronadal, one with the title sheet of Mamali, 
a barangay of the municipality of Lutayan in the province of Sultan 
Kudarat, north of Koronadal, and the other with the title Banga, a town 
west of the city of Koronadal. There is, however, no Koronadal on these 
two map sheets where the municipality/city should be. The two major 
rivers traversing the city also do not carry the name of Koronadal but 
Marbel River and Taplan River, respectively.

Is there no place by the name of Koronadal on the topographical 
maps? Yes, there is, but it appears on another sheet of map entitled 
Polonoling, south of the Banga map. Located within the boundary 
of Polomolok Municipality, South Cotabato, this Koronadal is not a 
municipality but a village or barangay, located approximately thirty-five 
kilometers southeast of the city of Koronadal. Moreover, what makes it 
puzzling, apart from the fact that there is no name of Koronadal on the 
maps to mark where the municipality/city is supposed to be, is that the 
name of this (barangay) Koronadal is printed one font larger compared 
to other villages, the same letter size as Polomolok Municipality. 
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The third source of confusion arises from the varied geographical 
bounds of Koronadal made by three different authors. The Historical 
dictionary of the Philippines, for instance, merely describes Koronadal as 
a fertile valley planted with pineapples and bananas for export in the 
province of South Cotabato and as the provincial capital, formerly called 
Marbel (Guillermo and Win 1997, 228). In 1952, former Koronadal 
Municipal Secretary, Godofredo Gazo, on the other hand, defined in 
1952 the territorial boundary of Koronadal as extending from the banks 
of Lake Buluan in the north and Polonoling in the south, bordering 
Davao in the east from the Central Mindanao Highlands to Tiruray 
Highlands and overlooking the town of Kiamba in the west ( Millan 
c. 1953, 205). American geographer K. Pelzer (1945, 142-143), however, 
described in 1945 the scope of Koronadal as a long narrow valley 
between Quezon and Roxas Ranges, extending northwest-southeasterly 
direction from Buluan Lake to Sarangani Bay. 

As such, these three references thus contribute to the confusion or 
uncertainty over the place name of Koronadal.

Areal concept derived from semantics

Two hypotheses can be derived at with regard to the origin of the 
place name Koronadal. One hypothesis is that the name is derived 
from the kugon grass (Imperata cylindrica) field, while the other is that it is 
derived from the word “corona.”

With regards to the kugon grass field hypothesis, Koronadal as a 
place name reflects the earlier landscape of the valley and the land use 
practices of its original settlers. Koronadal Valley was the homeland of 
an ethnic minority group called the Blaan (Kinoc 2002, 2), who practiced 
shifting cultivation and hunting-gathering as their mode of livelihood 
(Ogoy 1985, 42-66). According to the 1990 Population Census of the 
Philippines, there were around 64,000 Blaans inhabiting the province 
of South Cotabato, with one third of them living in Koronadal Valley 
and the surrounding mountain slopes. Politically, the valley was once a 
part of the Maguindanao Segmentary State (MSS) which existed from 
the early sixteenth century to the end of nineteenth century. Blaans, 
according to Hayase (2003, 61), were under the political control of 
Maguindanaons during that time. The historic presence of the Blaans 
and Maguindanaons in the valley accounts for the many place names 
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there that carry Blaan or Maguindanaon language traits (Ogoy 1985, 
37). According to Rossel (1939, 493), koron or kalon means kugon grass 
in a corrupted Maguindanon word, while dalal or nadal denotes flat area 
or plain.3 This suggests that the word Koronadal is derived from koron 
na dalal, which literally means a grass land covered with kugon. 

Some of the early Christian settlers in the town attest that the valley’s 
landscape was once like a meadow blanketed with tall grasses, such as 
kugon, talahib (Saccharum spontaneum), and silibon (Themeda triandra). Large 
trees could only be found in the valley’s river banks and brooks. The 
luxuriant growth of a tropical rain forest at that time covered both sides 
of the mountain slopes of the Roxas and Quezon Ranges. It may thus be 
inferred that the extensive development of grass lands in the valley was 
a consequence of the practice of shifting cultivation by the Blaan and 
Maguindanaon people, the original settlers on the valley (Kinoc, p. 2). 

The second hypothesis on the origin of the name Koronadal stems 
from the English term “corona.” According to Domingo M. Non 
(1975, 2), the place name is derived from the corona-like image of the 
valley, surrounded as it is by mountain ranges with elevations 300-
400 meters above sea level. It is very difficult, however, to visualize 
the Koronadal Valley in terms of the image of a corona because it is a 
tectonic valley formed along geosyncline. It is a longitudinal valley that 
does not, in actual fact, have a round corona-like shape. Lying between 
the Quezon Range that stretches northwest-southeastern direction on 
the southwestern part of Central Mindanao Highlands and the Roxas-
Matulas-Parker Mountains that run parallel with the former range on 
the west, the valley starts from the southern shore of Lake Buluan in 
the north and ends at the northern coast of Sarangani Bay in the south 
(Figure 1). This valley is around eighty kilometers long with an average 
width of ten to twelve kilometers. 

However, the visual image of the valley changes when we cross 
the valley longitudinally through the National Highway that links 
General Santos City to Marbel. At about a 400-meter elevation on the 
2,286-meter Mt. Matutum that lies between Polomolok and Tupi, a 
glimpse of the valley’s geologic history is provided. What is seen as part 
of the valley was what during the recent Pleistocene epoch a shallow 
sea channel stretching from the mouth of Rio Grande de Mindanao or 
Pulangi River to Sarangani Bay (Pelzer, p. 143). The presence of coral 
reefs at Fort Pikit and coral-based limestone at the southern foot of Mt. 
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Matutum are evidences that point to the gradual uplift of the sea channel 
to form the present-day valley (Ibid.). In the process of uplift, volcanic 
activities in southern part of Quezon Range gave rise to the volcano Mt. 
Matutum that brought down volcanic debris on the valley floor, thereby 
elevating the middle part of the longitudinal valley. As a result of this 
geologic history, Koronadal valley now consists of three subregions: 1) 
North Koronadal, comprising an extensive plain which slopes gently 
northwestward with the Marbel River draining to Lake Buluan; 2) the 
Middle Koronadal, consisting of western and southwestern mountain 

Figure 1. Physiography of Southwestern Mindanao

Source material: Wernstedt & Spencer, 1967, 543.
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slopes of Mt. Matutum; and 3) South Koronadal that slopes gradually 
towards Sarangani Bay, consisting primarily of the southern foot of Mt. 
Matutum and the plains of Buayan, Silway, and Makar Rivers.

Given these subregions, there are topographical variations within 
Koronadal Valley that account for the regional differences in climatic 
conditions. It is relatively dry in General Santos City and its surrounding 
areas with only 900 mm of annual rainfall. South Koronadal is one of 
the driest areas in the country (Kintanar 1984, 17). At the other end of 
the spectrum, Middle Koronadal has the highest precipitation at 1,500-
2,000 mm annually. North Koronadal, on the other hand, has an annual 
rainfall of 1,300-1,500 mm. There is an even distribution of annual 
rainfall in all three subregions.

Another feature of the valley is its relatively high natural fertility. 
According to Wernstedt and Spencer (1967, 548), Koronadal Valley, like 
neighboring Allah Valley, has an excellent soil base since limestone and 
volcanic rocks are fairly widespread around the area and have given rise 
to an excellent agricultural soil. The most predominant soil in the valley 
is a very fine volcanic sandy loam, based on limestone and volcanic rocks 
thirty to forty centimeters deep (Pelzer, p. 143). Thus, with its even 
rainfall distribution and fertile soils, the valley provides ideal conditions 
for crop planting. Some transnational agro-business corporations, such 
as Dole International, Stanphilco, Pioneer Seeds and Cargill Seeds4 have 
been among the first to take advantage of this. 

Given these foregoing observations, it thus show that the corona-
hypothesis may only be satisfied in the North Koronadal subregion, 
specifically near Marbel. A statement in the first Annual Report of 
NLSA lends support to this hypothesis, stating that climatic conditions 
in Marbel are very much different from those in Lagao, Polomolok, 
and Tupi because it is in a depression surrounded by the high mountain 
ranges which lessen air circulation (NLSA, 1940, 5). Moreover, at a 
point around 150 meter asl on the national road crossing Atay-Manok 
and Matulas mountains from Marbel to Banga, the valley surrounded 
by Quezon Range in the north and northeast, Mt. Matutum in the 
southeast, and Roxas Range in the south, looks like a corona.

Thus, the place name Koronadal primarily implies a regional 
concept represented by the tectonic valley that lies between Quezon 
and Roxas Ranges, extending northwest-southeasterly direction from 
Buluan Lake on the north to Sarangani Bay on the south.
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The Koronadal Valley project of NLSA

The initiation of NLSA’s land settlement project in 1939 drew 
nationwide attention all of a sudden to Koronadal. Alarmed by the rapid 
expansion of Japanese colonists in Davao (Hayden 1955, 720-722; Casiño 
2000, 76, 83), the Commonwealth Government hastily inaugurated a 
new land settlement project in Koronadal Valley with the following 
objectives: a) to facilitate the acquisition, settlement, and cultivation of 
lands whether acquired from the Government or from private owners; 
b) to provide tenant farmers and small farmers from congested areas, 
as well as trainees who had completed the prescribed military training, 
an opportunity to own farms; c) to encourage migration to sparsely 
populated regions, and facilitate the amalgamation of the people in 
different sectors of the Philippines; and d) to develop new money crops 
to take the place of the export crops that were anticipated to suffer loss 
of market access or preference in the American market (CA No. 441, 
Section 2).

Extending between Quezon and Roxas Ranges about eighty 
kilometers from Lake Buluan to Sarangani Bay, the prospective 
resettlement covered a total area of around 97,000 hectares.5 Based on 
climatic and topographical considerations, the whole valley was divided 
into four settlement districts: Lagao in the south, Polomolok and Tupi 
in the middle, and Marbel in the north. Each settlement district would 
have one townsite representing the administrative and economic center 
around which the villages were to be established. 

The Lagao Settlement District, where the NLSA Headquarter 
was stationed, started accommodating settlers in March 1939. In close 
succession after, Tupi, Marbel, and Polomolok were settled. Out of the 
total 97,000-hectare project area, only 52,200 hectares were distributed 
to the settlers. Since each settler was to be allotted eight or twelve 
hectares, depending upon the location,6 the project assumed that around 
5,000 settlers would be expectedly accommodated. 

Table 1 exhibits the size of each settlement district and NLSA’s 
performance for the first two years. It shows that by February 1941, 
around 2,500 settlers or more than ten thousand persons including the 
settlers’ families and NLSA’s staff and employees had settled in the four 
districts of the Koronadal Valley Project. World War I however would 
interrupt the Koronadal Valley Project operations. The NLSA would 
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then resume its operation in 1946, ending in 1950 when a new Land 
Settlement and Development Corporation (LaSeDeCo) replaced NLSA 
and opened the adjacent Allah Valley as a new settlement area (Casiño, 
pp. 120-122).

Table 1. Koronadal Valley Project, as of February 1941

Settlement
District

Date
Opened

Total
Area
(ha)

Available
Area for
Settlement
(ha)

Number of

E
m

pl
oy

ee

D
ep

en
de

nt

Se
tt

le
r

D
ep

en
de

nt

Lagao Mar. 1939 30,200  10,200  85  135  582 1,709

Polomolok Oct. 1940 18,000  13,500  -  -  347  718

Tupi Jul. 1939 23,000  14,000  39  38  582 1,891

Marbel Jan. 1940 21,000  14,500  13  12  956 2,930

Total 92,200  52,200  137  185 2,467 7,248

Sources: NLSA, 1940, 2-5; Pelzer, 1945, 149-151; Romero, 1977, 8-9

The 1939 Census reported 22,673 residents as the total population 
in the valley, mostly Blaans and Maguindanaons. Because of the NLSA 
project and the dramatic inflow of Christian settlers and migrants in this 
valley, the 1948 population increased to three times the 1939 figures.

The termination of operations of both the NLSA and the succeeding 
LaSeDeCo by the end of the 1950s did not stop the growing wave of 
migrants to Koronadal Valley. The effect of continuous, spontaneous 
migration on the population growth in this part of Mindanao is 
demonstrated in Table 2. Population in the valley jumped from 66,000 
in 1948 to approximately 166,000 in 1960. In 2000, the Koronadal 
Valley population stood at 755,000, more than eleven times bigger than 
the 1948 figure. From 1948 to 2000, it appears that Koronadal Valley 
registered an annual growth rate of 4.81 percent, a rate of growth more 
than equivalent to that of urban areas.

Rapid population growth in the valley specifically gave rise to the 
proliferation of new villages and municipalities. Table 2 illustrates this 
expansion process. Annexing a large part of Polomolok District, Lagao 
Settlement District became Buayan Municipality in 1947 and then 
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Table 2. Population change in Koronadal Valley: 1939~2000

City/ 
Municipality

1939 1948 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Gen.Santos 
(1947, 1968)

14,115a

 -
32,019b

(9.53)
84,988c

(8.47)
 85,861d

 (0.10)
149,396e

 (5.69)
250,389
 (5.30)

411,822
 (5.10)

Polomolok 
(1957)

 -
 -

 -
 -

 15,536
 -

 32,570
 (7.68)

 59,312
 (6.18)

 89,372
 (4.19)

110,709
 (2.16)

Tupi (1953)
 -
 -

 -
 -

 19,945
 -

 22,874
 (1.38)

 31,591
 (3.28)

 43,232
 (3.18)

 53,440
 (2.14)

Tampakan 
(1969)

 -
 -

 -
 -

 -
 -

 10,731
 -

 18,057
 (5.34)

 25,526
 (3.52)

 33,011
 (2.60)

Koronadal 
(1947)

 8,558f

 -
33,555g

(16.39)
 2,437h

 (-0.00)
 54,413
 (5.31)

 80,566
 (4.00)

108,738
 (3.04)

133,786
 (2.09)

Tantangan 
(1961)

 -
 -

 -
 -

 12,844
 -

 15,943
 (2.19)

 17,147
 (0.73)

 26,346
 (4.39)

 32,636
 (2.16)

Total (Valley)
22,673

 -
 65,574
 (12.52)

165,750
 (8.03)

222,392
 (2.98)

356,069
 (4.82)

543,603
 (4.32)

755,404
 (3.35)

Note: Year of creation is indicated below the municipal or city name. A figure 
in the parenthesis under number of population is an annual growth rate (%).

In 1939, the name was Buayan municipal district which included the present 
towns of Malungon and Arabel.

Glan was added to the municipality of General Santos. 

Later on, Glan was separated from General Santos.

Both Malungon and Alabel would also be separated from General Santos City.

In 1939, Koronadal was the municipal district which included the present 
Banga, Surallah, Tboli, Tupi, Tampakan, Tantangan, and a part of Polomolok. 

Population of barangays outside of Koronadal Valley was excluded.

Municipality of Tupi was separated from the municipality of Koronadal.

Source: Population census in each year.
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expanded further to become General Santos City in1968. Marbel, Tupi, 
and a part of Polomolok District were first a part of the new municipality 
of Koronadal in 1947. Thereafter, Tupi and Polomolok were separated 
from the municipalities of General Santos and Koronadal, becoming 
independent municipalities themselves in 1953 and 1957, respectively. 
Tantangan was also separated from Koronadal in 1961. Tupi was further 
split with the creation of the municipality of Tantangan in 1969.

This unprecedented rapid expansion of population in the valley 
had a salient implication – i.e., demographic transformation. With 
Koronadal Valley as the homeland of Blaans and Maguindanaons, the 
valley’s demographic profile in the early part of the twentieth century 
reflected the predominance of these two ethnic communities. Based 
on the 1939 Population Census, seventy-eight percent of the total 
population of 8,558 in the municipality of Koronadal were Blaans while 
the remaining twenty-two percent were Maguindanaons. Moreover, all 
the twenty-eight barrios or settlements in Koronadal Municipal District 
had names derived from either Blaan or Maguindanaon words. 

The 1990 Census, however, shows that ninety-two percent of the 
population in the valley had mother tongues from the dominant language 
groups, such as Cebuano, Hiligaynon, Tagalog, and Ilokano, while only 
eight percent were Blaan and Maguindanao (Table 3). Koronadal Valley is 
no longer the domain of the indigenous people (IP) who had occupied the 
area and eked out their livelihood for thousands of years before the place 
became subject of a resettlement project. Within a period of less than half 
a century, Christian migrants from Visayas and Luzon have come to settle 
and outnumber the once-dominant native population.

Koronadal as a full-fledged municipality

The municipality/city of Koronadal has a total land area of 277 
square kilometers, constituting 8.4 percent of the total area of the 
province of South Cotabato (City of Koronadal, 2002, 8).7 Bordering on 
the municipalities of Tampakan on the east, Tupi on the south, Banga 
on the west, and Tantangan and Lutayan of Sultan Kudarat Province 
on the north (Figure 2), the city of Koronadal has been a prime 
administrative and educational district, as well as a thriving commercial 
and agricultural center of the province of South Cotabato. In year 2000, 
it accommodated 133,786 persons, the largest population among the ten 
municipalities and city in the province. 
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Table 3. Population by mother tongues in Koronadal: 1990

Mother Tongues
Province of  
South Cotabato

Koronadal 
Valley

Municipality of  
Koronadal

Major Tongues  895,369 (83.6)  499,562 (91.9)  100,604 (92.9)

Tagalog
Cebuano
Hiligaynon
Ilokano
Others

 29,082 (2.7)
 383,142 (35.8)
 374,755 (35.0)
 53,801 (5.0)
 54,589 (5.1)

 26,011 (4.8)
 230,209 (42.3)
 184,326 (33.9)
 17,075 (3.1)
 41,941 (7.7)

 3,678 (2.7)
 11,918 (11.0)
 70,365 (65.0)
 13,796 (12.7)
 847 (0.8)

Minor Tongues  175,767 (16.4)  44,041 (8.1)  7,693 (7.1)

Maguindanao
Blaan
Tboli
Others

 38,238 (3.6)
 64,002 (6.0)
 50,253 (4.7)
 16,462 (1.5)

 16,079 (3.0)
 22,728 (4.2)
 603 (0.1)
 4,631 (0.8)

 465 (0.4)
 3,484 (3.2)
 83 (-)
 3,661 (3.5)

Grand Total 1,071,136 (100.0)  543,603 (100.0)  108,297 (100.0)

Note: Figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of each mother tongue in 
each area.
Source: NSO, 1990 Census of population and housing: South Cotabato, Manila, 1992.

