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Mindanao in the Politics of the Philippine

Nation-State: A BriefSketch

P.N. Abinales' •
Introduction

Three incidents that took place in Mindanao are worth high­
lighting to show the unusual politics in the southernmost island of
the Philippines. In September 1990, [ole city in southwest Mindanao
became the focus of national attention when the city's rival political
clans fought it out with heavy weapons in the city itself. Only after a
third of the city's district was burned did Philippine marines- acting
on Manila's belated orders-intervene to bring a temporary lull to
the conflict. The fighting left 20people dead, 800 homeless and about •
10 million pesos ($430,000) worth of damage. A tenuous peace was
established in 1010. But as the correspondent who covered the fighting
had reported, the Manila government, concerned with far "serious
probiems" in the capital "to worry about a clan conflict in the far-
flung south" 'has done almost nothing to settle it despite knowing
that "blood debts remain and...the marines fear a renewed outbreak
of violence.'? .,'

A month later, a more serious disturbance was felt by the Aquino
government when a leader of a military clique that has been trying to
oust President Aquino since 1986led a small mutiny in the province :
of Misamis Oriental, northern Mindanao. From his rebel camp, Col.
Alexander Noble, drove with his followers over 226 kilometers to
the city of Cagayan de Oro and seized the army camp there.'
Government troops, most of whom were sympathetic to or had high

'Researcher, on leave from Third World Studies Center, U.P. Dillman,
and PhD candidate, Department of Government, Cornell University, Ithaca,
New York.
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regard for the renegade colonel, did not offer any resistance. As soon
as the mutineers consolidated their control of the camp, a group
claiming to represent major political "movements" and armed groups
in Mindanao announced the formal founding of a "Federal Bangsa
Moro Republic of Mindanao" to signal the first phase of the island's
secession from the rest of the country," Alas, the mutiny only lasted
for a few days. The "fire of revolt" never spread to other military
units in Mindanao and no uprising or coup attempt was ever made
in Manila and other provinces. A more confident Aquino government
immediately moved loyal units against Noble. Faced with a superior
military force, the mutineers surrendered peacefully. The coalition
for secession fizzled out as the other "members" never carne to the
rescue of the beleaguered mutineers. With the surrender carne also
the arrest of the more boisterous Christian politician-members of the
coalition. The rebellion and the move for secession died a natural
death. At least for the moment.

Finally, a rash of kidnappings was reported in the province of
Cotabato in southern Mindanao. The kidnappers were reportedly led
by a group consisting of former Muslim rebels and government
soldiers headed by ex-MNLF rebel Abogado Gado who bears the
nom de guerre "Kumander Mubarak." Mubarak's group has been
accused of abducting for ransom several local Chinese businessmen,
a French priest, and-surprisingly-a group of academics. Manila
respondedby sending marines to the area to flush out the gang from
their hideout and rescue their victims. After two weeks of "military
operations," neither Mubarak was captured nor any victim rescued.
Without openly admitting its failure, the government had to appeal
from its adversary, the secessionist, Moro National Liberation Front
(MNLF), for help. A joint military-rebel operation partially succeeded
in forcing Mubarak to release the hostages.' The gang, however,
remained unapprehended and even expanded its operations to the
adjoining province of Sultan Kudarat with the intention of driving
people out and taking over their crop harvests. This caused panic
among the local Christian villages and residents reportedly fled to
"safer" towns. Local Christian leaders, sensing the failure of the
government-MNLF drive and faced with the prospects of feeding a
growing host of evacuees, threatened to revive a 1970 para-military
anti-Muslim group, the llagas, to defend themselves against Mubarak,5

These incidents immediately bring to fore two major issues. First,
they indicate the persistence of frontier-type processes in Mindanao,
even at a time when communications, transportation, demographic
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linkages and state intervention are said to have completely bounded
the Philippine nation-state. Like a lot of other frontier areas, Mindanao
is today the most politically volatile region of the country. Conflict in
the island is incomparable to any in the other regions of the country
in terms of its magnitude and complexity. Located within a single
geographic location are an immensely diverse groups "cooperating",
challenging, or fighting one another or the national State. Operating
in the island are also a host of other bands and movements: regional
commands of the communist movement which had shown an unusual
temperament of deviating away from the directives and policies of
the Luzon-based central leadership; anti-communist para-military
groups organized out of Christian cult groups and ex-communists
noted for their gruesome practices inflicted on their victims; private
bands of ex-military men hiring themselves out either to businessmen
fearful of the communists or to politicians wanting to consolidate
their power vis-a-vis their rivals, or involved in running illegal gold
panning around the mining areas; and, profitable smuggling networks
organized by Muslim warlords and Chinese entrepreneurs that control
a thriving smuggling network extending as far as Singapore.

Besides their numbers, these groups' make-up and the interac­
tion among themselves and with the state equally reveal an inter­
estingly distinctive form. Based on the above cases alone, one notices
the unusual dynamics unfolding. On the one hand, the army and the
MNLF, long-time enemies clashing with each other, join forces to
bring peace; armed bands whose manpower are derived mainly from
excreted personnel of the military and the rebel groups roaming freely
and plundering with impunity; and clans, declaring cursory loyalty
to the principles of "party politics" and the pre-eminence of national
authority, and then proceeding to eliminate each other with perverse
intensity which is uniquely post-war Mindanao." On the other hand,
the Noble mutiny was singular for linking the revolt to the "larger"
issue of secessionism. What was more interesting about the
secessionist coalition was that separatism had now ceased to be just
a Muslim issue but had spread to and captured the imagination of
other ethnic groups in the island. Even as the coalition collapsed as
fast as it was formed, what followed in its aftermath was a renewed
interest as well as demands by Mindanao groups for a federal form
of government, if not a serious decentralization of state power,
particularly its extractive aspects. 7

And how about the other groups? In late 1985, the Mindanao
Commission of the Communist Party of the Philippines (CPP) defied
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the official military strategy of the. revolutionary movement by
developing its own strategy patterned.after the Nicaraguan revolution.
While the cadres were censured for "deviationism," the CPP's
marginalization in the 1986 uprising against Marcos prevented the
Party from organizationally censuring these "renegades." During
the Marcos period, a colonel enlisted AWOL soldiers and other
military miscreants to form a "Lost Command" which took on
different roles. It was more notorious for being guns-for-hire for the
highest bidder and as provider of "protection" for gold prospectors.
In avery odd way, the government tolerated this group's activities.
It was, after all, occasionally used for counter-insurgency purposes.
The anti-communist groups were lauded by the Aquino government
as the models of how "people power" is used to defend the regime.
The ·government, however, found itself in a bind when charged by
human rights organizations of condoning the gruesome practices and
other human rights violations committed by the vigilantes. A year
after they were founded, the leaders of these anti-communist groups
were already fighting each other over resources availed to them by
the Aquino government and rightwing organizations like the Moonies.
While Vigilantism became a vogue in the early days of the Aquino
regime, no other vigilante group in the other parts of the island
achieved such an idiosyncraticand ruthless character as the Mindanao
groups.

The violence in Mindanao-the most intense, complicated and
volatile in the entire country-is of relatively recent origins. It only
came about two .and a half decades ago when the Manila-based
national state sought to actively reassert its power in the island. In
earlier periods, the attitude of the state towards Mindanao could best
be described as impervious; it was marginal to the politics of the
center. Increased state "interest" came under the regime of Ferdinand
Marcos, when a confluenceof local, national and international factors
propelled the island to national importance. But even as the state
became serious in installing a meaningful presence in Mindanao, its
"intervention" led to an opposite result, i.e., state authority remains
fragileand fluid. Despite the coerciveand other resources it possesses,
the national state is unable to meaningfully exercisecontrol and assert
its authority in the island. To ensure that an appearance of its
authority is at least maintained, the national state has to co-exist with
and condone the presence of disparate non-state groups and
movements and in effect "share" power and authority in Mindanao.
This partly explains the lack of decisiveness in resolving the [olo clan
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battles despite the presence of the marines; the forced collusion with
the enemy to run after roving brigands; and, the absence of any
government opposition to the early stage of the Noble mutiny.