Figure 2. Municipalities and a city in the province of South Cotabato
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As the chronology in Table 4 demonstrates, the city of Koronadal 
is distinguished as one administrative unit that experienced frequent 
changes in its boundary. When Cotabato Province was newly created by 
Act No. 2408 of the Philippine Commission in 1914, Koronadal became 
one of the twenty-three municipal districts (Gowing 1977, 260-261). As 
a municipal district, it replaced the old “tribal ward” and “represented a 
rudimentary form of government designed to meet the needs of those 
areas where the majority of inhabitants had not developed a sufficient 
degree of sophistication desired by the Government” (Ibid., 263).  
All officials were appointees, and the provincial board exercised legislative 
and administrative power over the municipal district. This meant that 
the municipal district was not exactly a system of self-government  
or local government, but merely a nominally loose framework to group 
tribal people together. 

At that time, Koronadal Municipal District encompassed an 
extensive area in the southern part of Cotabato Province. The present 
municipalities of Tantangan, Tupi, Tampakan, Banga, Surallah, and 
a part of Tboli and Polomolok were all part of the municipal district 
of Koronadal (Figure 2). The major inhabitants consisted of Blaans, 
Tbolis, and Maguindanaons who had enjoyed their own way of life 
with their own religious beliefs and customs under a traditional socio-
political system. The creation of a municipal district was, therefore, 
a sort of superimposition by the American colonial administration 
over an existing local government system in anticipation of its rapid 
amalgamation with other parts of the Philippine islands. Poblasyon, 
the seat of government of the municipal district was then placed in 
Bo. Koronadal, the present-day Barangay Koronadal Proper of the 
municipality of Polomolok, the one found on the title sheet Polonoling 
in the topographical map of NAMRIA mentioned earlier.

The municipal district of Koronadal was proclaimed as a full-fledged 
municipality by Executive Order No. 82, issued on August 1947. Prior to 
this proclamation, the NLSA exercised administrative power over the 
Koronadal Valley Project area through a settlement district overseer. 
When the municipal districts of Koronadal and Buayan became full-
fledged municipalities, the NLSA surrendered its administrative power 
over to Marbel, Tupi and a part of Polomolok District to the newly 
created municipality of Koronadal8 while its control of Lagao District 
and a part of Polomolok was transferred to the municipality of Buayan 
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(now General Santos City). Hence, when the new municipality of 
Koronadal was created, the seat of government was moved from then 
Bo. Koronadal to Marbel (EO 82). 

The newly created municipality of Koronadal covered approximately 
1,800 square kilometers, encompassing the former municipal districts 
of Koronadal and Sebu, and the southern part of unexplored territory 
of Malasila.9 Later, its area coverage was drastically reduced to its 
present-day 277-square kilometer territory. Some of its previous 
settlements, such as Banga (that includes Norala and Suralla), Lake 
Sebu, Tupi (that includes Tampakan and a part of Polomolok) became 
new municipalities. Because of the rapid increase in population caused 
by migrants from the northern islands in the post-war period, the 
municipality of Tantangan would also be carved out from the original 
settlement and become an independent political unit. 

Table 4. Chronology of the city of Koronadal

Year Institution created Relevant Law/ Order 

1914 Province of  Cotabato
Municipal District of  Koronadal

PC Act No. 2408

1939 National Land Settlement administration CA No. 441

1940 Marbel Settlement District of  NLSA

1947 Municipality of  Koronadal EO No. 82

1950 Land Settlement and Development 
Corporation

EO No. 355

1953 Municipality of  Lake Sebu, Tupi, Banga 
(separated from the municipality of  
Koronadal)

EO No.162

1957 Municipality of  Polomolok (separated from 
the municipality of  Gen. Santos and Tupi)

EO No.264

1961 Municipality of  Tantangan (separated 
from the municipality of  Koronadal)

EO No.415

1966 Province of  South Cotabato (separated 
from Cotabato Province)

RA No.4849

1969 Municipality of  Tampakan (separated 
from the municipality of  Tupi)

RA No. 5661

2000 City of  Koronadal RA No. 8803

Notes: PC: Philippine Commission; CA: Commonwealth Act; EO: Executive 
Order; RA: Republic Act.
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As a result of the separation and independence of the new 
municipalities, the territorial domain of Koronadal greatly shrank to 
only a seventh of its original size. It is hence possible to suppose that the 
frequent and drastic changes in Koronadal’s territorial boundaries were 
one of the causes for the uncertainty or confusion over its place name.

Marbel and Koronadal

At present, Marbel is the administrative, educational, and 
commercial center of the city of Koronadal. According to the Municipal 
Development Staff of Koronadal, Marbel is derived from Blaan term 
marb el, meaning murky water, which possibly reflects the quality of its 
river water (MDS, 1977, 1). With its headwater at the middle part of the 
Roxas Mountain range, the Marbel River flows northwestward through 
the extensive alluvial plain in North Koronadal, converging with several 
tributaries from the northern and western slopes of Mt. Matutum and 
the Quezon Range, and eventually emptying into Lake Buluan. The 
settlement of Marbel is hence located at the middle stream of the river, 
around three kilometers west of the confluence between the Marbel and 
Taplan rivers (Figure 3).

The 1918 and 1939 Population censuses provide an important 
source of information about the conditions of Koronadal Valley before  
NLSA implemented its land settlement project. The 1918 Census data 
show that the municipal district of Koronadal had twenty settlements 
with a total population of 2,216. In 1939, it had twenty-eight settlements 
or villages with a combined population of 8,558. The census figures also 
reveal two characteristics of the people of Koronadal Valley. One, all 
the inhabitants were native Blaans, Tbolis, or Maguindanaos, as evident 
from the native names of their settlements or villages. Two, because 
the size of their communities was relatively small and unstable, their 
mode of living was mobile rather than sedentary. Among the respective 
number of settlements during the census year, there were as many as 
thirteen settlements in 1918 and seven in 1939 which had a population 
of less than a hundred. Moreover, most of the earlier settlements in 1918 
were no longer existing by 1939. Only four out of the twenty settlements 
in 1918 retained their names after a twenty-one year period.

Table 5 demonstrates the dramatic demographic transformation in 
the municipality of Koronadal. With the use of NAMRIA’s topographical 
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maps, it is possible to identify twelve of these settlements/villages located 
within the boundary of the present-day city of Koranadal. With a total 
population of 2,016 people in 1939, the villages are: Belnebe, Bollock, 
Ellucy, Guisasawa, Kalomonga, Kalondapok, Mani, Marbel, Talik, 
Taplan, Taymanok, and Tukanadilas. Up to the year 1948, these twelve 
settlements comprised the municipality; by 1960, all these settlements 
except for Marbel and Taplan had disappeared. This suggests that  
most of the IPs had abandoned their lowland settlements and 
had gone up and resettled in the mountain area on both sides  
of the valley.10 

Figure 3. The city of Koronadal and Marbel
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Table 5. Population change by barangays (or settlements) in Koronadal: 
1939~2000
Barangay/
Settlement 1939 1948 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Assumption  -  -  -  1,127  1,229  1,625  1,753
Avansena  -  -  1,226  1,458  2,126  2,975  3,203
Belnebe*  141  89  -
Bollock*  32  92  -
Cacub  -  -  -  -  1,486  1,482  2,445
Caloocan  -  -  -  584  1,669  2,197  2,737
Carpenter Hill  -  -  1,443  1,250  2,416  3,703  4,794
Concepcion  -  -  777  1,614  1,797  2,237  3,153
Ellucy*  43  1,035  -
Esperanza  -  -  489  1,365  1,558  2,121  2,494
G.P.Santos  -  -  5,768  5,671  9,499 14,330  18,881
Guisasawa*  179  523  -
Kalomonga*  48  58  -
Kalondapok*  469  620  -
Mabini  -  -  1,339  1,342  1,809  2,146  2,473
Magsaysay  -  -  722  1,143  1,864  2,621  2,583
Mambucal  -  -  1,938  1,630  459  541  869
Mani*  117  200  -
Marbel*  45  10,110  9,515  17,043  24,027  30,212  29,068
Morales  -  -  -  -  2,133  3,936  5,717
Namnama  -  -  626  758  1,393  2,118  2,453
New Pangasinan  -  -  1,036  1,808  2,123  2,422  2,819
Paraiso  -  -  678  912  1,963  2,847  3,725
Rotonda  -  -  661  1,061  1,682  1,773  2,433
San Isidro  -  -  506  1,206  1,761  2,539  3,131
San Jose  -  -  2,444  3,600  4,297  5,099  6,296
San Roque  -  -  681  1,122  1,981  2,678  3,249
Sta. Cruz  -  -  -  -  1,940  4,028  8,988
Sto. Nino  -  -  1,285  2,512  3,093  3,337  6,940
Sarabia  -  -  1,303  1,943  3,319  4,734  6,209
Talik*  310  425  -
Taplan*(Zulueta)  58  103  3,174  4,944  7,007  7,373
Taymanok*  229  245  -
Tukanadilas*  345  660  -
 Total  2,016  14,160  32,437  54,413  80,566 108,738 133,786

*This is a settlement registered in 1939 Population Census and found in 
the topographical maps, which is considered within the present Koronadal,  
not district.

Source: Population census of each year.
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Interestingly enough, the settlement of Marbel does not appear in 
the 1918 Census. It shows up in the 1939 Census, registering a population 
of only forty-five persons or at most ten families. Most likely, it derived 
its settlement name from the largest river, Marbel, that drains the North 
and Middle Koronadal subregions.

The contemporary importance of Marbel as a prime settlement center 
in North Koronadal can be traced directly to the presence of NLSA 
after 1939. NLSA specifically selected Marbel to be the administrative 
and economic center for one of the four settlement districts in the 
Koronadal Valley Project. According to the first Annual Report of the 
NLSA, the Marbel town site, established on 10 January 1940, extended 
about two kilometers along both sides of the National Highway (NLSA 
1941, 5). As a center, places for a government center, hospitals, churches, 
schools, markets, cemeteries, playgrounds, and avenues were laid out in 
its town site plan, and a population of 10,000 people was anticipated in 
succeeding years. By 1948, however, the population of Marbel jumped 
from only forty-five to 10,110 persons, and the center became the largest 
settlement among the forty-two settlement/villages within the new full-
fledged municipality of Koronadal. Most probably because it had the 
largest population and a sufficient infrastructure for an independent 
municipal government compared to Bo. Koronadal, the poblasyon 
was transferred from the latter to Marbel. Around the rotary area, a 
symbolic center of Marbel, at the intersection of General Paulino Santos 
Drive going to Tacurong and Alunan Avenue bound for Banga, the new 
Municipal Hall, public market and other facilities were built (Figure 
3). Thus, because of the discrepancy of the place name between the 
poblasyon and the municipality/city, the transfer of the poblasyon was 
another contributing source of confusion pertaining to the place name 
of Koronadal.

Barangay Koronadal Proper

Koronadal Proper, a barangay of the municipality of Polomolok, lies 
in about thirty-five kilometers south-southeast direction from Marbel 
and at the point of 2.7 kilometers western interior from the National 
Highway. Despite the fact that it was a poblasyon, its population during 
the pre-war days was extraordinarily small, numbering only 184 persons 
in 1918 and 163 in 1939, comprised mainly of Maguindanaons or Blaans. 
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By the 1948 census year, the population suddenly increased to 1,575, 
then to 3,677 by 1960 because of the influx of Christian settlers from 
the Visayas under the land settlement projects of NLSA and LaSeDeCo. 
At present, however, Koronadal Proper is merely one of the remote 
simple villages of Polomolok, with a total population of 3,904 persons11 

dependent mainly on farming crops as rice and corn for subsistence, 
asparagus, pineapple, and coconut for commercial purpose (LGU-
BARRIOS, Inc., 2001, 12).

One of the distinguishing features of the barangay is its strategic 
geographical location. Consisting of 762 households, the settlement 
is located at 320-380 meters asl on the southwestern slope of Mt. 
Matutum, and is part of Middle Koronadal. In particular, from 
Polonoling to Koronadal Proper, it forms a watershed between North 
Koronadal and South Koronadal. From here, the Silway River flows 
down southeastwardly to Sarangani Bay while the Marbel River flows 
northwestwardly from to Lake Buluan. Because the valley floor is most 
narrow in this part with Mt. Matutum blocking the passage on the 
northeastern side of the valley and the Roxas Range on the southwestern 
side, the location of Barangay Koronadal Proper makes it a natural 
checkpoint of passersby to and from the valley. 

Past regimes must have also historically reinforced the barangay’s 
strategic location. Koronadal Proper was proximate, only thirty-eight 
kilometers from Sugud Buayan, an old political center on the shore of 
Sarangani Bay. Also, in relation to one of the political centers of the 
Maguindanao datus on the northern shore of Lake Buluan in the late 
nineteenth century, the settlement area was about halfway along the 
eighty kilometer-long Koronadal Valley. 

Another distinguishing feature is the fact that Christian Filipino 
migrants and Muslim Filipinos coexist peacefully in this barangay. In 
2000, Christian settlers comprised sixty-four percent of the barangay 
population, while Maguindanaons and Muslim Filipinos accounted for 
thirty-six percent (LGU-BARRIOS, Inc., p. 4). Both Islamic mosques 
and Christian chapels/churches have been built here and continue to be 
in use. Taking into account the fact that the population of Maguindanao 
comprises only three percent of the total population in the whole valley 
and less than four percent even in the province (Table 3), the large number 
and proportion of Muslims in the barangay suggests – it appears – that 
Koronadal Proper has something very important to Muslims even today. 
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The political significance of Bo. Koronadal, however, has waned 
over time. With the creation of the municipal district of Koronadal in 
1914 under the American colonial administration, Bo. Koronadal was 
proclaimed a poblasyon. This proclamation reflected the settlement’s 
political strategic significance in the region. However, when the seat 
of government was transferred to Marbel after 1947, the settlement 
merely became one of the simple villages under the newly-created 
municipality of Koronadal. Bo. Koranadal then became a barrio of 
Tupi in 1953 when the latter was excised to become an independent 
municipality apart from the municipality of Koronadal (EO No. 612). 
When Polomolok was created in 1957, taking its territory from portions 
of the municipalities of Tupi and General Santos, Bo. Koronadal found 
itself on the boundary that set apart Tupi from Polomolok (EO No. 
264). Consequently, in a span of a decade, its name was changed from 
Koronadal to Koronadal Proper.12 Thus, from 1947 to 1957, there 
was one barrio and one municipality in the province of Cotabato that 
were both named Koronadal. Hence, in compiling the US Army Map 
Series 711 in 1956 from the 1947-1953 photographs to produce the 
topographical maps currently available in NAMRIA, the publisher 
must have encountered a lot of confusion in the use of the place name 
Koronadal. 

Koronadal in the Maguindanao Segmentary State (MSS)

In order to be nominated as a poblasyon of one of the twenty-three 
municipal districts in 1914, Bo. Koronadal must have played a political 
or strategically significant role in the region. Before the fall of the MSS to 
American colonial power in the early twentieth century, Bo. Koronadal 
and its surrounding area must have had a long and rich history. What 
was then the socio-political condition of Koronadal Valley area during 
the time of the MSS? Unfortunately, there exists meager information on 
this question, except for brief references made by local historians and 
scholars. 

In general, Koronadal Valley was under some sort of sultanate during 
the middle part of the nineteenth century. According to Rossel (1939, 
4), Koronadal was the stronghold of the Sultan of Koronadal who, with 
thousands of followers, ruled the valley up to 1932. Also, Gazo (1981) 
narrated explicitly how the two sons of Sultan sa Maguindanao came and 
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settled in Talik, about two kilometers north of the present poblasyon.14 
The sons then formed the Sultanate of Koronadal with strong fortress 
armed with three big lantakas or brass cannons. According to the historian 
Non (7), Koronadal was once ruled by Sultan Sambuto, whose territorial 
domain extended up to the southern shores of Lake Buluan in the north 
and down to Polomolok in the south. In the latter part of the nineteenth 
century, the Sultan of Maguindanao demanded homage and tribute from 
the Blaans in the valley, but these demands were resisted. So the Muslims 
conducted frequent raids and captured the Blaans to be sold as slaves. In 
defense, the Blaans sought protection from the Rajah of Buayan (Non, 7). 
In response, the Rajah sent an army and fortified Koronadal by installing 
lantakas in strategic areas (Ibid.).13 However, the Blaans were not able to 
defend the area, and were forced to retreat from Koronadal to Bantog, 
which is now known as Brgy. Koronadal Proper (Ibid., 7-8).

 A review of the actual domain and structure of MSS would lend a 
better interpretation of these fragmentary statements and information. 
According to Casiño, the Maguindanao State core was the Cotabato-
Sarangai Corridor, consisting of the Cotabato lowland, Buluan Lake 
and Koronadal Valley, and their surrounding uplands (Figure 1), and 
the power gravity rested on the lower and middle Pulangi River in the 
northwest. Surrounded by coastal and maritime world around Moro 
Gulf, Mindanao Sea, Sarangani Bay, and Davao Gulf (Casiño, pp. 38-
44), the State core was primarily supported by its slave-raiding enterprise. 
While the Visayas and Luzon were the grounds of the Maguindanaons 
for their slave raids, the lowland areas along the Pulangi River served 
as their granaries, and the lowland interior and upland areas were the 
source of upland crops and forest resources. Upland inhabitants were 
thus either tributaries or exchange partners of the Maguindanaons 
under a loose political control system. 