In short, the fragmented political landscape of Mindanao serves
as another indicator-among many-of the weakness of the Phllipplne
state highlighted by its inability to create a condition of pelltlcal and
social stability by containing the rampant violence in the island.

The Colonial and Pre-War Periods

During the colonial era, most of Mindanao remained outside the
ambit of Spanish colonialism. Its MuslimSultanates acted as adjoining
independent states engaging in resolute "warfare" with the Spaniards
as well as trading with colonial powers in the "Land below the
Winds." Christian "provinces" that easily fell prey to'Muslim slave
forays were set up in the northern part of the island, mainly under
the initiative of religious orders as private and government-sponsored
settlements mainly failed to push through. While the 1898Tagalog­
led Philippine revolution did resonate in the Christian provinces, the
Sultanates completely ignored feelers for support from the
revolutionaries.8

The entire island was only formally integrated into the Philippine
body politic during the period of American colonialism. Muslim
Mindanao was placed under direct military rule in the process of
subduing anti-American resistance while the northern Christian
provinces were immediately placed under civilian administration.
with the transfer of loyalty by the rebolusyonaryos to the new regime."
Under the Americans, the political landscape seemed fairly stable
attesting to the successes of the American colonialstate in subjugating
the Muslims as well as in integrating erstwhile Christian leaders who
supported the revolution against Spain. During the transition to
political independence when Filipino caciques took over the helm of
power from the Americans the nascent Manila-centered state adopted
what appeared to be an impervious attitude towards Mindanao even
as the rhetorics of this budding cacique democracy occasionally
referred to its geographic and economic import.'

The links between Manila and the emergent Mindanao political
families-both "Christian" and Muslim-were marked by a degree
of accommodation that worked to each other's benefit. Although
Muslim complaints of "Christian" encroachment on Moro lands and
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control of local offices were endemic, inter-clan or extended family
conflict appeared to be, during the period, at a bare minimum.
National state actors-concerned more with the politics in Manila
and their respective regions and provlnces-s-gave Mindanao a low
political priority, preferring the status of things and men, and allowing'
these clans and extended families to go on their own autonomous
ways." In the Christian areas, caciques who collaborated with the
-Americans as expected took over the helms of local power. Some
created what became enduring family "dynasties" in certain
provinces."

Manila showed some interest in Mindanao's role as a
demographic "safety valve" for the more populated northern islands
of Luzon and the Visayas. Seen as an island with an extremely low
population density, "empty" Mindanao became-in the eyes of the
national state-the ideal "land of promise" for Filipinos from the north
to stake a new life in. From the American colonial period up to the
post-war era, the Manila government sponsored "colonization
programs" where landless peasants, former military men and
"aspiring small entrepreneurs" were transported to Mindanao to ease
demographic tensions in the north as well as facilitate ostensibly the
"integration" of the Moro to the nation. But these settlement programs
remained half-hearted and in most cases were considered failures as
State projects." Migration was largely spontaneous with settlers using
family and kinship networks to enable themselves to move, settle
and re-establish their lives in Mindanao."

Mindanao did not figure prominently as an economic asset to
the state. Foreign and local capital had moderate interests in the
island's resources. While some agricultural, mineral and logging
resources were tapped by Japanese and American small capitalists
for export purposes, much of the island's natural wealth remained
untapped." This was partly reinforced by both the colonial and the
transitional states' lackluster efforts at creating the infrastructure for
capital penetration in most areas in Mindanao. An economic activity
that appeared to have thrived well in Mindanao was a "post-colonial"
version of the Southeast maritime network wherein "smuggled goods"
coming from trading ports like Singapore were transported to [olo,
These goods were then distributed to as far as Manila either through
domestic shippers or long-ranged fishermen." Control of this network
was effectively under the hands of local Chinese merchants closely
allied with Muslim clans." .
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Into the Post-War Period

Mindanao escaped the type of devastation Manila experienced
during the Second World War even though there were major clashes
between the invading army and the joint American-Filipino-Muslim
resistance groups." Anti-Japanese guerrillas proliferated to harass
Japanese units in the island and also acted as the security force to
ensure that Mindanao remained a safety exit for those escaping to
Australia. In the immediate post-war period things reverted back to
the status quo ante with two exceptions. First, was the constant •
increase in spontaneous migration mainly to areas which were already
known to be settlement zones. As Christian migration grew, the first
signs of ethnic tensions surfaced in the 1950swith Muslim datos taking
arms against the State. But even then, even as these revolts caught
the headlines, they were still considered marginal to larger national
concerns." Second, there emerged among the Mindanao caciques
new "leaders" whose powers were based on the accumulation of arms
and men during the Occupation. These leaders were to join the ranks
of the older "elites" and played significant roles later when Mindanao
began to catch the attention of the national state."

The 1960swas the watershed decade for what eventually became
a fragmented political landscape. The demographics of the island •
indicated a rapid increase in population density, suggesting a steady
"closing" of the land frontier. Population growth consistently rose
from 1948 to 1960, most of the settlers ending up in the province of
Davao. As two social demographers pointed out:

Between 1948 and 1960, the eleven provinces of Mindanao
increased their combined population by more than 2.3 million persons,
ofwhom 1.25 were beyond thatexpected from natural increase...There
have been six major active migration regions in Mindanao during
the postwar period: 1) Cotabato Valley; 2) Agusan Valley; 3)
Bukidnon plateau; 4) eastern Zamboanga del Sur province; 5)
northern Davao province, and6) the Digos-Padada valley in southern
Douao.t"

The massive influx of "Christian" settlers severely changed the
population between Muslims and non-Muslims, with the latter
experiencing an increase in terms of the total population percentage
in Mindanao at the expense of the former. Like other frontier zones,
one of the results of this profound demographic transformation was
the steady contraction of land accessibility and use. Land-related
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conflict became prominent during this period, partly because of
questions of ownership, but also as a result of the reproduction of
stratified social relationships from the migrants' areas of origins. In
these settlement areas, land concentration in the hands of a few
families-one of the very reasons for leaving Luzon and the Visayas
-began to take form in Mindanao." Where the Muslim areas adjoin
Christian settler communities, this land-related conflict took on an
ethnic-religious dimension, leading to-in the late 1960s and early
1970s-intense armed warfare between Christian and Muslim
groups."

Certain parts of Mindanao were also beginning to assume an
important role in the political economy of the nation, especially in
the export crop sector where transnational capital was a major player.
Participation in this sector, of course, entailed utilization and
administration of contiguous land areas for purposes of economies
of scale as well as controlled regulation of export crops. Transnational
capital, establishing partnerships with either Mindanao- or Manila­
based economic elites to tap the island's "export potentials,"
accelerated the process of land concentration in Mindanao. This, in
turn, played a role in the growing tensions in the island as
constitutional limits on land ownership, the prevalence of parcelled
small-owner land RIots, and conflicting interpretations of land
ownership and exploitation between ethnic groups and "lowlanders"
ran counter to the centralizing drive in agriculture.P

These changes did not escape the attention of the State which in
the 1960scame under the tutelage of a faction of Filipino caciquism
with pretensions at state-directed, export-oriented "developmentalist"
program. Sensitive to growing transnational capital interest in the
island, as well as conscious of the financial and credit resources made
available by the state, private and multilateral agencies to "Third
World" societies moving in the direction of export-orientation, the
Marcos regime began to take Mindanao seriously as a potential
economic and political asset. Regime rhetoric were actually matched
with concrete ventures at improving the island's infrastructure,
sustained campaign to entice foreign and local capital to tap the
island's resources and efforts at making Muslim integration work."