When the Maguindanaons lost their traditional slave-raiding 
areas15 in the Philippines as well as in neighboring countries in the 
mid-nineteenth century due to the effective coastal patrols of Spanish 
steamboats, they intensified their political control of the lowland and 
highland areas. This resulted in increased taxation, tribute collection, 
and slave-raiding within their inland domain. A slave-raiding center 
was thus established at Tukanabagu on the northern shore of Lake 
Buluan, and raids were conducted on the Blaan communities that 
inhabited the Koronadal Valley and the surrounding hills (Casiño, 
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p. 62). It was during this period that the Blaans requested the Rajah 
of Buayan for protection from the Maguindanaon slave-raids. While 
Muslim datus fought one another along the final dissolution process 
of the Segmentary State, many Blaans ran away from the lowlands and 
went up to the interior mountains. 

One of the significant consequences of the ethnic, as well as self-
, depredation that occurred at the end of nineteenth century was the 
depopulation of the Valley which, according to Pelzer, was due to wars 
among the different Maguindanao datus. The inhabitants of the town 
of Talik, for instance, were completely annihilated after a siege by the 
Maguindanao datus (Pelzer, p. 145). It seemed that as more people 
in Koronadal Valley were extensively involved in the control of the 
Maguindanao state, the more severe was the devastation of the valley 
because of the political turmoil among the datus. If the most common 
observation of the valley in the pre-war days was its sparse population, 
this observation was most probably the outcome of the destruction and 
infighting it underwent at the turn of twentieth century. 

Barangay Koronadal Proper was most likely one of the political 
centers of the MSS. Located in between the two power centers in 
Koronadal Valley – one in Buluan and the other in Sugud Buayan of 
Sarangani Bay – Barangay Koronadal Proper must have favored survival 
during that period, unlike Talik which was partisan to the power center 
of Buluan. This neutrality was most likely the reason why the seat of 
government of the municipal district of Koronadal was placed at Bo. 
Koronadal in 1914. Based on the above discussion, it is more logical to 
infer that the name of the municipality/city of Koronadal was derived 
from the name of Bo. Koronadal, the present-day Koronadal Proper, 
rather than vice-versa. Although the Barangay profile and development 
priorities of Barangay Koronadal Proper states that “the name Barangay 
Koronadal Proper came to reality from the migration of the Valencia 
family from Marbel, Koronadal, South Cotabato” (LGU-BARRIOS, 
Inc., p. 1), this interpretation provides a deeper understanding of the 
meaning of “Proper” in Barangay Koronadal Proper.
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Concluding Remarks

The following tentative conclusions may be drawn from the above 
geographical and historical inquiry on the place name of Koronadal. 
Several geographical concepts underlie the place name Koronadal. First, 
the name Koronadal suggests a regional concept. It specifically refers to 
the valley lying between Quezon Range and Roxas Range, and extending 
from Lake Buluan to Sarangani Bay in the southwestern Mindanao. 
As a natural catchment, the valley has accommodated various ethnic 
communities and differing political systems. 

Second, though the valley area was traditionally the domain of Blaans, 
the growth in political strength of the MSS over Cotabato-Sarangani 
Corridor resulted in the political control of the Maguindanaon datus 
over the valley area and its participation in the State core, Cotabato-
Sarangani Corridor of Maguindanao. 

Third, as a concept of administrative division, Koronadal 
represents the municipal district of Cotabato Province, covering the 
southern shore of Lake Buluan to Bo. Koronadal between the Central 
Mindanao Highlands and the Tiruray Highlands. Its inhabitants, the 
Blaans, Tbolis, and Maguindanaons, enjoyed their own modes of living 
because a political vacuum had emerged with the fall of the MSS in the 
early twentieth century and the introduction in 1947 of a modern self-
government system. 

Fourth, Koronadal covers the area of the government-organized 
land settlement project. It encouraged migration of Christian settlers 
from Visayas and Luzon, and Marbel eventually emerged as one of the 
new centers of land settlement project. 

Fifth, Koronadal represents a contemporary concept of an 
administrative division in a burgeoning capital of the province of South 
Cotabato. The municipality/city now consists of the majority Christian 
settlers and migrants from Visayas and Luzon who, over the past several 
decades, have replaced and minoritized the IPs.

Sixth, Koronadal also represents a distant and simple village, 
called Koronadal Proper in the municipality of Polomolok. With its 
strategic location, this village once played a significant role in the Valley. 
During the time of the MSS, the settlement was fortified with lantakas, 
giving impression of its prominence then. Most probably, the name of 
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Koronadal City is derived from Barangay Koronadal Proper. 
Thus, there are different geographical concepts that are 

superimposed on the place name of Koronadal. This is a common 
feature in organized land settlement areas in modern times because 
a land settlement project not only disrupts local history but also 
results in demographic transformation, as well as the dislocation and 
minoritization of IPs. The place name Koronadal represents a typical 
case of modern land settlement areas where the overlay of different 
geographical concepts has resulted in uncertainty or confusion over 
its place name. 

Notes

1 This is an extensively revised version of a paper written in Japanese, 
entitled Koronadaru no chiikigainen (Regional concept of Koronadal – a 
special consideration on a place name of Mindanao island), published in 
Sien (The journal of historical studies) Vol. LX, No.1 (October 1999). I 
owed it much to the people in the government offices of Koronadal City, 
Polomolok Municipality, and the Province of South Cotabato. Much 
thanks in particular to: Ms. Marcelita M. Lucido, City Administrator; Ms. 
Felly Bigcas, Secretary of Sangguniang Panlalawigan; Ms. Lennie Bernardo, 
Librarian; Mr. Dominador Camique Jr.; Ms. Imelda Olaer; Mr. Felix S. 
Bacaling; Mr. and Mrs. Rolly Almaquer; and Mr. Edwin Baluyot.
2 Downtown district of a provincial town as distinguished from its barrios 
(Panganiban, Diksyunaryo tesauro Pilipino-Ingles, 1973).
3 Other writers say that Koronadal derives from Blaan words. See Casiño, p. 
117; Gazo 1981. 
4 The marked presence of transnational agro-business corporations is 
specifically seen in the Middle and South Koronadal, where the ratio of area 
planted to the commercial crops such as banana, pineapple, coffee, cotton and 
asparagus was fifty percent and forty-three percent, respectively (see Umehara, 
pp. 176-179).
5 The First Annual Report of NLSA stated on page two that the Koronadal 
Valley Project has an area of approximately 97,000 hectares. If the area of each 
settlement district on pages three to five is summed up, however, the total 
becomes 92,200 hectares.
6 A standard farm lot was a twelve-hectare rectangle (600 x 200 m). If located 
with frontage along the highway, the size of the lot was reduced to eight 
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hectares (600 x 133 m).
7 Provincial Planning and Development Office of South Cotabato and National 
Statistical Office (NSO) give us 284.25 km2 as total land area of the city of 
Koronadal. 
8 It was in this context that the Gazo, the former Municipal Secretary, stated 
in the early 1950s that the territorial domain of Koronadal municipality had a 
very extensive area.
9 It is so stated in Executive Order No. 82 in 1947. But its location is not 
identifiable now.
10 In fact, on the Atay-Manok mountain of the Roxas Range, there is one 
village called Barangay Assumption where all its residents are Blaans. Out of 
the twenty-four villages within the city of Koronadal, this is the only Blaan 
village.
11 The census figure was adopted here although Barangay Profile counted 3,307 
persons as total population of this barangay (LGU-BARRIOS, Inc. 2001, p. 3).
12 It is inferred that the year when the name was changed was either 1958 or 
1959 because it was still Bo. Koronadal in Executive Order No. 264, but in the  
1960 Population Census it was already called Bo. Koronadal Proper.
13 This seems to be Marbel, but the distance from Marbel to Talik is 8.5 km 
based on topographical map of the scale 1:50,000.
14 In 1996, when I visited Barangay Koronadal Proper, I came across on the way 
from the highway to the settlement part of a road paved by big stones together 
with a plenty of boulders on the roadsides which seemed to have been used 
for the construction of a certain structure such as a fortress or watch-tower. 
Unfortunately, however, when I had another chance to visit the barangay in 
2006, the road was paved by asphalt and no boulder except a few was seen 
around roadsides.
15 It used to be the Visayas and Luzon from the sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth 
century.
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Notes on Heritage Site Conservation
 

The Battle for the Huluga Archaeological Site
Elson T. Elizaga

An archaeologist shall not engage in conduct involving dishonesty, fraud, 
deceit or misrepresentation about archaeological matters. 

The Register of Professional Archaeologists Code of Conduct

Ever since fifth or sixth grade I had been told about the scientific 
method but kept forgetting it. It was not until my poet-friend 
Butch Macansantos described an excellent – though somewhat 

off-color – illustration of the scientific method that I became proficient 
at the sequence. 

Read further at your own risk:

Two drunks out on a street at night suddenly see a lump in the 
distance, sitting quietly like peanut butter. Puzzled, they stop to take 
a closer look. Butch said this is the first step of the scientific method: 
The observa tion of a phenomenon that raises a question on its nature. 

The first drunk asks: Tae na, pre? ( Is that crap, pal?)” [This is a 
statement of hypothesis, a reasonable guess.] 

Ambot, pre. Simhuton daw nato, pre. ( I don’t know. Let’s smell it, pal.)
Sige. (Okay.) 
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They bend over the mysterious matter and sniff it repeatedly. [This is 
experimentation, a procedure for gathering empirical data to test the 
hypothesis.]

The first man says: Tae lagi, pre (It’s crap, pal.) 
But the second is cautious: Ayaw sa, pre. Tilawan sa nato aron sigurado. 
(Don’t be so hasty, pal. Let’s taste it to be sure.)
Sige. (Okay.)

So, they poke at it with their fingers to bring the matter to their 
tongues. [This step demonstrates verification.]

Seemingly overcome with the momentous discovery, the first drunk 
excitedly declares for the whole universe to hear: Tae g yud diay, pre! (Indeed 
it is crap, my friend!). [The conclusion puts the problem to rest.]

His equally jubilant friend says, Bitaw! Maayo na lang wa nato natumban! 
(Right! It’s a good thing we did not fall all over it.) 

This example highlights the function of a scientific conclusion derived 
from careful empirical investigation. New knowledge, when apprehended, 
informs decision for future action and for the greater good. 

Challenging a people’s belief

In 2004, the Archaeological Studies Program (ASP) of the University 
of the Philippines (UP) published what it claims to be the first systematic 
report1 about the Huluga archaeological site in Cagayan de Oro City. 
The report’s conclusions startled local historians and anthropologists 
because these contradicted an almost forty-year-old academic opinion 
about this ancestral land. The ASP wrote that Huluga is not an ancient 
settlement site, but only a “camp-like” area. The report went on to opine 
that Huluga may not be, as local historians and anthropologists believe, 
the venue of a large prehistoric community described by Augustinian 
Recollect missionaries in 1622. 

New, challenging statements like these are welcome, of course, as 
science is not doctrine. Carl Sagan writes: “Science is a way of thinking much 
more than it is a body of knowledge.” Long-held beliefs should be discarded 
if new evidence no longer supports them. But the problem is, unlike the 
drunk men in the story, the ASP reached its conclusion without going 
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through the entire scientific process. The new evidences the ASP turned up 
are suspect and their conclusion was reached without due consideration of 
those evidences that would not fit. More alarmingly, what proceeded from 
their conclusions opened up Huluga to defilement and desecration. 

Himologan

Rising out of the bank of the swirl of Cagayan de Oro River is a 
hill littered with pottery sherds and translucent chips of black volcanic 
glass. This and the burial caves nearby are subjects of continuous study 
by archaeologists since the seventies. Scholars from Xavier University 
(XU) of the same city believed the hill is the venue of an ancient  
village called Himologan. 

As described in Spanish chronicles, Himologan was a fortress, built 
on a steep, inaccessible rock, and defended by Datu Salangsang. The 
only means of entry were rattan ladders that one had to scale cautiously 
from the river. 

Residents of this vibrant village fed on terrestrial and aquatic wildlife, 
etched ornate patterns on their food vessels, and lavishly decorated 
their bodies with tattoos like the Visayan pintados. They paid tribute to 
Sultan Kudarat of Maguindanao, although they were animists. In the 
middle of a vast communal house they assigned a sacred area called the 
diwatahan. Here, they worshipped the spirits that gave nourishment to 
their children and protected them from their enemies. 

In 1622, two Augustinian Recollect missionaries managed to enter 
this domain with the guidance of Salangsang’s Christian grandmother 
from Butuan. Eventually, the priests succeeded in gaining the trust and 
protection of the natives, a condition that irked Kudarat. Four years 
later, Fray Agustin de San Pedro, who was also a military strategist and 
architect, convinced Salangsang and his people to embark on an exodus 
northward to the estuary and build a new settlement there – the seed of 
what is now the burgeoning city of Cagayan de Oro.

Today, there’s no place named Himologan anywhere in site in Cagayan 
de Oro City or outside the metropolis. But there’s the promontory 
of Huluga, a remote archaeological site eight kilometers north of San 
Agustin Cathedral. Oral tradition and linguistics suggest that Huluga and 
Himologan refer to the same place “where trees were dropped.” Both 
words are derived from the Visayan term “hulug” (to drop).2
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Huluga has two sections: The first are the burial caves, where 
researchers retrieved human bones, decorative shells, carnelian beads, 
and stone and metal tools. In 1977, an archaeologist from XU, Dr. 
Erlinda M. Burton, sent a fragment of a female skull found in a cave 
to The Scripps Institution of Oceanography in California, where it was 
subjected to acid racemization, a new dating technique invented by Dr. 
Jeffrey Bada. The sample was traced to 377 CE.

The second section is an open site3 that we of the Heritage 
Conservation Advocates (HCA) called Obsidian Hill. Scattered on top of 
this promontory were obsidian flakes, chert flakes, sherds of clay potteries 
and Chinese porcelain. Historians and anthropologists in Cagayan de 
Oro, noting the topographical, geographical and archaelogical distinction 
of this site, believe the hill to be the location of the ancient settlement 
of Himologan. “Huluga is prehistoric Cagayan de Oro,”4 writes historian 
and anthropologist Dr. Antonio J. Montalvan II.

Desecration

In 1999, a horrified Montalvan, who was then a member of the City 
Historical and Cultural Commission (HISCCOM), presented a report 
to members of Kagay-an Heritage Foundation that Mayor Vicente Y. 

From 1970 to 1971, researchers from the National Museum retrieved a woman’s skull, 
stone tools and ornaments from a cave in Huluga. A fragment of this skull was later dated 
377 CE by the Scripps Institution of Oceanography of California. © Elson T. Elizaga
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Emano was planning to destroy Huluga to give way to a PhP500 million 
road-and-bridge project.

Disturbed by this news, students, teachers, journalists, and other 
professionals signed a Manifesto of Protest. As a result, the Department 
of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR) issued a cease-and-
desist order to the city government. A local newspaper then printed 
Emano’s promise to preserve Huluga and other archaeological sites.5 
But in early 2003, unknown to many Cagayanons, Emano proceeded to 
bulldoze a huge portion of Obsidian Hill.

When this destruction was made known in June 2003, the HCA 
filed an administrative case against Emano and his contractor UKC 
Builders, Inc. before the Environmental Management Bureau (EMB) 
in Cagayan de Oro. The HCA won the case, but Emano elevated the 
matter to the EMB national office, away from the cash-strapped HCA. 
As of this writing, the EMB has not resolved the case.

The archaeological community reacts

News about the desecration of the site in June 2003 shocked 
and infuriated many scholars and lay people alike. The ASP issued 
a manifesto that partly said, “we…strongly support the call of the 
Heritage Conservation Advocates (HCA) and all concerned sectors in 
Cagayan de Oro City to stop further destruction of the Huluga Open 
Site…” The manifesto also requested government agencies “to stop the 
construction of the bridge…” 

In similar manner, the Katipunan Arkaeologists ng Pilipinas, Inc. 
(KAPI) wrote an open letter to President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo, 
appealing for “her intercession in behalf of the Filipino people and the 
Cagayanons in particular for the preservation of our cultural heritage.” 
In early August 2003, the National Museum sent archaeologists Leee 
Anthony Neri and Clyde Jago-on to Huluga “to assess the damage,” and 
National Museum lawyer Trixie Angeles met with HCA members and 
expressed interest to file a case against Emano. She even suggested that 
the Philippine Army’s 4th Infantry Division based in Cagayan de Oro 
City be asked to guard Huluga. 

This apparent unity of archaeologists and other concerned sectors 
both local and national continued until October 2003 when the KAPI 
asked Burton to give a presentation about Huluga during its 4th Annual 
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Conference in Quezon City. In that meeting which I attended, National 
Museum director Cora Alvina responded to Burton’s presentation by 
expressing her support for the HCA. “We are with you,” Alvina said 
twice during her speech, assuring Burton. Alvina also said the National 
Museum was preparing a case against Emano.

Omens

But despite her pronouncement at the KAPI conference, Alvina was 
evidently not ready to go public with her statement. After her speech, she 
left the venue immediately. I followed her on her exit and asked if she 
could tell a local radio station, DxJR in Cagayan de Oro, regarding the 
National Museum’s plan to file a case. I even offered to call the station on 
my cell phone, but Alvina refused, explaining that the National Museum 
lawyer would be the best person to deal with the situation.

Came November and December 2003 and no case was filed by 
the National Museum. On 19 January 2004, the Cagayan de Oro City 
Council − monopolized by members of the mayor’s political party6 
− enacted an ordinance authorizing the mayor to hire the ASP for 
“research and excavation” of Cagayan de Oro, specifically in Huluga, 
Macasandig, and Indahag. 

Burton learned about the ordinance two days later. She immediately 
called up Neri for confirmation. 

Burton was aghast that the ASP had made the deal with Emano 
without informing the HCA or other concerned groups in Cagayan de 
Oro. “What about (the archaeological code of) ethics?” Burton asked 
Neri7 repeatedly but the latter told Burton that the ASP had already 
submitted a proposed budget to the mayor. 

Burton also informed Neri that the EMB in Cagayan de Oro had issued 
an order8 to Emano on 18 August 2003. It partly states that the respondent 
must pay PhP50,000.00 “as fine for violating ECC conditions No. 3” 
and that the respondent must “immediately organize a team” to preserve 
Huluga in coordination with the National Museum, the Research Institute 
for Mindanao Culture (RIMCU) and the Department of Tourism. 