These demographic, political and economic changes precipitated
a conflict which escalated to a scale that was unprecedented in the
history of post-war Philippines. The dictatorship found itself
embroiled in a war against a relatively united Muslim population
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now under the MNLF flag.25 What distinguished this contemporary
movement against "Philippine colonialism" from earlier forms of
Muslim resistance was the emergence of a young generation of
educated Muslim leaders not beholden to or growing out of the
"traditional" sources of local power. Typical in this student group is
the background of Nur Misuari who eventually became the founding
leader of the MNLF. The journalist T.I.S. George describes Misuari
along these lines:

He came from' an extraordinarily poor Samal-Tausug family.
His father had become unemployable because of ill health and was
never able to provide for the family; Misuari grew up in extreme
poverty. A scholarship had sent him to the University [of the
Philippines} but it barely saw himthrough; there were days when he
skipped meals.26

Sharing a common "educational pilgrimage" derived from their
attendance at "national" schools like the University of the Philippines
or "international" Islamic centers like those in Cairo, these young
leaders were able to-at least initially-transcend tribal divisions
within the Muslim community to shape the most vigorous Muslim
resistance to the national state ever." Ideology likewise figured
prominently as these young Muslim rebels were of the same
generation as student radicals who eventually "re-established" the
Communist Party of the Philippines."

The MNLF conflict was costly and debilitating to the Marcos
dictatorship in terms of manpower and money. The failure of the
regime to completely destroy the MNLF eventually proved to be its
bane, for out of its "Vietnam" would emerge the military faction that
helped overthrow it in 1986.29 After the dictatorship was able to
proscribe Islamic support to the movement and the latter's unity
broken up with the resurrection of inter-tribal animosities, the MNLF's
resistance did decline. But another movement-type resistance quickly
followed in its path with the phenomenal growth of the CPP in the
Christian provinces." ,Th~ appearance of these two major move­
ments, in a way, triggered the resurrection of private armies
which now incorporated the miscreants excreted by these major
antagonists. The proliferation of weapons also afforded the local
caciques to re-arm themselves thereby reviving the periodic outbursts
of ethnic-based and clan strifes that were prominent in the late 1960s.
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Tentative Conclusions: The Frontier and the State

The decline of Third World authoritarianism has, among other
things, prompted statist scholars to re-integrate factors that earlier
were either overlooked or de-emphasized due to the inordinate
attention given the state as a central variable. Scholars re-examining
Third World regimes have noted that in accounting for state strength
or weakness, the influence of power of societal forces and their
interaction with the state need to be given due consideration," Others
argue that certain Third World societies have the facility to resist and
undermine the powers of their national states. Such power and
influence are said to be most evident in state-society relations at the
local level. Societal power takes on varied forms. It may be seen in
what Africanists call "associational llves" that act as "buffer zones"
between communities and the state." It may also be observed in local
"strongmen" and other community-based actors who operate on
behalf of society either within or outside the state structure." Hitherto
strong states are found actually to be weak when these societal forces
are brought in as equally-important variables. The state is forced to
compromise with society in order to achieve some part of its national
goals.

What is not extensively discussed in this growing "strong
societies,weak states" literature, however, is the role played by spatial
and demographic factors in determining why societal actors are able
to resist the centralizing energies of a given state. Geographic location
of societal actors determine in a certain way the dynamics of state­
society relations. But distance does playa role in the way in which
states are able to assert or fail to assert their authority on society. The
farther a certain community is to the center, the more attenuated a
state's authority and presence is. In the peripheries of nation-state,
what Africanists call the "precarious balance between state and
society" is accentuated in society's favor. Conversely, being near to
the center of power limits societal capacities to resist the state. This
does not mean that societal actors are unable to counter the
centralizing thrusts of states; but their actions are surely limited by
the state's nearby presence." What needs to be entered in as an
important variable, therefore, is the role played by distance in the
formation of states and the consequent relationships that states
develop with societal groups.
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Studies on state formation, in general, tend to assign peripheries
a secondary or subordinate role; peripheries being considered. only
in relation to the dominating role of the state apparatus and state
actors. Where frontiers are deemed significant, an underlying
assumption by most works is its eventual subordination to the politics
and/or economics of the center." The state and/or the center's
economy are still the decisive determinants when understanding the
role of the frontier or the periphery. Politicaleconomists and historians
argue that by virtue of the superiority of the center's productive
processes and relation against the periphery's, the former's extension
into the latter means either the integration or dissolution of the
periphery." Political scientists also come to the same conclusion, i.e.,
a central state, possessed with the economic and infrastructural
resources, the "legal" basis, the bureaucratic apparatus and coercive
powers, has the appropriately superior capacity to exploit its
peripheries.

Given this frame of mind, peripheral power (or local power in
the periphery) is understood as being in its pre-state forms.
Considerably in private hands, or whenascribed. an "officialmantle",
it is exercised patrimonially in actual terms. The central state's
intervention into the frontier would, in the process, remove this power
from its private sphere, de-patrimonialize it and makelt congruent
with that of "legitimate," l.e., the central state's power. Local power
is thus transmuted, its privatized form disappears and is supplanted.
by a legitimized power derived from the legitimate state.3'l

The violence which results as the state "reaches" into the
periphery is also seen as a logical butexpected outcome of the process
of integration. As soon as the central state consolidates itself, with
its army establishing "peace and order," its laws installed. as the prime
guidelines for social and political relations, and the divisivenesS of
the character either eliminated or steered to more "lawful" pursuits
(mainly electoral), frontier conflict is expected to fade away together
with the rest of the "pre-modern" features associated with the
periphery."

Yet, the history of frontier zones yields a complicated. picture
than is generally suggested." On the one hand, frontiers affect the
manner in which states build themselves and establish their authority.
The experiences of the Brazilian northeast, the American southwest
and even South Africa show that establishing state presence in
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peripheries involves a complex process of establishing "a system of
rules by which the new society proposes to live."40 This system, to
some, eventually determines the general shape of the political set-up
presided over by the state. A fair number of scholars have argued
this line of contention. American historians and political scientists
have used the frontier to argue for or against the exceptional character
of the American "liberal tradition." The disagreements are manifold,
but both sides have accepted the "frontier thesis" as the departing
hypothesis and, more importantly, accept the proposition that the
shape of the American system was as much the product of the frontier
as by other factors." The same arguments are echoed by Latin
American historians who suggest that the lack of a democratic
tradition in Latin America is also as much the result of frontier
processes as well as other factors."

On the other hand, being located in the outermost areas of a
nation-state, frontiers are also a cause for apprehension by state actors.
Firstly, these almost always also serve as borders with other states.a

When the demarcation of "national boundaries" are disputed,
frontiers become the most sensitive geographic spots for states. And
in the event of conflict, these are the most likely arenas for two armies
to slaughter each other." Inter-national tensions in the frontier may
be aggravated by the presence of commUnities which. even as they
are arbitrarily cut from each other by the official map, nevertheless
are able to preserve loyalty to the ethnie at the expense of fealty to the
nation-state."

Centrifugal tendencies could also very well emanate from the
nature of the frontier zone itself. Incessant migrations and mixed
populations preclude any stable social structure from developing
thereby creating fluid conditions which, when combined with
contracting land access, eventually breed social friction," Supple
frontier conditions also become the occasion for variations of local
power to emerge that do not conform at all to the expectations of a
central stateo This localpower---either grounded on the use of violence
enmeshed with a kinship-based patronage system or based on the
use of "official" designations for patrimonial ends or non-state ends
-finds its unfettered shape in the frontier." It may not conform to
what the state understands as the legitimate forms of political
relationships. And it may develop its own political trajectories that
may not only be autonomous of the central state but, in extreme
cases, may end up seceding from the latter.
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Frontier-bred local power and the social frictions produced by or
co-existing with it entail a reconfiguration of a state's power and
authority. A state with limited fiscal resources, a weak army, and an
undeveloped bureaucratic apparatus could either transfer effective
power to frontier groups who turn themselves into petty rulers, or it
confers on these groups a mantle of legitimacy as Nstate
representatives" but allowing them considerable freedom and
autonomy to determine how best to exercise their power, even
Illegittmately." Where there is resistance from indigenous
communities, it Isto these groups that the state would rely on to
suppress that resistance. A quid pro quo, however, is to allow these
groups more leverage at the local level.