Burton was then the director of RIMCU when she spoke to Neri. 
As the EMB order did not mention the ASP, Burton cautioned Neri 
about the advisability of the ASP digging in Huluga.
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Salvage archaeology

In the months that followed, Burton and the rest of the HCA would 
be stunned to discover that the National Museum, instead of filing a case 
against Emano, had approved a PhP450, 000.00 contract9 between the ASP 
and the City Hall for the former to do a two-week salvage archaeology10 in 
Huluga and two other sites in Cagayan de Oro.

The amount appeared to be extraordinarily high: In 2003, at the 
Huluga Open Site, Neri told Lourd Ostique of Museo de Oro and me 
that only PhP80,000.00 would be required for a two-week digging in 
Huluga. Simultaneously digging at two other nearby sites would allow 
the team to save on certain overhead costs, not bloat the budget to 
almost double what it would take to do the digging one site at a time.

A more startling development was later on brought to bear: On 29 
October 2004, one year after the inauguration of the illegal road-and-
bridge construction that partially destroyed Huluga, an ASP team led by 
Dr. Victor Paz paid Burton a visit in her office at RIMCU in XU. Paz 
told Burton that they had began digging on Obsidian Hill. 

Burton could not believe her ears. The ASP had not officially 
communicated to RIMCU or to Burton its intention to dig. The courtesy 
call at that instance was just to inform her that the deed was being done. 
Paz did not ask RIMCU or Burton to be part of the project. He also 
informed Burton that he had to meet the terms of a contract that he had 
signed with Emano. It was discovered later that the contract Paz was 
referring to had yet to be notarized as of the date of the visit. 

When I learned about Paz’s visit, I called up the two landowners of 
Obsidian Hill and asked if they knew about the digging. They said no. The 
landowners, who requested anonymity, consequently went to Obsidian 
Hill on two separate occasions on 2 and 6 November 2004 and talked 
with the diggers. One11 was very upset: “Why did you not consult us? We 
are all professionals here. Why did you not inform my family?” 

On 11 November 2004, the ASP held a press conference at the 
Philippine Information Agency in Cagayan de Oro about their findings. 
The HCA was not invited. Susan Palmes, a broadcaster of radio station 
DxJR, asked ASP to give comment on Burton’s concern about “the 
universal code of ethics of archaeology.” Speaking for the ASP, Dr. 
Eusebio Dizon dismissed the comment saying: “There is no such thing 
− none whatsoever in the archaeological world.”12 
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Asked why the ASP did not coordinate with Burton, Paz and Dizon 
said Burton’s style of archaeology was outdated. Recalling this statement, 
Montalvan wrote me: “This was unethical and arrogant. It was almost 
badmouthing a peer, and in the media at that.”

Ethics

What is the archaeological code of ethics that Burton was 
so concerned about? Burton used to work with British-Kenyan 
paleoanthropologist Louis S. B. Leakey, and she insists that there is a 
universal code of ethics for archaeologists “because archaeology is a 
science.” She said the code requires, among others, that archaeologists 
must coordinate. Archaeologists planning to examine an area must 
inform other archaeologists who have already done archaeological 
research in the site. 

I have not seen one “universal” code, if by “universal” we mean a 
constitution-like set of rules for all archaeologists. But there are similar 
codes published in reputable websites, and they support Burton’s call for 
outside archaeologists to coordinate with resident archaeologists. The 
Code of Ethics of the Register of Professional Archaeologists (RPA) 
states that an archaeologist must, 

“Communicate and cooperate with colleagues having common 
professional interests; give due respect to colleagues’ interests in, 
and rights to, information about sites, areas, collections, or data 
where there is a mutual active or potentially active research concern; 
determine whether the project is likely to interfere with the program 
or projects of other scholars ...”13

These statements are echoed in the code of ethics of the American 
Anthropological Association, the Australian Association of Consulting 
Archaeologists, Inc., and the Canadian Archaeological Association. The 
codes of these organizations also urged members to be honest.

Perhaps the ASP can claim to be ignorant of the subject; its website 
does not post any code of ethics. But curiously, the Archaeological Society 
of the ASP, which is composed of students, claims to follow a code.14 

Moreover, nine days before the ASP dug in Huluga, the KAPI 
had held a workshop on archaeological code of ethics.15 The event was 
reported by the Solheim Foundation Bulletin.16 Many members of the 
ASP are also members of the KAPI and must have been in attendance.
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In February 2005, Angeles met Montalvan in Manila. Montalvan 
claims that Angeles said she told ASP professors Sandy Salcedo and 
Victor Paz that they (Salcedo and Paz) had violated archaeological 
ethics in Cagayan de Oro because archaeological ethics dictates that 
local archaeologists always enjoy primary preference. It was unclear, 
however, if Angeles was stating the National Museum’s legal opinion 
on the conduct of the ASP team, but later events would prove that no 
sanction was put to bear on Paz and Dizon on conduct of the Huluga 
digging in 2004.

Trash 

Some might view the debate about ethics irrelevant if archaeology is 
not viewed as a philosophy. But without consulting local archaeologists 
and other professionals, visiting archaeologists make observers suspect 
that their work has a purpose other than science. Indeed, there are glaring 
indications that the ASP’s research in Cagayan de Oro was not science at 
all. A major proof is the ASP’s treatment of the midden in Huluga.

A midden is a mound or deposit containing shells, animal bones, and 
other refuse that indicates the site of a human settlement; in layman’s 
language, it is trash and it is sought after by scholars of various fields. 
I first learned about the importance of trash from Dr. Crispin Maslog, 
my teacher in news reporting at Silliman University. He said that if we 
want to study a man, we should take the contents of his wastebasket. 
This advice is popular in forensics, zoology, and archaeology. In 2006, 
for instance, a trash midden in Alaska offered evidence that changed a 
popular belief about Inupiat Eskimos. 

On 5 August 2003, Burton could not contain her excitement when she 
discovered small animal bones and aquatic shells at the bottom of Obsidian 
Hill. I heard her exclaim: “Oh, we’ve found a midden – a kitchen midden!” 

From the opposite side of the hill came ASP archaeologists Neri and 
Clyde Jago-on who had been sent by the National Museum to assess the 
damage wrought by Emano’s infrastructure project. They came up to Burton 
and she showed them what we found. Instead of sharing our excitement, the 
two were eerily silent and looked glum. Jago-on even looked away. 

Months later, I would reflect on this unexpected reaction, and 
would come to suspect that these gentlemen, who had been present in 
the area a day earlier, had probably seen this spot before we did. I was 
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then holding a piece of what looked like a fragment of an antler, but 
Neri quickly and quietly extended a plastic bag in front of me. Surprised, 
I hesitated for a moment but, since he was from the National Museum, I 
dropped the piece into his plastic bag. This fossil and the entire midden 
would not merit a mention in the ASP report later.

There were two things that Burton did immediately after leaving 
Obsidian Hill that day. She wrote to the National Museum asking for 
a permit to dig at the midden at no cost to the government. Burton 
also requested the lot owner Wilson Cabaluna, a City Tourism 
Office employee, to protect the same area. Cabaluna is familiar with 
archaeological work. Cabaluna’s father was a barangay chairman of 
Taguanao and served as host to National Museum researcher Angel 
Bautista in 1991.

However, the National Museum did not reply for weeks, despite the 
government service rule for letters to be answered within fifteen days. A 
letter would reach Burton three months later, telling her that any found 
artifacts should be transferred to the national museum of Butuan City, 
190 kilometers away from Cagayan de Oro. 

Meanwhile, Cabaluna refused to cooperate. He dug a pit in the 

In August 2003, Dr. Erlinda M. Burton (left), an archaeologist of Xavier University, and 
former researcher of the National Museum, discovered a midden in the Huluga open site. 
The midden contained small animal bones, decorated pottery sherds, and shells. This site 
was identified only as a treasure hunter’s pit in a UP-ASP report funded by the Cagayan 
de Oro government. The contents of this site was not mentioned.

© Elson T. Elizaga
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midden in an apparent treasure-hunting effort.17 Alarmed, I sent 
pictures of the midden and the found fossils to Angeles, but received no 
response. In October 2003, Burton also showed pictures of the midden 
at the KAPI conference, but nobody offered a comment. 

Nevertheless, Burton proceeded with her planned excavation three 
months later without a National Museum permit.18 She and her students, 
however, dug only in the lot of Danilo Bacarro, after getting his consent. 
Meanwhile, to Burton’s dismay, Cabaluna continued digging nearby and 
she had no authority to stop him. Burton’s team found only earthenware 
sherds in Bacarro’s lot. I found a large wildboar jaw and a thick porcelain 
sherd in there, but I discovered later that they were purposely planted by 
Cabaluna to mislead us.

From the last week of October until the first two weeks of 
November in 2004, the ASP dug on the plateau of Obsidian Hill, only 
about thirty meters away from the midden. Afterwards, even before 
their colleagues in Manila could check the evidence (or the lack of it), 
and without consulting local scientists, they held a press conference, 
where they announced that the Huluga open site is not a settlement,  
but a “camp-like” area. Again, no mention was made of the existence 

Four years after its discovery in 2003, the midden in Huluga was transformed into two 
gaping pits, created by Wilson Cabaluna and companions. Cabaluna owns this piece of 
land and is a city tourism employee. Photo shows only the larger pit, about 20-feet deep.  
Dr. Erlinda M. Burton asked Cabaluna to protect and preserve the midden in 2003.

© Elson T. Elizaga



214 NOTES ON HERITAGE SITE CONSERVATION

of the midden.
I received a copy of the 2004 ASP report of the excavations around 

February 2005. This document is similarly silent on the midden in 
Huluga, and concludes that Huluga is “a habitation but unlikely a 
settlement.” In archaeological terms, “habitation” and “settlement” are 
synonyms,19 and it is unthinkable that an archaeological report would 
contain a statement that disregards archaeological meanings.

This instance of obscure jargon-speak notwithstanding, the ASP report 
goes on to document lapses in recordkeeping. The ASP ignored the fossils 
and artifacts found by the HCA in 2003, to include the aquatic shells and 
decorated pottery sherds from the midden and the Copper 8 Maravedis coin. 
This piece of metal was minted between 1788 and 1808, more than a century 
after the Himologan settlers migrated to the estuary, which only bolstered 
any indication that some people stayed behind, or returned after the exodus. 

The Copper 8 Maravedis coin and some of the shells found in the kitchen midden of Huluga. 
These are not mentioned in the 2004 report of the University of the Philippines-Archaeological 
Studies Program.

The ASP report also did not mention the whale harpoon I found 
which Dizon identified. He said it has counterparts in Siquijor, Bohol, 
and Cebu. This artifact has a National Museum accession number of 
X-1991-Q2-484, and has an international relevance: Dr. Richard Ellis 
of the American Museum of Natural History gave me photos showing 
a similar fifteen-inch sperm whale harpoon in Lomblen Island of 
Indonesia, which is about 2,000 kilometers south of Huluga and is 
already near Australia. This cross-country connection has important 
geopolitical implication. It means extensive prehistoric common 
ancestry and lifestyle in this part of Southeast Asia, long before Islam 
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This whale harpoon found in Huluga (National Museum Accession Number 
X-1991-Q2-484) is not included in the 2004 report of the University of the Philippines-
Archaeological Studies Program.

and Christianity split our cultural personality.
Leakey’s advice to archaeologists is this: “You must not leave a 

stone unturned.” Logic and the scientific method forbid the fallacy 
of “jumping to conclusion.” The ASP made an official declaration 
about Huluga without considering all available evidences. This is like 
determining a person’s sex without checking the genitals. At best, it is 
an absurd finding to be issued by a supposedly reputable institution and 
is not recommended even by quack doctors.

Question of motives

There are other artifacts found by the HCA in Huluga before the 
ASP came to dig. Why were these ignored by the ASP and why did the 
National Museum not confront the ASP with this grave negligence? Why 
didn’t the National Museum stop Cabaluna’s treasure-hunting activity? Why 
allow him further to serve as guide to the ASP? Why is Huluga exposed 
to commercial quarrying today? And why can’t Mayor Constantino Jaraula 
and Congressman Rufus Rodriguez, both brilliant lawyers, stop this illegal 
activity? 
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In the battle for the preservation of Huluga, the HCA tried to generate 
media mileage to spur community action. The academe, professional 
organizations, and civil society groups were the first to react favorably. As 
members of the Cagayan de Oro community, Senator Aquilino Pimentel, 
Jr., Mayor Jaraula, and Congressman Rodriguez couldn’t have failed to 
register the clamor. Community outrage over Huluga was at its height 
during the campaign for the 2004 national elections, and yet taking a pro-
community stand on the matter did not feature in the campaign agenda 
of any of these aspirants to political office. Even today, the information is 
yet to generate affirmative action from their respective offices.

Senator Loren Legarda, on the eve of her campaign to win the Vice 
Presidency during the 2004 election, had initially expressed interest 
to have the case investigated in the Senate. Similarly, this remains a 
promise to date.

No less than President Arroyo was sought for support in the effort 
to save Huluga. In 2003, the HCA sent her two letters with large photos 
of the destruction. Five years later, she has yet to acknowledge receipt 
of these. As President of the Philippines, she directly administers the 
National Museum and state universities and has the power to direct these 
agencies and the units within them to act to protect the interest of the 
people. However, her lack of response indicates her choice for status quo.

This seemingly concerted cold shoulder offered by these politicians 
to the frantic appeals could perhaps be understood in the light of the 
small-town traditional politics where Emano remains to be a formidable 
player. A cabinet official opines that politicians are unlikely to go up 
against Emano on community issues because he (Emano) generates 

© Elson T. Elizaga

Colored photographs of small animal bones and pottery sherds were submitted to the National 
Museum lawyer in 2003, but all these fossils were not mentioned in the 2004 report of the UP-ASP.
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The Huluga open site is the venue of a prehistoric settlement, visited by Spanish missionaries 
in 1622 and recognized by the National Museum as an archaeological site. But in 2003, the 
mayor of Cagayan de Oro destroyed a huge portion of this place to give way to a road-and-
bridge project, despite protests from heritage conservation advocates.

votes, something that a small band of idealistic heritage conservationists 
could not deliver on a scale that would matter to elected officials. 

Emano, on the other hand, is a veteran autocrat who was mayor 
of Tagoloan, then governor of Misamis Oriental, and later mayor of 
Cagayan de Oro for nine years. During his last years as governor of 
Misamis Oriental, he was dislodged from office after the Supreme Court 
found him guilty of having cheated in the elections. In 2004, Emano’s 
former lawyer estimated that his erstwhile client would buy sixty percent 
of the votes every election to ensure his win. Hypothetically, this margin 
could allow him to carry along to victory anyone he anoints.

Working for Emano under a contract that was spelled out in highly 
questionable terms, the government archaeologists eventually put out 
with unseemly haste a report that served to work in Emano’s political 
interest. Excavating Huluga required the misuse of public resources, 
as well as the exploitation of archaeology students who were made to 
participate in the dig. 

If only for the foregoing, it also puts to question the motives of the 
archeologists who excavated Huluga. They provided the publication of a 
“scientific” declaration meant to discredit the HCA and downgrade Huluga. 
This declaration served to favor the interest of Emano to build his road-
and-bridge project20 where it would destroy what had long been accepted to 
be a historical site. In 2007, further destruction was inflicted on this heritage 
site with the commercial quarrying that was allowed due to that declaration.

© Elson T. Elizaga
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In several advanced countries, money and power are generated 
from the preservation and promotion of heritage sites and objects. They 
create strong communal identity and pride, earn revenues from tourists, 
and give jobs to many. They make the world a better place by helping 
people cooperate with enthusiasm and pride in their awareness of their 
descent from a line that stretches back so far in time. Heritage sites 
and objects allow local historians and anthropologists the chance to do 
their share at upholding and preserving communal pride. But in the 
Philippines, and particularly in the case of Huluga, it is disheartening 
to note that the very people who should work for the people’s interest 
are, by their actions, more likely to opt to stand aside, if not be an active 
party at promoting deception and cultural destruction.

Sacred mountain

Today, reports on scams involving millions of pesos are big news 
and given attention by the Senate, especially if the project is traditionally 
familiar. But archaeology seems to be too esoteric a subject for most. With 
very few in the know to blow the whistle in instances of wrongdoing, 
irregularities in this area are likely to flourish if left unheeded.

Because the ASP is the giant in the field, large companies rely on 
the organization to acquire reports favorable to business. A month 
before ASP archaeologists refused to officially see a midden found 
within thirty meters of their test pits in Huluga, Jago-on and three 
other archaeologists educated at the ASP wrote an Archaeological 
Impact Assessment (AIA) report for a Canadian mining firm anent the 
latter’s application for an Environmental Clearance Certificate (ECC) to 
operate in Mount Canatuan in Siocon, Zamboanga del Norte. The AIA 
report stated that the 580-hectare mining area in Mount Canatuan had 
been “found negative of any archaeological and cultural materials.”21 

 The mine operation meets strong opposition from the animist 
Subanons, who consider Mount Canatuan sacred. This reverence could 
explain the absence of artifacts on sacred ground, as many cultures 
worldwide prohibit secular architecture and activities in sacred areas.22 
Indeed, a report supported by the International Centre for Human 
Rights and Democratic Development states that, “The peak of Mount 
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Canatuan, according to the Subanon, was not for occupation, flamboyant 
use, or architectural manifestations.” 23 

The AIA does not mention this significant cultural practice, however. 
It describes the Subanon ritual buklog, which is performed every seven years, 
but does not relate this activity to the religious significance of Mt. Canatuan. 
Instead, the AIA merely gives a geological explanation: “The absence of 
any material evidence of prehistoric human activities in the survey areas 
can be attributed to the location. The site is relatively high and far from the 
preferred prehistoric habitation sites of near rivers or seashores.”24 

On record, the group that produced the AIA was not the ASP but the 
private firm Archaeological, Cultural and Environmental Consultancy, 
Inc. (ACECI). But for Huluga, it was the ASP that officially made the 
deal with the Cagayan de Oro City Hall. In both cases, however, ASP 
people were involved, with the approval of the National Museum, where 
several ASP members like Dizon, Neri, Salcedo, and Willy Ronquillo 
also hold office. This suggests that an ASP member who also belongs 
to the ACECI or the National Museum could shift legal personalities 
depending on the client. 

At the heart of this network is the need for money. National Museum 
officials like Alvina repeatedly explain that the National Museum “does 
not have money.”25 This condition partly explains the rejection of 
Burton’s request for permit to dig in Huluga. Burton’s proposal would 
not generate money. Similarly, her suggestion for the National Museum 
to organize cultural deputies nationwide, an act that would democratize 
heritage conservation, also remains unheeded. 

It took the HCA a long time to see the influence of politics on 
heritage concerns, because the HCA is academic. We quote great 
scientists like Bada, Leakey, and Sagan to advance our arguments. We 
talk about national identity and pride and how they tie up with our past. 
We argue about the right of local experts to be heard on the matter of 
defining what we have in our community. We failed to see the trash 
heap at once because, unlike drunks out there on the street one night, 
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we were not on top of it, but buried deep. 

Notes

1 Leee Anthony M. Neri, Victor J. Paz, Jun G. Cayron, Joy Belmonte, Emil 
Charles R. Robles, Andrea Malaya M. Ragrario, Michelle S. Eusebio, Vito 
Paolo C. Hernandez, and Anna Jane B. Carlos. 2004. “Report on the Cagayan 
de Oro Archaeological Project: A preliminary report submitted to the Cagayan 
de Oro Historical and Cultural Commission, Cagayan de Oro City.”
2 “… Local tradition from the folks living in the area today says that the 
elevation from the caves, including the hill which rises a little behind them, 
was once covered with forest. The Cagayanons used to fell trees there for 
timber and they would drop (hulog) the felled trees over this steep brow to the 
and would float them down the river. The place where they dropped the timber 
became known as ‘huluga,’ that is, the place where they cast down their trees 
into the river below.” Fr. Francisco Demetrio, SJ, “The Huluga Caves and the 
Prehistory of Cagayan de Oro,” Cagayan (Xavier University, Cagayan de Oro, 
1971), p. 9-14.
3 “open site, term for any archaeological site not located within a cave or rock 
shelter.” Kipfer, Dr. Barabara Ann, http://archaeolog ywordsmith.com.
4 Dr. Antonio J. Montalvan, “The tragedy of Huluga,” in http://heritage.elizaga.
net/views/montalvan-huluga.html (2001).
5 Article by Butch Enerio of the national newspaper Today (17 July 2001).
6 All twelve councilors, the vice-mayor, and the mayor were members of the 
same political party.
7 Neri’s mother was an employee at the City Planning Office at the time that 
Burton and Neri had this discussion. 
8 The document is DENR-EMB Case No. 03-0074: “In the matter of Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) System Violation Case versus City of Cagayan de Oro, 
represented by City Mayor Vicente Y. Emano, and UKC Builders, Inc.” It is signed by 
Sabdullah C. Abubacar, DM, OIC, Regional Director of the EMB. It states, partly, that 
the respondent must “immediately organize a team specifically required under ECC 
condition No. 3 to preserve and conserve the resources of Huluga caves and vicinity 
and shall implement a control management system to regulate entry, exploration  
and/or use of the cave [sic] in coordination with the National Museum, Research 
Institution [sic] for Mindanao Culture (RIMCU) and the Department of Tourism …”
9 City Ordinance 9348-2004 appropriated PhP450,000.00 to the ASP team. The 
title of the ordinance is “An Ordinance Reverting the Sum of P450,000.00 from 
the ‘Special Project: Poverty Reduction Effort for Cagayan de Oro Resettlement 
Areas’ in the 2004 Annual Budget of the City Planning and Development Office…”
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10 “salvage archaeology, the branch of archaeology devoted to studying artifacts 
and features on sites which are imminently threatened by development in the form 
of the construction of dams, buildings, highways, etc. … The rescue, or salvage, 
archaeologist, is concerned with the retrieval of as much information as possible 
about the archaeological sites before they are damaged or destroyed ….” Kipfer, ibid.
11 A licensed geodetic engineer.
12 The Mindanao Goldstar Daily, 12 November 2004.
13 http://www.rpanet.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=3.
14 http://www.upd.edu.ph/~asp/archaeosoc.html. The revised webpage no longer 
mentions a code of ethics. But the writer has a copy of the previous version 
with the evidence.
15 The HCA does not have a copy of the KAPI code of ethics.
16 http://homepages.uni-tuebingen.de/alfred.pawlik/Solheim/Solheim_Bulletin_Vol_II_3.
pdf.
17 In 2007, a neighbor of Cabaluna claimed she saw a human arm bone placed 
on a bamboo stick at the periphery of the pit. 
18 Burton’s decision to dig without National Museum permit would later be 
used by the ASP as an issue against her. During the ASP press conference in 
November 2004, an ASP member said: “We don’t follow any code of ethics. We 
just follow the law of the land.” But the ASP never gave comment on National 
Museum’s failure to protect the midden. Nor do they criticize Cabaluna and 
Emano for the continuous destruction of Huluga. 
19 “A settlement or settlement site is a site or location that is or was habitation. 
A habitation site is a general term for any area that has evidence of a domestic 
activity, such as food preparation; it is also any site where people lived in the 
past − making it the same as a settlement site. A campsite is simply a placed 
used for camping.” Email from Dr. Barbara Ann Kipfer, a lexicographer with 
almost thirty years experience in writing and editing dictionaries, thesauri, 
and other word books. Dr. Kipfer is the author of more than thirty-seven 
books and holds an MPhil and PhD in linguistics. She is also a Registered 
Professional Archaeologist and has a PhD in Archaeology. 
20 In August 2007, a member of the HISCCOM told a national daily reporter 
that, “Huluga is being developed because of the ASP report.”
21 See page 10 in Jago-on, Sheldon Clyde B., Josefina G. Belmonte, Nida T. 
Cuevas, and Jane Carlos. October 2004. Archaeological impact assessment, 
TVI Resources Development, Inc. (Canatuan Project). Manila: Archaeological, 
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Cultural and Environmental Consultancy, Inc. (ACECI), Manila. Belmonte and 
Carlos were members of the ASP team that went to Huluga in November 2004.
22 Dr. Francesco Brighenti, who studies tribal cultures of India, sent an email on 5 
September 2008 to the Indo-Eurasian Research yahoogroups in response to my query 
regarding possible habitations in sacred mountains: “The Dongria Kondh tribe 
of Orissa, whose opposition to the bauxite mining project started by the Vedanta 
Company on their sacred mountain, the Niyamgiri, has been discussed on this List 
earlier on, never built their settlements on the slopes or the top of that mountain, 
nor did they ever practice their slash-and-burn agriculture thereon. That is, indeed, 
the sacred seat of their main god, Niyamraja, who is at the same time conceived 
as their Great Ancestor.” Two other list members, Dr. Benjamin Fleming and Dr. 
Trudy S. Kawami, mentioned similar sacred mountains in American South West. 
Kawami writes, “No dwellings, kivas or other constructions are made there so that 
the area would appear to uninformed eyes as empty or uninhabited.”
23 Siocon Subanon Association Apu Manglang Glupa Pusaka, others, Mining a sacred 
mountain: Protecting the human rights of indigenous communities, International 
Centre for Human Rights and Democratic Development: http://tinyurl.com/6ffjnc. 
24 Jago-on, et al., p. 10.
25 Two recent incidents show the National Museum’s current dependence on 
external funds. In 2007, during a budget hearing, Congressman Rodriguez 
questioned Alvina about the failure of the National Museum to protect Huluga. 
A few days later, Alvina and two other National Museum officials met with the 
HCA. This meeting, however, produced only a deputization certificate for the 
HCA, which expired after two months.

In 2008, an archaeological cave was found in Maitum, Sarangani. A team from 
the National Museum was invited, but they claimed that they had no money for 
this project. Sarangani Governor Miguel Dominguez provided plane tickets for 
the team, while the Maitum LGU shouldered their food and accommodation. 
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Notes on Filipino Migration

The Face of the Filipino in Diaspora
Carlito M. Gaspar, CSsR
 

Much has been written about the Overseas Filipino Workers 
(OFWs) and, as the number approaches ten million (and 
counting), more writeups will appear everywhere.  What I 

want to write about comes from a reflexive view of a Pinoy-in-pilgrimage 
who has encountered hundreds of them at every stage of my sojourn in 
the last ten months.

 First of all, the term OFW may already be outdated as the 
phenomenon of the Filipino abroad has shifted into various constructs.  
Wasn’t it only yesterday that they were referred to as Filipino Contract 
Workers (FCW) or was it Overseas Contract Workers (OCW)?  One 
of these days, another acronym might arise as the new realities would 
impact the manner that a phenomenon is labeled.  Might it be “FiD,” as 
in Filipinos in Diaspora?

The OFW, if they involve workers, is only one of the categories of 
the FiD. They are, of course, the great majority.  And rightly so, since 
they are the bayani ng bayan.  Through sheer hard work, mainly in very 
harsh working conditions, they have been very much responsible for 
keeping our economy floating – even more than President Gloria Arroyo’s 
technocrats who think mainly in terms of perpetuating our dependency 
to our western masters who control the flow of capital and investments – 
and our country surviving in the globalized scheme of things.

But there are more to the OFWs in terms of the face of the Filipino 
abroad.  There are also other kinds of OFWs who are better included 
in the wider configuration of the FiD.  Even among the OFWs alone, 
there are now a variety of categories: Those who are legally in foreign 
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countries  for just a limited time according to the stipulations of their 
contracts and who will have to return to the native land once the contract 
expires; those who are illegal (or TNT, as in tago nang tago) and yet able 
to secure employment where they are exploited further on account of 
having no papers; those who might be abroad for a much longer time 
as their contracts are regularly renewed until they retire; those who in 
the process of being abroad have married locals and could now enjoy 
citizenship; and those who are aggressively seeking citizenship through 
one way or another.  There could be other sub-categories within these 
categories.

One other feature in this typology has to do with where they will be 
once the age of retirement catches up with them.  There are those who 
are counting the days before they go home as they have no doubt where 
they will retire, namely, in the arms of the Inang Bayan (Mother Land).

Some are making provisions now in terms of being able to 
comfortably settle down in the country as they retire.  In some cases, 
their foreign spouses are the ones more interested in retiring in the 
Philippines.  I know someone whose German husband is so in love with 
Samal Island that even at age thirty-five he wants to retire and live in 
Samal for the rest of his life, along with wife and children.  There are 
also those also who feel that they would be better off retiring abroad as 
their health and medical insurance will provide them better access to 
health care if they get sick during retirement.

But who are the nonworkers among the OFWs?  Well, they are the 
husbands and wives who are not employed outside the homes. There are 
the children, too. A confrere of mine in Rome who is working with the 
OFWs told me that Italy may soon have a policy of allowing spouses 
and children of the OFWs join them and be provided visas to enter the 
country. The motive is not unselfish borne out of the deep Christian 
values arising from goodness of the hearts of the Italian policy – and 
decision-makers. It is purely because of practical, even monetary, 
consideration. The State will save more money by bringing in the 
members of the families of the OFWs as it will spend less in terms of 
medical costs when depressed OFWs – separated from loves ones – 
require such treatment.

There are also Pinoys who do not fit in easily with the category of 
OFW unless this construct is understood to bring in almost every FiD 
under its umbrella.  Usually, when the OFW appears in the average 
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Pinoy consciousness, one refers to those who do manual work especially 
as domestic helpers, seafarers, nannies, store attendants, entry-level 
workers in various establishments in malls, hospital aides or orderlies, 
and the like. There are, of course, other ways of earning money as this 
list could be far longer.

In my travels, they have constituted the big majority. In Cape Town, 
South Africa, where I went to see the penguins, I met a nanny who was 
traveling with his Saudi Arabian employers who were on vacation. In 
the Washington DC Cancer Research Institute, I met hospital aides.  In 
Vienna, they were the ones I saw in the fastfood and junkfood eateries.  
All across Israel, from the old city of Jerusalem to Capernaum, they were 
mainly domestic helpers.  In Rotterdam and Copenhagen, they were largely 
seafarers. As I was walking towards the Coliseum in Rome, I caught up with 
an Ilocana manang who was walking the dog (a huge German shepherd who 
weighed more than her). Our conversation went this way:

 
Me:  Kumusta na po kayo? 
 (How are you?).
She: Ito, Kuya, hirap na hirap sa ginagawa ko. Ang laki kasi ng asong ito. 
  (Here, I am having a hard time with what I’m doing. This dog  

is big).
Me:  Kumusta naman ang employer ninyo? 
 (What’s your employer like?).
She: Mabait naman, Kuya. Pero noong isang araw, sinigawan ko po dahil masyado 

na siya. Alam mo, kaya nag-iyakan kami pagkatapos kasi sinabi ko sa kanya, 
kung mananatili siyang malupit sa akin, iiwanan ko siya. 

  (He’s nice enough. But just the other day, I yelled at him because he 
was too much. You know, the reason why we were crying after that was 
because I told him that if he did not stop being cruel I would leave).

 
Interesting conversation considering the sub-texts.  
Another conversation worth including here is one I overheard in an 

internet cafe right inside the old city section of Jerusalem in the morning 
of Holy Thursday. The name of the establishment – Ali Baba. 

Nimfa is from a village in Monkayo, Compostela Valley and she 
was going to chat with her mother who was at an internet cafe in Tagum 
City. She was accompanied by Lita, her friend who is from Cebu. Since 
I was just beside Nimfa as she chatted over cyberspace with her mother, 
I could not help but hear the conversation:
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Nimfa:  Oy Nay, perte man nimong payata oy. Mura man kag sigueg puasa.  
 Tan-awa ko, nanambok na ko dinhi. 

   (Mom, you are so thin, as if you’ve been fasting too much. Look  
 at me, I am so stout).

Silence
Nimfa:  Kusga imong tingog, Nay, kay dili ko kadungog sa imong tingog. 
   (Speak louder, Mom, as I can’t hear you).
Silence
Nimfa:  Kusga lagi imong tingog ba. 
   (Speak louder ba).
Silence
Nimfa (laughing): Sobra-an sab kakusog sa imong tingog, pero OK lang. 
   (You speak too loud but it’s OK).
Silence
Nimfa (shedding tears):  Lisod baya ang kinabuhi dire, Nay!  Pero unsaon ta man, 

kinahanglan man g yud kong mutrabaho dinhi.  
  (Life here is difficult Mom, but what can we do, I need to work here).

 Ay, pastilan – puno g yud sa drama ang kinabuhi sa atong mga OFWs! (Hard to 
translate).

 
But, indeed, given the huge number of FiDs, the categories beyond 

the usual construct of OFWs is quite awesome!  If someone ever wants 
to write a thesis or dissertation about FiDs, this area of study would 
yield very interesting findings. Consider the following narratives of 
FiDs I met along my sabbatical journey (names and places have been 
changed to protect their identity):

Fely lives in Brussels. As a mail-order bride from a small village in 
Leyte (quite near Ormoc and right after that tragedy of the floods), she 
married a Belgian who proved to be a good provider. Today, she does 
not have to work and, because they have no children, she can practically 
do what she wants to do. For the moment, she is taking a course on Art 
History and, among other activities, she and her classmates go to the 
best museums in Europe to discuss the various theories and examples 
on art. Not bad for a paisana ni Imelda.

Susan was a teacher back home in Butuan who had always wanted 
to be a nurse. In New York where she has stayed for some time, she 
somehow found a way to study and be qualified. Today, she has a 
relatively lucrative job in what is known as a niche labor market. She 
works as a nurse to mother-and-child within the first twelve weeks after 
the mother gives birth, the period deemed as very crucial in making 
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sure the baby stays alive.  Having established her name within this 
tight circle of elite families in New York, she is never wanting of an 
employment that pays relatively well, even as the work puts her on a 
24/7 schedule. Susan’s two kids are studying in an elite school in Butuan 
and their father looks after them. Of course, she misses them a lot.

 Maricel used to work for the Department of Agrarian Reform in 
Cagayan de Oro City.  She was being promoted to a job in Manila but 
thought it best to follow her cousin who was working in Washington, 
DC.  She managed to get a visa and now she works for the Jordanian 
embassy. She finds this ironic: Back home, she had no interest in 
knowing about Islam. In her present job, she has to be well-versed in 
Islam and thus, had to do some study on her own.

Puring was a catechist in a parish near Dumaguete City. In a resort in 
the city, he met a Dutch tourist. To make the long story short, they fell in 
love and, eventually, got married. She found her way to Holland, landed a 
job, and raised two kids. Meanwhile, she got quite active in her parish and 
dragged her husband to taking an active role in their parish, too. Today, 
she heads the parish choir and her eldest daughter plays the organ. She 
has so far recruited seventeen Filipino expatriates to join the parish 
choir. Like many stories in Australia, New Zealand and Italy, Pinay wives 
are providing some life to their parish through their active involvement.

Then there are the priests and religious abroad and some of them 
do accompaniment work with the OFWs. In one sense, that also makes 
them OFWs. For some, this is an assignment. I already mentioned my 
confrere in Rome, Fr. Teodie Holgado of the Congregation of the Most 
Holy Redeemer (CSsR or the Redemptorist), who covers the whole of 
Italy. In Jerusalem on Good Friday, there was a diocesan priest who was 
with a group of OFWs who were on a holiday. They spent the day doing 
the Via Crucis at the Via Dolorosa. Another group followed them and this 
was led by a Pinay nun. Both the priest and the nun, it turned out, were 
assigned in Israel for this ministry. In Brugges, one of the loveliest cities in 
Belgium, three Benedictine nuns from Davao (whose main convent is in 
Cogon, Digos) were on assignment at a monastery there since the Belgian 
nuns were getting old and there were no more local vocations. On their 
weekends, they make themselves available to OFWs. This is the case also 
with some Carmelites at Cape Town, South Africa.  

There is also the other phenomenon, of more and more Pinoy/
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Pinay religious being elected as members of the General Councils of 
their respective congregations and living in Rome. Fr. Tony Pernia of 
the Societas Verbi Divini (SVD) who used to be with the Regional Major 
Seminary (ReMaSe) in Davao is the Father General of the SVDs, one of 
the most numerous men religious in the Catholic Church to date. Among 
those of the Order of Saint Benedict (OSB), the Medical Mission Sisters, 
the DeLa Salle Brothers, and the Daughters of Charity, there is one in 
the Council who is from our native land.  This could expand further 
in the years to come as there are less and less Europeans and North 
Americans to fill such posts.