What is, therefore, suggested here is that peripheries can shape
the contours of a state. They have .as much influence as other
significant elements brought in in analyzing state formation and state­
society relationships. Scholars who see the need to ''bring society in"
to better understand how states operate can discern the resilience of
societal actors by looking at their spatial locations as well as the specific
development of their "power." Frontiers provide us with that
opportunity to look at the evolution of these actors, especially at
periods when the state is building its presence in the periphery and,
more importantly, when it sees the need to actively institute order in
the extremities of the "nation."

Three factors distinguish Mindanao from other frontier zones.
First, the Philippines' archipelagic geography makes it easily accessible
to the global economy in general and the illegal arms trade in
particular. The border is most porous in Mindanao which explains
why the Southeast Asia trading system that flowered in the pre­
colonial and Spanish periods continue to persisteven in the American
and post-colonial eras. In its pre-colonial stage, this system had taken
the form of the smuggling of commodities." It had remained
uncontrolled up to this day largely because of the pathetic quality of
the Philippine navy. Maritime accessibility also enhances the mobility
of local groups or forces opposed to Manila, not only in eluding the
military but also in keeping open arms supply lines originating beyond
national borders." In the more "legalized" aspect of international
trading, Mindanao's political economy has been most accessible to
transnational capital engaged in mineral, agricultural and fishing
exploitation. Transnational capital could, as it were, proceed directly
to the southern island and does not necessarily have to course itself
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through Manila. Mindanao, in short, "trades" directly with economic
centers like Japan, bypassing the national metropole. This direct
linkage with the imperial metropoles has a profound impact on the
island's relationship with the national center, especially in terms of
the "benefits" derived from a more direct line to the metropole.

Second, the "closing" of the internal agricultural land frontier
which resulted from the "filling up" of certain areas by settlers,
increased tensions over access to land and other resources. The
"closure" coincided with Manila's increased interest in Mindanao,
as well as intensified exploitation of the island's resources (old and
new) by Manila-based economic elites and their transnational allies.
All these did not stabilize politics in the island (as in the case of the
American southwest and Australia); instead, violence worsened and
the landscape experienced profound political fragmentation. Thus,
the frontier literature itself needs to be critically evaluated when
used as a comparative guide to the study of Mindanao.

Third, as mentioned above, a partial integration of the frontier
was indeed achieved under' the aegis of the American colonial state.
With a powerful state as overseer, the process of "filling" up empty
Mindanao began, while the island's varied local clans were able to
ensconce themselves in the political landscape. The frontier was, as it
were, conquered. But once the Americans left, so to speak, this
integration failed to last. The transitional Commonwealth regime,
notwithstanding its rhetoric, was unable to replicate colonial
successes. The imperviousness of the Commonwealth regime was
followed by the breakdown of the transitional state during the
Japanese period. The War also became the occasion for new local
power to arise in Mindanao. The gap between the American colonial
period (including the disintegration of the state as precipitated by
the war) allowed the frontier, as it were, to reassert itself. When the
national state attempted to duplicate what the Americans did, this
time interval was enough for societal forces in the frontier to deal
with the centralizing efforts of the state. The result is what we see
today: a violent mosaic and a politically fragmented landscape that
makes Mindanao quite a unique part of the country.
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ENDNOTES

'[ohn McBeth, "Clans in Conflict," Far Eastern Economic Review, 6
September 1990. pp. 27-30.

2Noble was a former military commander in Mindanao who, in
1986, was appointed deputy chief of the Presidential Security Group,
the military unit incharge of protecting the presidential family. After
being implicated in the 1989coup against the Aquino government,
Noble was arrested but managed to escape back to his old haunt in
northern Mindanao. He sought haven with the Higaonons which­
like the Montagnards in Vietnam-were drafted in the counter­
insurgency drive during the Marcos period. Noble was said to have
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