Then there are the Pinoy artists abroad. Some have to find jobs so 
they can survive as their art is not yet able to support them financially.  
A Pinay theatre artist in Chicago who founded her own dance-theatre 
group works as a nurse.  A painter from Cotabato fends himself by doing 
landscape design in France. A visual artist from Davao does odd jobs 
in Austria. A fiction writer in New Jersey keeps a day job at a computer 
firm.

Another group is constituted by development workers who honed 
their skills in various Church and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) since the martial rule of Marcos until post-EDSA. Many 
were with institutions like the National Secretariat for Social Action 
(NASSA) and its national network, Philippine Business for Social 
Progress (PBSP), the Mindanao-Sulu Pastoral Conference Secretariat 
(MSPCS), and the like. Many are in development agencies in Europe 
including England, France, Holland, Belgium, and Germany.  Their 
colleagues are in other parts of the world from Thailand to Cambodia, 
Burma to East Timor. They travel in Africa, Latin America, the Middle 
East, and Eastern Europe as they represent the interests of their funding 
and/or development agencies. Truly, their being in such agencies is a 
confirmation of the expertise developed by the Pinoys/Pinays in this 
significant field of work aimed at making poverty history.

Then, finally, there are the Pinoy/Pinay scholars who are out to 
learn new theories and skills and develop expertise. Some are doing 
their course work in Annapolis, Maryland and would ultimately like to 
join the US Marines. There are those studying at the Catholic University 
of America in Washington, DC. A half-Pinoy I met in Israel studies 
medicine in Harvard University and would like to return home to work 
among the poor. There is a sizeable number of scholars in the University 
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of Leuven with a few from Mindanao (Davao, Bukidnon, and Agusan).  
A young girl from Mandug is studying agriculture in a university in 
Ghent, Belgium. And I met a Pinay who just finished her doctorate 
degree in Development Studies at a university in London.  In the past, 
some of these scholars ended up marrying a local person or being 
employed abroad. Fortunately, a good number do return home and do 
what they can to serve their country in whatever way possible.

Why am I writing this essay?  Possibly I just want to collect my 
thoughts on something that has really struck me since I began 
my sabbatical and traveled far and wide.  The Filipino abroad is 
everywhere. At airports, train and bus terminals, at public plazas, malls, 
hotels, fast food centers, museums, hospitals, churches – everywhere, 
they are there. In my previous travels, it was quite usual to stop and say 
hello and exchange a few words especially: Kumusta? Taga saan ka sa atin?  
Anong ginagawa mo rito? (How are you? Which part of the Philippines do 
you come from? What are you doing here?).

But now, as the numbers have so drastically increased, one no longer 
feels compelled to stop and chat with Pinoys even as one knows they 
are truly Pinoy (after all, our collective habitus is so transparent, one can 
easily spot a Pinoy in an international crowd).

However, one thing is quite evident. The Filipino face abroad is 
actually that of a Filipina. A Pinay. I don’t know what the actual statistics 
is, but my hunch is that at least seventy-five percent of the FiD are Pinays.  
And of this number, at least seventy percent are in the age range of 
seventeen to forty. It is a young face, and a beautiful one at that because of 
the perceived exoticism in the face, especially of the morena type.

Nowhere was this more evident than in Israel (although this would 
also be true in Hong Kong, in many countries in the Middle East, and 
some cities in Europe). Everywhere in Israel, the Pinay is present. Except 
for the Jew (with his curled sideburns and distinctive hat), the Greek 
Orthodox functionary (with his black robe and headdress), and the 
religious woman (there seems to be a million of them across Israel), the 
other familiar figure in Israel is the Pinay. She could end up an iconic 
figure in this beleaguered country.  

Why here? Perhaps because the Israeli government allows us to enter 
the country without a visa and stay for as long as three months. What 
accounted for this? Perhaps a sense of gratitude as the Philippine 
vote at the UN recognizing the right of Israel to exist as a state was 
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quite crucial. Perhaps because we have shown we can be relied on as 
workers. Whatever the reason may be, the Pinays are everywhere in 
Israel, including the battered city of Haifa. I met Lolita, a young Pinay 
who works there and our conversation went this way:
 

Me:  Sa Haifa ka ga-trabaho? 
  (You work in Haifa?).
Lolita: Oo, Kuya. 
  (Yes).
Me:  Unsa may trabaho nimo didto? 
  (What is your work?).
Lolita: Taga-bantay ug bata, Kuya. 
  (Take care of children).
Me:  Di ba nga bag-o lang mo niagi ug kuyaw nga giyera? 
  (Isn’t it that you just went through a frightening war?).
Lolita: Tinuod Kuya. Perte g yong kuyawa, pagbuto sa bomba, mokurog ang yuta, 
 mokurog sab akong kabukugan. 
  (Yes, it made us very fearful, when the bombs exploded, the earth 

shook, so also our bones).
Me:  Pero nganong magpabilin man ka didto? 
 (So why remain there?).
Lolita:  Ay Kuya, wala may laing ka-trabahoan. Usa pa, anad na man sab ko.
  Taga-Basilan gud ko. 
  (There is no other place to find work. One more reason, I am from 

Basilan!).
 
Ay pastilan, depende lagi sa kagikan. (Hard to translate again).
 
Indeed, it is rare for the Jews and Palestinians to see Filipino men. 

Most of the time, the natives interact with Pinays. This is why when one 
goes to the tourist shops for souvenirs, the storekeepers immediately 
flaunt their knowledge of Filipino words which they have picked up 
from the Pinays: Magandang umaga!  Kumusta ka!  Salamat!  Mahal kita!  
(Good morning! How are you? Thank you! I love you!).

And since Pinays bargain like they do in Divisoria and Baclaran, 
the storekeepers are ready for the bargaining game once a Pinay shows 
up at his store.

So there, the Filipino face abroad is Pinay.
So what are the ramifications?  That is a study in itself.
But for some reflections:
What is this phenomenon doing to the so-called fabric of the Pinoy 
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family back home, especially if a sizeable percentage of the female OFWs 
have families back home, if not boyfriends waiting for them there?

So how has this phenomenon impacted on stereotypes? For 
example, it used to be that the metaphor for the Philippines is that of a 
woman who spent 400 years in a convent, fifty years in Hollywood, and 
two years in Sodom and Gomorrah. If such a metaphor is still politically 
correct, we can then add that the woman has now spent almost forty 
years (as the OFWs phenomenon arose in the l970s?) in an enclosed 
space anywhere in the world where she takes care of other people’s kith 
and kin?

Can we continue to have a policy – presently fully backed by the 
State, with Gloria giving her own blessings without her appearing to 
have a sense of worry as to what is happening to Pinays abroad – where 
we export our women no matter what the costs are?  Some people may 
not raise an eyebrow and accept in very pragmatic terms that we no 
longer can avoid globalized labor, but is this the best way to benefit 
from the exportation of labor in order to earn precious dollars so the 
economy keeps floating?

And what of the women themselves?
I run the risk of being critiqued by even writing this essay and 

usurping the OFW women’s right to have their own voice heard. And 
thus, to textualize their own experience.  I can only wish that more 
women will not just speak their voices but scream such voices to the 
four corners of the world.  I can only wish that there are more fora 
and opportunities for such voices to be heard, but more importantly be 
considered in the context of policy and legal decision-making processes. 
I can only wish that the public square will widen so discourses on the 
commodication of women’s labor can be ventilated even more.  I salute 
all those efforts that parallel such wishful thinking.  For apart from 
writing something, there is really very little that I can do on my own.

But I assert my voice as a pilgrim.
In fact, the Pinay face abroad is one that confronts the pilgrims as 

they seek to search for a God (a Higher Power, a Cosmic Presence) of the 
everyday.  I appropriate De Certeau (in my very inadequate manner as I need 
to study De Certeau more) and say that, indeed, there is something to being 
mystic-wanderers especially for those engaged in perpetual departures.

This is very true for the FiD, in particular, the Pinay OFW.
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She is mother and sister. She is babaylan and catechist. She is change 
agent and artist. She is the embodiment of the gift of nurturance which 
in our Lumad mythology goes all the way back to Mebuyan and her 
sister goddesses.  When she takes care of a little boy in Hong Kong or 
a little girl in Madrid, she does so with the same tenderness that makes 
Lucio San Pedro compose Sa piling ni nanay/Duyan/Sa ugoy ng duyan (In 
mother’s company/Hammock/To the swing of the hammock). She is 
manifest in the priestesses of Mt. Banahaw, the healers of Siquijor, the 
seers in Quiapo, and the feminists doing new forms of art in urban 
centers. She brings wayward husbands back to the church and allows 
him the voice to sing in praise of the Benevolent One.

Up to the point where she can still do so, she leads her children 
to holy sites and makes them be aware that there is a world beyond 
consumerism, materialism, and individualism. She cooks the delicious 
meals of her lola (grandmother) and brings back the sick to good health, 
even as the sick are total strangers who share nothing by way of culture, 
ethnicity, religious tradition, habitus; except that there is a common 
humanity shared in all the landscapes of the world. And she prays in her 
own way: She goes through her prayer book bought in Baclaran, fondles 
the rosary that was blessed by the Pope (if she ever made it to Rome on 
a pilgrimage), lights candles (this time with the scent promoted by New 
Age), and sings even if she’s off-key.

But she prays. Very intensely, knowing that this is the final weapon 
of the weak that, along with her tears, will bring whatever form of 
redemption wished for from a land far, far away from that which she 
keeps in her heart. Because, as with many other key biblical figures, she, 
too, is in diaspora. And exiled abroad, ironically, her faith is strengthened. 

As if by a cosmic design, she finds her roots in the most unexpected 
places. By her intuition, she encounters the spirits of the land where 
she grew up, the ancestors who continue to haunt her dreams, and the 
world that she knows will be her final destiny. She has, indeed, become 
a mystic-wanderer!

And blessed is the pilgrim who encounters her in his own wandering.
 
 
 



Book Reviews

Grace Nono, with Mendung Sabal, Henio Estakio, Baryus Gawid, 
Salvador Placido, Sarah Mandegan, Gadu Ugal, Florencia Havana, 
Sindao Banisil and Elena-Rivera-Mirano. 2008. The shared voice: Chanted 
and spoken narratives from the Philippines. Ed. Carolina Malay. Pasig City: 
Anvil Publishing and Fundacion Santiago. 248 pages.

“My name is Grace Nono. I am a singer and a creator of songs.” 
That is how the author of this magical book introduces herself. That 
is also how she immediately connects her identity with the rest of the 
million “singing Filipinos” whose voices she celebrates in print. By voice 
Grace Nono means much more than a physiological function. “It is 
the summation of spiritual and sociocultural experience, of vision, and 
of creative imagination.” In the first few chapters, Nono locates this 
research on the voice of the Filipino oralists within the literature of 
oral literacy studies and ethnomusicology, taking off from the scanty 
Philippine references and going into the wider accounts of African 
and European experiences. In the process, she also locates herself as 
“secondary oralist” (using Walter J. Ong’s terminology), being different 
from those who live purely with the spoken word, and not with written 
text. The research process is then revealed as a participation in the 
search for a shared identity and collective energy, in the drinking from 
one’s well, and kissing “the ground from which voice springs.”

 The rest of the book is an unfolding of this insight, through 
her series of accounts of nine other “oralists” that she personally visited 
in their homelands. Mendung Sabal is the famous Tboli chanter from 
Lake Sebu in South Cotabato. With pride, she says “I am poor, very 
poor, but my song is my protection.” Sixty-year-old Henio Estakio is 
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an Ibaloi mambunong from Benguet. He chants during healing rituals, 
as well as in death rites, while listening to the whispers of Kabunyan. 
From Mindoro, Baryus Gawid is a master of Mangyan ambahan and 
urukay musical genres. Salvador Placido is a baylan (tribal priest) from 
Agusan del Sur. He is a barangay policeman, but he is also known as 
benuduman, the one who sings the tod-om and the uyaging. In Datu Piang, 
Maguindanao, Sarah Mandegan expresses preference for the oral 
dayunday, rather than the more traditional bayok. The latter may be more 
poetic, but the former can more easily connect with the young. Gadu 
Ugal is another Tboli singer. His singing is part of the whole struggle 
for cultural regeneration. He believes that when he sings, his people’s 
“memories return to them.” Florencia Havana became a Methodist when 
she was young, and returned to Bukidnon to teach. But it was precisely 
in translating the Bible into Manobo language that she discovered her 
Manobo songs “have always been inside me, embedded in my mind.” 
With the help of manod-amay, she began to sing Manobo songs again. 
Elena Rivera-Mirano was born in the United States. A daughter of a 
modernist pianist in the 1950s, she grew up with a healthy exposure 
to diverse musical styles. But her introduction to kudyapi and kulintang 
music at University of the Philippines opened up for her a spiritual career 
in Christian – and very much Filipino – chants. Sindao Banisil belongs 
to a family steeped in traditional Maranao arts and music. She laments, 
though, that only Christian researchers are interested in their Maranao 
art. She says she owes her artistic development to Dean Lucrecia Kasilag 
– to think that her father who was a philosopher-poet or kataro sa lalag 
and a chanter was the mentor to two national artists, Lucrecia Kasilag 
(music) and Lucrecia Urtula (dance)! 

The book is not complete without the section on Grace Nono, the 
researcher-researched. Although she classifies herself as “secondary oralist,” 
this soulful singer from Agusan truly belongs to the community of chanters 
that she has studied. Perhaps we need say more about the author. 

Grace Nono is an award-winning Philippine music artist-producer, 
a cultural worker, and a teacher. She is known for her contemporary 
interpretations of Philippine traditional music and for singing about 
“living identity,” women’s issues, environmentalism, and interfaith 
spirituality. She has released five acclaimed solo recordings and has 
represented the Philippines in world music festivals, performances and 
conferences in the United Kingdom, Germany, France, United States, 
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India, China, Japan, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand, Laos, 
Myanmar, and Vietnam. I could imagine her enjoying the international 
community of NYU!

To date, Grace Nono has won forty awards, including the prestigious 
Ten Outstanding Young Men (TOYM), The Outstanding Women in 
Nation’s Service (TOWNS), numerous Catholic Mass Media Awards, 
Katha, Awit, National Press Club, and other awards for her artistic and 
cultural contributions.

Grace Nono currently teaches Philippine Traditional Arts at the 
University of the Philippines, where she previously earned her bachelor’s 
degree in Humanities and master’s in Philippine Studies. Her thick 
dissertation on Filipino oralists is now this wonderful book – thanks, 
of course, to her many academic and artistic companions, and to her 
expert editor, Carolina Malay. 

 And speaking about her friends, The shared voice actually reveals 
many of these companions in her artistic and spiritual journey. Jordan 
Mang-osan’s thirty expressive rubber cuts sprawl all over the book, 
providing earthy-colored dividers. Gigi Escalante’s eight batik arts 
are almost as musical as the chants themselves. Anna Fer’s paintings 
visualize ecological and political undertones of the study. The overall 
design and layout achieves the color and glitter of coffee table book but 
without diminishing the scholarly nature of the volume.

 Indeed, the book is a scholarly contribution to the (slowly) 
growing ethnomusicological literature and multimedia production. 
Grace Nono allots several chapters theorizing on “oralist” tradition and 
definition as well as “orality and literacy” debate. More interesting is 
how she reflects on the whole process of recognizing the voices and 
translating them into text. Another extremely important contribution 
is her account of the reflexive moments and movement of the author 
as singer and singer-turned-author. Less impressive, for this reviewer, 
however, is the section discussing the distinction between the dualistic 
and nondualistic aesthetics. I believe this “mental habit” perpetuates 
the dichotomizing tendency – prevalent in many places and for so 
many decades – and could be hiding just another version of dualism. In 
contrast, Datu Migketay, the Talaandig leader from Mount Kitanglad, 
Bukidnon, would rather highlight, in his foreword, the “link between 
traditions and modernity” which both the book and its subjects have 
actually achieved and celebrated. 
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The book, by the way, has an add-on: A CD of original chants and 
music treated in the text. 

Congratulations to Anvil Publishing and Fundacion Santiago 
for their daring to produce such a precious – and must be expensive 
– book. Fundacion Santiago, in particular, deserves mention because 
it is one such institution that has a vision that connects identity and 
energy of being Filipino. It aims at contributing to “a strong grasp of 
the national identity by promoting and sustaining historical awareness 
among Filipinos,” and the Fundacion believes that this “sense of self 
and of shared purpose” could be used as “foundations of national 
development.” We hope more institutions would share the same passion 
and commit the corresponding resources for producing more books like 
Grace Nono’s The shared voice.

Over all, The shared voice is a strong piece of poetic scholarship. It 
brings me deep into the springs of a culturally-rooted and musically-
embodied kind of worship. I personally admire Grace Nono for 
undertaking such a daunting research on the haunting chants of 
Filipino oralists like Mendung Sabal of the Tboli and Henio Estakio of 
the Ibaloi, among others. And the way she records their dreams with 
reverence, the way she weaves their songs and stories into her text, and 
the way she draws insights from her very own experience of communing 
with our heroes and mystics through music – all this reveals that Grace 
is definitely one of them. The bonus is that we, like her, in this day and 
age, can also drink from the same source of indigenous energies that 
continue, despite the odds, to nourish our collective will to live with 
dignity. The shared voice sings the divine in us as a people; it is a rare book 
that is meant to be shared.

Albert E. Alejo, SJ, PhD 

Senator Nene Pimentel. 2008. Federalizing the Philippines: A primer. Manila: 
Philippine Normal University Press. xviii. 494 pages.

Like the proverbial cat that has nine lives, federalism is in the air 
again, perhaps stronger this time, because of the failure of the central 
government to dissociate itself from high level corruption, or perhaps 
weaker, and for the same reason that the settlers in Malacañang simply 
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want to survive by whatever means, including adopting federalism as 
a reason for charter change. Senate Minority Leader Senator Aquilino 
“Nene” Pimentel, Jr. is aware of this argument for publishing just 
another book on federalism. He trusts that the people will be able to 
see the logic and the wisdom of his proposal, and not mistake it for 
the machinations of other vested interests. But the people will only 
understand if the technicalities of redistributing power to the regions 
are explained to them in simple yet accurate terms. 

This is clearly the aim of the recently launched book, Federalizing the 
Philippines: A primer. Written in question-and-answer format, the Primer 
anticipates almost all the questions frequently and not-so-frequently 
asked during his many advocacy tours. And for this service, Sen. 
Pimentel deserves our appreciation.

Sen. Pimentel is considered the foremost advocate of federalism 
in the country. This position is generally shared by other prominent 
persons like former UP President Jose Abueva and Davao’s Rey Magno 
Teves who serves as co-convenor of Kusog Mindanaw. Pimentel led 
the filing of Joint Resolution No. 10 which calls for the convening of 
Congress into a Constituent Assembly to amend the 1987 Constitution 
and lay the groundwork for a federal system to replace the existing 
highly-centralized unitary system of government. The resolution cites 
the reasons for scuttling the present unitary system of government where 
the country’s development programs are centrally determined, planned, 
funded, and implemented by the national government in Manila. It says 
the federalization of the Republic would speed up the development of 
the entire nation and help dissipate the causes of insurgency throughout 
the land, particularly the centuries-old Moro rebellion. 

The book substantiates these claims with more details. Data 
examples include the number of provinces, cities, municipalities, and even 
barangays in every state. The book provides additional data that would 
cover land areas, populations, dominant languages, tribal groups, plus 
their respective airports, seaports, economic zones, power sources, major 
economic activities and investments, even statistics on fishing, forestry, 
mining resources, tourist sites, availability of hotels and lodging houses, 
telecommunications, banks, hospitals, schools, media facilities, road 
networks, and comparative revenue of various local government units.

Some tables are quite interesting. In the question, for example, of 
how many senators will be elected from each state, the Primer’s answer 
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is an increase of the Senate population from the present two dozens 
to seventy-five: six senators for each of the eleven regions, plus nine 
senators to be elected by the overseas Filipino workers. And Pimentel 
supports this proposal based on his comparative count of senators in 
other countries. The United Kingdom, for example, has 60.9 million 
in population and yet it has 618 senators. Our neighbor Malaysia has 
seventy senators for its twenty five million people. The book offers 
many other curiously articulated pieces of information. The Appendices 
comprise several – and repetitious – speeches, that serve as summary of 
the proposal. Very useful is the provision of a thorough index for easy 
reference to particular topics.

 Despite the many details, however, a number of lingering 
questions are still left hanging. How, for example, does federalism help in 
curbing corruption? What exactly is in store for the indigenous peoples, 
especially in Mindanao? A procedural and political question may also be 
asked: How can the process of changing the Constitution that the shift 
to federalism will entail be safeguarded from the machinations of those 
who have less than patriotic aims? 

Albert E. Alejo, SJ, PhD

Patricio N. Abinales. 2008. The joys of dislocation: Mindanao, nation and region. 
Pasig City: Anvil Publishing, Inc. ISBN 978-971-27-2010-9. 197 pages.

It’s a brilliant stroke to have a book that links three major areas of 
study and reverses the order of their importance. By putting Mindanao 
at the center, and then radiating outward to the national and Southeast 
Asian regions, Prof. Patricio ( Jojo) Abinales articulates the sentiments 
of Mindanaoans and, I would suppose, many other probinsiyanos too 
who resent the inordinately Manila-, or, as other critics would call it, 
Tagalog-centered national discourses. This neglect of Mindanao by 
historians and other intellectuals (including media people who report 
mostly the bad news coming out of Mindanao, as Carol Arguillas 
complains) is paralleled by the neglect in developing Mindanao by the 
national leadership. As a result, Mindanao has been shunted aside and 
marginalized when in fact, as Jojo keeps pointing out, it was the most 
advanced area in the country from pre-Spanish contact up to perhaps 
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the middle of the nineteenth century. And yet, this glorious period 
in Mindanao – and therefore Philippine history – only gets cursory 
mention, if at all, in most history books. The valiant struggles of the 
local inhabitants, the Moros and the Lumads, are likewise unrecognized, 
making for a flawed national historiography. Perhaps that likely explains 
why a Filipino national consciousness refuses to gel and we remain 
fragmented as a nation.

Nationalist historians would do Filipinism a favor if they pay attention 
to these complaints and correct the bias toward a more balanced and 
truly national perspective. Already, disintegrative thinking is rife in the 
periphery. As the Moros strategize to realize an ultimate independent 
Bangsamoro homeland, other non-Tagalogs are also beginning to 
dream of having their own country, whether in federation with the 
rest of the Philippines or as an independent state. In Mindanao itself, 
there appears to be a strong sentiment for autonomy –if not outright 
secession – even among the settler population, frustrated as they are by 
the myopic concerns of the national center and the continuing weakness 
of the Philippine state. In one of his essays, Jojo himself wonders if it 
would be more advantageous if we assumed a broader Southeast Asian 
regional identity instead of sticking to a constricted, and malformed, 
national identity.

How this idea will work out is not yet fully explored in this book. 
But I am aware that in many other fora, Jojo continues to express his 
views and pose appropriate questions about critical issues affecting the 
life of the nation. We therefore should expect a sequel to this book as this 
prolific writer continues to look into the past of the periphery and putting 
it at center stage to provide fresh insights into our present and future.

For I think that such is Jojo’s greatest strength. I have known him 
to be always on the lookout for all kinds of materials, from colonial 
documents and newspaper files to obscure satirical activist lyrics. And 
when your arguments have that kind of disciplined grounding, people 
ought to sit up and listen. I don’t think Jojo means to have the last say; 
he likes to draw people into an argument so that in the process a more 
nuanced truth will come out. As readers will notice, he can be very 
frank and emphatic. “Why do people react when I call a spade a spade?” 
he once wrote. Who but Jojo would call Jose Ma. Sison the Filipino 
Ayatollah? Or (Harry) Lee Kuan Yew an aging autocrat? Or Mahathir 
the Malaysian supremo?
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Indeed, Jojo is at his best or worst (as some would say) when he takes 
the bull by its horns. His essays are informed, sharp, and take a stand. 
Even his questions are to the point: Why, he asks, would an Islamic studies 
center be located in UP Diliman, when it should be based in Mindanao? To 
Hashim Salamat, he asks: Will the MILF be privileging the Maguindanaoan 
in a future Bangsamoro republic at the expense of the other Moro ethnic 
groups? And how would the women be treated in this Islamic republic?

You may or may not agree with Jojo’s views, but his explorations 
into many conjunctural issues will surely gratify readers searching for a 
good and enlightening read. But not everything is scholarly stuff. Jojo 
has included light personal essays. There’s even a hilarious exchange 
between a congressman from the Visayas and a congressman from 
Maguindanao, the transcript of which he had unearthed from the 
Congressional records. By sharing his materials and his views, Jojo 
takes his readers along on a journey into Mindanao from where they will 
radiate outward to the nation and Southeast Asia. I assure the readers it 
is a most rewarding experience.

Macario D. Tiu

Andrew T.H. Tan, ed. 2007. A handbook of terrorism and insurgency in 
Southeast Asia. Massachusetts: Edward Elgar Publishing, Inc. ISBN 
9781845425432. 491 pages.

This book offers a very detailed analysis of the real threat of terrorism 
in Southeast Asia. It presents the various armed militant groups that have 
been established in states such as Laos, Malaysia, Indonesia, Philippines, 
and Thailand, among others. The groups range from Cambodia’s 
Khmer Rouge, the Philippines’ Abu Sayyaf to Burma’s (Myanmar’s) 
Communist Party. Tan, et al. provide a historical background of the 
anti-systemic or protest movements that have besieged these Southeast 
Asian governments for decades, such as the Huk rebellion, the New 
People’s Army (NPA), the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) 
and, of course, the Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines. In Indonesia, the book 
mentions the Gerakan Aceh Merdekah and the Majelis Mujahideen.

The book is an essential tool for anyone who seeks to understand 
the root causes of discontent which plague some countries in Southeast 



TAMBARA 25 241

Asia, to include the political, ideological, and religious movements 
which they spawned. But more than being just a tool for analysis, it 
also presents a clearer picture of the complex connections among these 
groups and movements, as well as the countries where they are located 
at or that are harboring them. For instance, it demonstrates ties between 
the Philippine’s Abu Sayyaf and Lebanon’s Hezbollah, Indonesia’s 
Majelis Mujahideen and Egypt’s Jemaah Islamiyah, and the list goes on. 

By presenting these concatenations, the book then attempts to provide 
a clearer understanding and a more intelligible way of perceiving what has 
been touted as the vision of a super Islamic federation of states in Asia, 
with the events of 9/11 and the US-led invasion of Iraq as the seeming 
clarion call for a holy war that would inevitably engulf the entire continent. 

Tan, et al. provide a roll call of the different armed militant groups 
in Southeast Asia, as well as the different methodologies and marked 
incidents involved, the mediator groups or brokers trying to keep 
the peace in the region, and the counter-terrorism measures being 
implemented to manage, if not eliminate, the presence of conflict.

As a matter of course, insurgency is treated as an important focal 
point in the book. Details are presented on how the simple peasant 
protest groups of twentieth century Asia have evolved into a highly 
complex and organized network of transnational movements that have 
transcended political boundaries and sovereignties. 

Perhaps what makes the book such a good and invaluable resource 
is its treatment of the emergence of postmodernist terrorism and its 
ties and differences with old, conventional terrorism. The concept of a 
radical Islam is boldly explored and analyzed by those in the know in 
the field of security and defense studies – the likes of Greg Fealy, Elena 
Pavlova, Elina Noor, and Adam Dolnik. The parallel existence of armed 
communist and separatist insurgencies in Southeast Asia is brilliantly 
discussed by Paul Rodell, Miriam Coronel Ferrer, and Thitinan 
Pangsudhirak, among others. Gripping analysis of state terrorism, such 
as when the government itself maybe culpable of instilling fear in its 
own populace, is also provided by Peter Carey and Syed Serajul Islam, 
et al. Likewise, counter-terrorism initiatives are highlighted by Rohan 
Gunaratna and Renato Cruz de Castro. These authors discuss how the 
governments of these Southeast Asian nations have responded to the 
threat of this new face of terrorism, one that knows no boundaries and 
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recognizes no conventions.
Indeed, the book is vital for all who seek to learn the basics and 

the nitty-gritty of terrorism in Southeast Asia, complete with acronyms, 
tables and the well-founded analysis that detail everything one needs 
to know about this socio-political-ideological phenomenon which has 
evolved through time.

This book is highly recommended.

Rhodalie O. Emilio

Gail Tan Ilagan. 2007. Fly on the wall 2. Davao City: CSL Printing. 195 
pages.

On page 22 of her engrossing collection of essays, Ateneo de 
Davao professor and pundit Gail Ilagan reminisces about those annual, 
obligatory retreats people in Catholic institutions have to go through. 
Then she inserts these lines: “Did God see an image of Herself when 
she spied an ant? Because I did.” 

 Bam! Vintage GI – enthralling readers with her everyday life 
encounters, and just as you begin to settle down and enjoy her absorbing 
prose, she whacks you with a surprise to remind you why she is, probably 
(in deference to critics) Mindanao’s best essayist to date. In these two 
lines, the question is not whether God spies on ants, but that it is a “She-
God” (not Goddess, note how Gail dispenses with this sexist label) who 
does the spying. And to top it all, GI asserts it with certain definitiveness 
(“Because I did!”).

Surely, when GI wrote this she knew that among her many readers 
were her Jesuit bosses, members of a religious congregation whose long 
history includes some of the best intellectual defense of Catholicism. Was 
GI trying to provoke them into a debate on its institutional chauvinism? 
And did they take GI to task for this heresy? We do not know.

These asides against established (and unfair) norms permeate Fly on 
the wall 2.  The nationally-famous Manolo Quezon is taken to task for 
inadvertently turning her into an anti-communist, when she is not. She 
does not hesitate to go after the thugs who killed and sought to make 
excuses for the killing of nine-year old Grecil S. Buya (Death of a nine-
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year old just shreds your emotional equilibrium to pieces). And if they 
threatened to brand her a “communist sympathizer,” her response is 
to “bring it on.”  This Ilongga cannot be run over easily. She will fight.

GI is angriest when it comes to the exploitation of women and 
children. The essays under the heading Rape in Subic hit back at those 
who declare that “Nicole” had it coming when the “maniac” Daniel 
Smith raped her. Her comparison of kids who kill and rape (the Marines) 
and the kids who die or get raped (in Subic, in Iraq, and elsewhere where 
the US military is stationed) brings to fore how much of our young are 
already dehumanized at such tender ages. Why do countries and states 
do this to their youth?

GI loves to complicate issues and relations, be they mother-daughters 
relations (Conversations with my daughters – the best of them all), tensions 
between the hubby-critic-protector and GI the writer-the participant 
observer-the adventurist (Invisible), complicated military men (the 
section The rebel yell and Bounty hunting), as well as the usual thugs. There 
are essays on idols and mentors treated with awe (When heroes die and Big 
Mac) and wonderful snippets of academics and public intellectuals at 
their most serious and most hilarious (Academe in Mindanao).

The span of some of her essays can take you on a roller-coaster ride. 
Disaster denied takes on EVAT and Gloria Arroyo then leaps to George 
W. Bush and the Katrina disaster via Kyoto, before landing you back 
to her own environmental demon – cigarettes.  She takes you around 
Mindanao (Take to the highway) and also all over the body politic (The 
Clark proposition, Baguio in a day, and In by midnight). She did not land back 
to Mindanao in the last page, but that’s alright. She’s still there.

Where GI is not as exciting actually is when she writes like a 
psychologist. I shudder at the idea of dozing off in the early parts of 
Prejudged and found wanting. But thank the stars that such essays are rare. 
Ninety-nine percent of the time, you find yourself completely immersed 
in GI’s take on life.  And you come out of the last pages happy to know 
that there are people like Gail Ilagan who really, really write well…her 
hubby’s criticisms notwithstanding.

Respect.

Patricio N. Abinales

NB: This review first appeared on http://www.mindanews.com on 16 June 2008 
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Wilfredo Magno Torres III, ed. 2007. Rido: Clan feuding and conflict 
management in Mindanao. Makati City: The Asia Foundation. 348 pages.

Some books leave you better educated. Some books give you a sense 
of having located something. And what have I found in this book?

A compendium of data and a little more: Fine points, interesting 
information, entertaining details. Some samplers: Unlike women 
negotiators who have the talent for “[translating] harsh words into 
conciliatory statements,” men, being partisans to conflict, tend to 
feed information to one party or another; ergo, they will never do as 
messengers of peace. Appeal to genealogy and common ancestors is 
one way of effectively stopping further bloodshed, but in many places, 
kinship is no longer valued as much as blood money. Blood money is 
usually fixed at no lower than PhP100,000.00 excluding carabaos and 
other goods that may be asked by the aggrieved party or voluntarily 
offered by the offender. Traditional and religious leaders are no longer 
much sought in conflict-settlement; politicians and local government 
executives have taken on much of that role. One reason: Whoever takes 
the lead role in settling the conflict shells out the biggest portion of the 
blood money, a cause for worry for civil society groups and concerned 
individuals who are opposed to the idea of allocating government money 
for rido settlement. In the thick of the vendetta killings, men hide; and 
women, if they and their families have not relocated for refuge, seek 
avenues for peace. Women and children also had to farm and look after 
the financial upkeep of the family. Whereas before it was taboo to hurt 
women, women casualties – presumably among lower-caste families 
– may now be treated as accidental or collateral damage, so to speak. 
Women’s peacekeeping function rests more on their traditional position 
as the sex that has to be protected: Physically frail and incapable of 
carrying arms, more than on anything else. Most of the ridos are intra-
ethnic, sometimes occurring between members belonging to one clan. 
The causes vary, from an insult on one’s lineage to spouse jealousy and 
elopement, landgrabbing, rivalry over electoral posts, or some other 
scarcer resource like the IRA. 

Detailed across ten studies of the book’s ten chapters (authored 
by Mindanao’s foremost researchers, historians, peace advocates, and 
writers) and padded with feature articles on the same topic, the facts and 
the narratives – and the propositions – could sometimes be repetitive 



TAMBARA 25 245

and you get the sense that while all that we have on the subject has been 
hauled in, nothing is being solved or clarified except the unbending 
demand for peace. To paraphrase one of the authors, rido, the problem, 
brings on and complicates other problems related to instability and 
poverty in Mindanao. Owing to clan and political affiliations of the 
average gun carrier, he be a politician’s gunman or an MILF cadre, 
players in an armed conflict can get called to or caught up in another 
bigger or smaller war. Someone in the AFP or the PNP may use his gun 
to protect his family. Similarly, a Moro rebel or commander may tap the 
military resources of his unit to defend a clan endangered in a rido. 

But after all these fine points, what makes rido a cultural phenomenon 
quaintly characteristic of Moro or tribal society’s “war culture”? What 
exactly do we mean by war culture? More importantly, what makes rido 
a peace problem as unsettling as other bigger conflicts in Mindanao, 
e.g., the Moro rebellion? 

That there is recent attention to conflict in Mindanao in all its forms 
(and that concomitant resources are allotted to it) is praiseworthy. Even 
more praiseworthy is the mobilization of Mindanao’s intellectual and civic 
resources towards addressing this multi-faceted conflict. My source of 
anxiety is somewhere in the book which I cannot locate quite precisely. I 
have the sense the book does not come out whole and strong; that for all the 
putting in and wrapping up, the mass of data perforates rather than sews 
up. The book is, moreover, a little burdened with a civic task that should 
have been beyond its command: Advocacy, queuing among sloganeers to 
spout out standard NGO sentiments and peace prescriptions where gritty 
details and plain analyses would have sufficed. 

Sheilfa B. Alojamiento



246 BOOK REVIEWS

Martin F. Manalansan IV. 2006. Global divas: Filipino gay men in the diaspora 
(Philippine Edition). Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press. 
221 pages.

Migration, we are taught, has been the experience of the Filipino 
people for the longest time. In childhood, we were told of migration 
myths and stories. History tells us of people who had wrought their 
names for posterity while in transit in these islands. In Mindanao, where 
we are, the demographic mix tells of a relatively recent tide that carried 
settlers to these shores. Everyday anywhere in this archipelago, we live 
the reality of mixed blood flowing in our veins, testament to the entry 
of people from outside for more or less permanent residence within 
the Philippine territorial boundary, eventually becoming part of the 
community within only to probably go off to parts unknown in the 
future. The pot is melting and the mix keeps flowing.

Perhaps itchy feet characterize the Filipino. Perhaps our migration 
history has imbued in our collective unconscious the belief that out 
there somewhere the grass grows greener than here – wherever we 
are at the moment. The territorial integrity so meticulously guarded 
by modern states has not proven much of a hindrance in curbing the 
Filipino instinct for geographical mobility. It finds expression today in 
the phenomenon of the Overseas Filipino Worker (OFW).

Manansalan’s Global divas explores the migration experience and its 
impact on the Filipino gay men as they define their identity out there 
where our collective unconscious says the grass grows greener – in this 
case, the American dream, the colonial legacy that has been carried for 
generations. The book examines the different niches where Filipino 
gays have carved a living in America.

Manalansan draws from interviews of Filipino gay men throughout 
the United States, especially those residing in New York, Philadelphia, 
and Washington DC from 1990 to 1995. According to a learned reviewer, 
the book’s “construction through life narratives of almost 50 gay men 
makes it one of the effective contemporary ethnographic studies done 
outside the Philippines, tackling a mainstream yet sensitive topic as 
homosexuality in the modern and international context” (Avila 2006). 
However that rave review is supposed to be understood by academic 
researchers, there is no question that letting the bakla respondents tell 
their story the telenovela way had contributed much to the extent of 
disclosure that provided content for this book.
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The interviews probe the experiences of these gay men growing 
up in native Philippines, to the trials and errors of immigration and 
adjustment, to love, sex, and affairs of liberated America. Race, religion, 
and respect make up most of the important focus questions where the 
conversations were anchored, with special emphasis on topics involving 
illegal immigration, drugs, and the pandemic Tita Aida or AIDS 
(Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome).

It would have been easy for Manalansan to describe the Filipino 
bakla identity and the cultural configurations of being gay in the 
Philippines. Had that been the case, however, this book would have 
ended immediately and predictably. 

The main problem that Manansalan chooses to engage in this book 
is the contour of an evolving and remolding queer culture: How one 
that was shaped here is being made to fit where, for the moment, the 
grass is perceived to be greener. This contoured and hybrid culture is 
examined for contradictions and tensions, for the fault lines that would 
test its endurance and utility.

While the gay immigrants do not even make up a significant number 
compared to the whole gay population in the Philippines, it could well 
be argued that their sense of identity and the formation of it are worth 
noting, proving a fascination for the morphing of behavior and belief 
systems while in immersion in a foreign culture. Manansalan argues that 
the process is of interest because it is not about to stop. In a globalizing 
world, continuing migration sets up diffusion, enculturation, and 
assimilation that ultimately lead to a hybridization of identities. It can 
be inferred that through the mixture of the gay identity properties of 
all tribes and nationalities, we are slowly creating a universal gay village 
where the migrant Filipino bakla asserts his right to residency. 

Mark Darryl Caniban
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Macario D. Tiu. 2003. Skyrose and other stories. Davao City: Davao Writers 
Guild. 80 pages.

The best story in the collection is Nanking store, not Skyrose. Skyrose is 
dated, not to say incomplete, and so eighties in theme and sensibility. It 
is also so eighties in its shameless worship of the epic hero of the decade: 
The NPA cadre, the guerilla. Not so eighties is the barely concealed body 
worship and the vague sex of the hero – he comes off as a beautiful boy who 
grew a muscle or two, and the description is so palatable you could almost 
see him heaving – alone, alas – across the cover of a Harlequin paperback. 
So, of course, he is loved by everybody, and even Comrade Betty, the only 
female in the revolutionary cast visible enough to be close to him, could 
only love him aseptically, maternally. The story speaks of its time, for its 
time, and to its time, when romance primarily consisted of loving one’s 
country, and when the worst mistake that a revolution could commit was 
not mayhem in broad daylight but a misencounter in the dark. 

An early work (first published in 1979), the story is way apart from 
Macario D. Tiu’s later template writing in that it is open ended: You 
want to see more of the landscape he has brought you to as you go along. 
There are some unseen which you feel the author owes you: Rolly’s 
character is elusive, he died without anybody knowing him (both in the 
metaphorical and biblical sense), only that he grew a revolution, or that 
a revolution made a man out of him; it has changed him. Betty thought 
how she has changed, too. And that Joey and Tonyo, the two other also-
ran characters, must have changed, too. But you see so little of this, and 
so little of them. You wish it is only an introductory part, a character 
sketch, the first part of a complete book. 

Nanking store plays a cruel joke on traditional Chinese society, and 
if it wasn’t canonized as a feminist text the way Aida Rivera-Ford’s The 
chieftest mourner had been, it is only because by the time the story had 
come up (published in 1999), we had had enough of Amy Tan and co. 
to last us a lifetime and that a male author writing feminist is suspect 
and liable to be indicted as an appropriator and a thief. I am not one 
of those who would claim as a sister and fellow confederate those who 
think of themselves as above strife and above feminism (to tell you the 
truth, I wish them dead rather than multiplying), but I think anyone 
may steal anything they like, feminism included, and had better be good 
at it. I wouldn’t argue that feminism is not the story’s strongest point, 
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but Nanking store is sure a good take at Chinese chauvinism. I would 
not make a mountain out of Linda’s rebellion, though, and call her a 
liberated woman; she just had a damning chance to get back. Her and 
her husband’s failure to produce sons drove the latter to the trough 
(“to the night spots”), and it was in the trough (a Bisaya woman, and a 
prostitute at that, come to think of it) that Chinese aristocracy got the 
sons that it wanted so much to carry the line. And as though that wasn’t 
enough, those sons were not fathered by their son Peter but by those or 
whosoever that that Bisayan woman must have been sleeping around 
with while plying her trade. So to escape that shame, poor amah had to 
evacuate, leaving everything – house and property in Davao - and move 
to Manila, bringing along the two little boys who they will have to raise 
as their own. 

I am one with the mountain people is a bummer. Six years in the schoolyard 
(that savage place) and nothing happens that one still wants his G-string 
back? Tell it to the Lumads. I withhold my praise for Cynthia; it is a funny, 
engaging story, and the character Cynthia is lovable, as all superwomen 
are, but I am not one to reward a dude with sex and a tear. That only 
happens in Woody Allen movies and the really adorable one in a Woody 
Allen movie is himself, not Diane Keaton. 

The real bummer is The girl who wouldn’t sleep. The author by this 
time must have fallen in love with the template and just had to work 
another time off his favorite reversal-of-fortune technique. The piece 
reeks of middleclass parenting stories and subtly warns against the 
trauma of being raised by ignorant househelps (on top of the trauma of 
a separation which every couple, if they are decent enough, should spare 
their hapless children from). The author seems to not understand why 
women get battered and does not want to render harsh judgment (lest 
he would be perceived as a Gabriela confederate), so he mystifies the 
violence and let Tinang, the battered wife, ask, “What was it that drove 
Berto to beat her up whenever he was drunk? What was this anger that 
boiled up inside him?” What a cop out. Anyone who got near enough 
a woman with a bruise or a black eye understands that she got that for 
bitching and fighting and that that does not always have to come in 
the form of physically hitting back. It can come cold and lethal with a 
smile or a shut mouth, while standing ironing or serving dinner. The 
most ridiculous part is the last two pages when Tinang was supposed 
to, like Bingbing when frightened by a mumu, role-reversal style, have 
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jumped out of bed and crawled under it. And the frightened little girl 
rising and fighting Daddy and driving him away, too, then going back 
to the room to comfort Tinang like little girl knew all along Tinang’s 
secret and understood all along that Tinang was the one being beaten by 
Daddy in the sala and not Mommy? Oh please.

Sheilfa B. Alojamiento

Andrew Tan and Kumar Ramakrishna, eds. 2002. The new terrorism: 
Anatomy, trends and counter-strategies. Singapore: Eastern University Press. 
ISBN 981-210-210-8. 254 pages.

In March of 2002, experts in the field of security studies gathered 
together in Singapore to formulate appropriate responses to the 9/11 
attacks in the United States. These experts came from America, Europe 
and Asia, bringing with them a diversity of views about terrorism in all 
its facets – religious, political, ideological. This diversity of backgrounds 
is what made this meeting of minds rich in content and keen in analysis.

The book The new terrorism: Anatomy, trends and counter-strategies is the 
result of that gathering.

What makes this book unique are the authors’ audacity to break 
away from pandering to traditional perceptions about terrorism, sans 
ironclad concepts and theories. The more prevalent belief that the 
United States is at the center of this storm is subtly reevaluated, with 
conclusions pointing to the Middle East and Asia as the emerging 
battleground of terrorism.

The new terrorism explores the elements of terrorism that are 
emerging, in contrast to those that are already established. Certainly, 
terrorist networks becoming more organized while at the same time 
becoming more decentralized is a marked contradiction, the impact of 
which is explored in this book. The apparently intrinsic incompatibility 
of Islam with other creeds and societies is also a focal point discussed by 
the authors, assessing whether or not there is an imminent and credible 
threat of a clash of civilizations. 

The authors claim that Osama bin Laden and his Al Qaeda 
network are the epitome of this new form of terrorism. Bruce Hoffman, 
for instance, reveals how bin Laden has adroitly married technology 
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to religion as weapons to be wielded against his enemies. Indeed, 
globalization as a phenomenon, with all its accompanying technological 
innovation, has also been widely used by Al Qaeda to strike fear in the 
hearts and minds of its opponents. He further categorizes the newly 
emerging levels of Al Qaeda’s operational styles – from professional 
cadres, to trained amateurs, and local walk-ins. 

Gavin Cameron’s analysis centers on the unconventional nature of 
this new terrorism. He cites specific incidents wherein terrorist attacks 
have featured weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) as well as chemical, 
biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) elements. His take on the 
weaponization and delivery of such unconventional tactics is as astute as 
it is frightening. This is further enriched by Ely Karmon’s finding that 
CBRN-related incidents most often occur in developed countries.

Kevin O’Brien’s discussion on cyber terrorism introduces an element 
that has not always been associated with this type of terrorism, that is, 
nationalism. According to O’Brien, this was manifested when Chinese 
hackers attempted to attack US government websites, provoking American 
hackers to return the favor in the wake of the incident involving a downed 
US plane in Chinese airspace. 

The book also includes a remarkably pragmatic segment by Farish 
Noor on how the Islamic world itself has been factionalized because of 
the events of 9/11. Inasmuch as he emphasizes that there are Muslims 
who did not condone any Islamic culpability in 9/11, these same Muslims 
according to him also do not accept the US’s strategy in its global war on 
terror (GWOT). It is interesting to note though Noor’s assertion how 
Islamic radicals do seem to gag their moderate counterparts. He offers 
valuable insights as to the reasons behind this move.

Meanwhile, Kumar Ramakrishna issues a thought-provoking caveat 
in the book that countering this new terrorism has to be done without 
generating a civilizational conflict. How so? Counter-terrorism strategies 
developed and implemented by the international community has to take 
into consideration the transnational character of this new terrorism. As 
such, the book presents various ways on how to achieve this end. 

As can be observed, the war on terror takes on the next level, 
ultimately higher and unconventional. This development therefore 
requires a more ingenuous counter-strategy, using conventional tactics 
on gathering more accurate intelligence, more credible diplomatic 
discourse, and a better coordinated international cooperation. Not 
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simply painting a rather grim picture of this new face of terrorism, the 
book also offers considerable hope and concrete recommendations for 
the resolution of conflicts that have become the breeding ground for 
terrorism. As one top US government official puts it, there’s a need to 
“to drain the swamp.”

The book is definitely a must-read for those who want to keep up 
with the changing landscape of security studies in general, and terrorism 
in particular.

Rhodalie O. Emilio

Short Notices

Jurgenne H. Primavera, ed. 2008. Proceedings of the 1st scientific conference 
on the Agusan Marsh. Butuan City, Agusan del Norte, Philippines, 21-23 
May 2007. UNESCO Jakarta Office: Philippine Council for Aquatic and 
Marine Research and Development. 123 pages.

The book documents the exchange of ideas and concerns during 
The First Scientific Conference on the Agusan Marsh, held in the 
middle of 2007. The conference was attended by representatives of the 
local communities, local government units (LGUs), nongovernment 
organizations (NGOs), natural and social scientists, and other 
stakeholders, who expressed concern over initiatives to exploit Marsh 
resources for irrigation, agriculture, and forestry. The discussion touched 
on the wide area from Agusan Marsh to Eastern Mindanao. Comprising 
fifty-nine lakes, the Marsh encompasses the 111,000-hectare Agusan 
Marsh Wildlife Sanctuary and is part of the 1.2 million-hectare Agusan 
River Basin (ARB). With a yearly rainfall of over four meters, the Marsh 
acts as a giant sponge that soaks up excess water from streams arising 
in Agusan del Norte and Compostela Valley, and protects downstream 
towns and cities from devastating floods.

The papers presented during the conference tackled many issues. Some 
of them could be traced back to the late 1970s, e.g., Asian Development 
Bank (ADB) Loan No. 210 PHIC-SF for irrigation projects in Veruela, 
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Agusan del Sur. Of particular concern were ecological, socioeconomic, 
and cultural impacts of the various interventions including construction 
of dams under the proposed PhP9.2 billion Agusan River Basin 
Development Master Plan. Also noted were inadequate enforcement of 
forest laws despite official protection conferred by NIPAS and Ramar 
status, heavy metal pollution from mining activities, and associated 
public health issues.

This is one example of a convergence of initiatives coming from 
both local communities and science practitioners in the protection of a 
fragile environment. One would hope that similar moves be done in the 
other areas where not only the physical environment but also the social 
and cultural fabric is placed at risk. 

Datu Aguido Sucnaan, Sr. and Datu Rudy T. Onlos. 2008. Babatokon ng 
mga tipanud (Istorya sa mga unang tao). Tagum City: Tagum City Federation 
of Barangay Tribal Council, Inc. City Government of Tagum. 91pages.

This slim volume is a precious collection of Mansaka indigenous 
wisdom. It contains thirty-nine one-page accounts of original lore, 
covering a wide range of themes from spiritual beliefs to tribal leadership, 
farming, medicine, leisure, folktales, legends, and everyday practices. 
They are written in the original Mansaka language and translated into 
Cebuano Visayan – except for the prayer “Laong nang panawagtawag” 
that the booklet declares as “not to be translated.” They were written by 
Datu Aguido Sucnaan, Sr. (a baylan) and Datu Rudy T. Onlos, the city 
tribal chieftain. Translations were done by Bea Martina Perez, assisted 
by Datu Romeo Dansigan and Datu Juanito Ambingan. The original 
compilation was done by the Mother Ignacia Research and Development 
Center, St. Mary’s College. 

Ting Tiongco. 2008. Surgeons do not cry. Quezon City: The University of 
the Philippines Press. ISBN 978-971-542-558-2. 140 pages.

 
This book is a beautiful collection of personal accounts of a doctor 

and surgeon who has stayed at the University of the Philippines-
Philippine General Hospital for ten years. The thirty-seven stories were 
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originally written for a column called “Child of the sun” published in 
mindanews.com. Very touching are the details of feelings, privy only to 
that profession that places a human being in those moments of death 
on the operating table, of the anger of relatives, as well as the healing 
that happens both to patients and the doctor himself. Dr. Jose R. M. 
Tiongco is a graduate of both Ateneo de Davao and University of the 
Philippines Manila. He had specialist training on neurosurgery at the 
Allgemeines Krankehause de Stadt Wien in Austria, but insists on living 
(and dying) “in/for Mindanao.” He received the Dr. Jess and Trining 
de la Paz Award from the Ateneo de Davao University in 2008 for his 
outstanding contribution to public health. In 1990, Dr. Tiongco and 
fellow-doctors and health workers set up the first cooperative hospitals 
in Davao City and Tagum, Davao Province. They converted the Medical 
Mission Group Foundation hospitals into Medical Mission Hospitals 
& Health Cooperatives. Today, there are over fifty such cooperative 
hospitals throughout the country. This social entrepreneurial move has 
edified many and even attracted the interest of other health workers 
abroad for possible replication. 

In this book, we glimpse perhaps the personal and even spiritual 
roots of that public healing service. “I firmly believe,” Dr. Tiongco says, 
“that healing is a mutual process; that the healer is very often himself 
healed as he goes about caring for the ailing person. So the stories bite 
both ways.”
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Errata 

These notes had not been included in the article “Armed conflict in Sulu: 
A local perspective” by Sheilfa B. Alojamiento (Tambara Vol. 24, pp. 33-78) due 
to failure to coordinate between author and editors over revisions and last-
minute corrections. 

The editors apologize for the following oversight.

Credit, please. A footnote should have appeared in the section “The February 
2005 battles: Stories,” as follows: All the battle stories (pp. 57-64) used in the 
article had been gathered by field researchers Rizalina Tiannok and Sheba Harun. 
Transcription and translation from Tausug to English of these stories had been 
mainly done by Tiannok, with some editing and recasting done by the author. The 
portion “The Moro insurgency” (pp. 44-45) is a rewrite from Tiannok’s draft, and 
the sociodemographic data and the scant statistics on internal refugees have also 
been collected by Tiannok. 

In a footnote on failed peace processes, one of the cases cited was that 
of Dinas in Zamboanga del Sur where ex-MNLF rebels turned Bantay Dagat 
operatives got into a fight with MILF men alleged to be sabotaging a Coastal 
Resource Management (CRM) project reported in the article as funded by 
USAID. Some of the local government officials in Dinas, who were consulted 
over data for publication, clarified that USAID is only one of the funders of the 
CRM project, and that Bantay Dagat men, when hired, were no longer MNLF 
rebels, and should not therefore be so identified so as not to create further 
divisions between the two factions. The same local government functionaries 
also requested to refrain from identifying the other party as MILF and simply 
refer to them as “armed men.” The author however stuck to said assignations 
based on interviews she conducted among community people, many of whom 
openly identified themselves as sympathetic to either group. 
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