The Philippine Muslims: Our Link io Southeast Asia

ABRAHAM P. SAKILI

Pre-colonial Philpeine culture was greatly eniched throagh tracde reiEations wie
itg naighbors r Socthanst Asia, 0 the soothem slands of lslarmized Mindaras
ermergac sultanates which bad exensys tes with the region and the Muslm word
beyond, Wher Europe took possesion aof Southeast Asia ard 12 vast natiral
resources, the Cuatch, Bridsh and Freach ooted toleave cultures alone, allowing
future generalions o reiain Dae way of life, [0 the Philippings, the Spaniards did
atharwiss, Gathalicizing whatever was within reacn, The Moslims of Mindanao
regtiad and having sundvie, seved their cuiturs frorm disintegraticn and pragerees
the countrg's only lnk with the rest of Southeast Asia,

It iz evadent that the Philippines shares many things in common with
ils Southeast Asian neighbors, Archaeological, linguistic, folldonc and
other studies indicate that its southerm parts of Mindanac and Sulu, in
particular, enjoyed active trade with Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunei and
maintand Inde-China frem the beginning of the 13" century. The
languages, dress, pottery, artifacts, 'f,eatures of addat or Malay-based
custamary law and traces of pre-lsiamic religious beliefs and mythology
testify abundantly to the influence brought about by many centuries of
contact with both the mamland and island Southeast Asla. These are
amaong the important manifestations that attest to the commonality
betwean the Philippines and other countries in Southeast Asia.

This commenality, however, had ceased to be meaningful, espacially
to the majerity of Filipinos because of the advent of western colonization
which had left varying effects on the culture and outlooks of the
Southeast Asian peoples.

Western colonizers had differed in their approach of dealing with the
traditional cultures of Southeast Asian region. The Dutch, British and
French colonizers did not interfere directly with the traditional cufture of
the people they colonized, Theywsare more interested in peace and profit,
What concern they had about “civlizing” their colonial subjects was
distinctly secondary. Thisisthe reason why mainland Southeast Asia and
insular Indonesia, Malaysia, Brunel and o some extent Singapore,
cantinue to chearish their traditional identities which linked them to their
Southeast Asian root. Inthe Philippings, the effect of colonization was
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different. The Spanish and American colonizers used Christian religion
and American education, respectively, 1o alter radically the lifeways and
outlook of the majority of Filipinos. While abviously not disinterestad in
profits, the Spaniards and the Americans were mativated to a considerable
degree by what the French called ia mission civilisatrice — a caolonial
strategy cleverly pursued,

Not all groups of peaple in the Philippines succumbed to western
colonization. The Muslim Inhabitants of the Phibppines wha had fought
the Spanlish and American colonizers for centuries had preserved for the
present generation of Filipines the heritage of Islam and addat or Malay-
based traditional culture that provide affinity to the rest of Southeast
Asian neighbors. It is through the distinet culture of the Philippine
Muslims that the Philippines can identify itself with Southeast Asia, The
Philippines, therefore, belongs to Southeast Asia through its southern
Muslirm link,

The Muslim Link

In southern and southwestem parts of the Philippines, the estimatad
five to six milllan believers of Istam Iive. Knewn Eenerally as Muslims, or
as Moros, a political designation avarnding ethnic identifications such as
Tausug, Maranao, Maguindanao, Samal, Yakan, ete., this group of
people is distinct in many ways from thelr majority Christian co-2itizens,
With whom they are racially related as Malay, a relationship that could be
traced to the time before and during Islamization of the'Philippines in the
12" century. The Malay racial affinity did not have significant socio-
political bearing because of lack of cohesive palitical canstruction and
unifying ldeciogy. The so-called “native state construction” cited by
former President Marcos® is not significant, as there s no convincing
proof of the so-called “comman political culture in the Phillppines™ prior
to the coming of Islam and Christianity. Far sure, the Musiim Sultanates
of Sulu and Maguindanao differ from the “native state construction” in
the North not only in name — one non-Muslim, the other Muslirm — bt
In substance of political power and extent of control. These Muslim
sultanates had history of dynastic, political and commercial ties with the
rest of island Southeast Asia and the Islamic world beyond.

The Malay racial relationship of the inhabitants of this archipelago
was disrupted and strained with the advent of Spanish and Amernecan
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colonizations and the consequent developments under the centralized
system of governarice of the Philippine Republic which had marginalized
theMuslims economically and palitically - & condition that drove them to
assert their Muslim-Malay identity through a political and military struggle
spearheaded before by the MNLF (Moro National Liberation Frant) and
now by the MILF (Moro IslamicLiberation Front).

In the larger context of Southeast Asia, the so-called Malay world
encompassing the insular states of Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapare,
Brunai and the Philippines, has one af the heaviest concentrations of
mMuslim pecples on earth. In 1975, it was approximated that 129 million
Muslims lve there. Numbers-wise, Indonesia is the world’'s largest
Muslim nation — 90% of its 135-million population in 1975 adheres to
Islam. The Moros, whao inhabit mainly the southern island of the
Fhilippines and make up about 8% to 7% of Philippine population of about
73 million, are self-consciously part of the Muslim majarity in island
sSoutheast Asia. Up to this day, a great deal of trade and communication
is still carried on betweaen the Mora inkabitants and their relatives and
business partners across the international lines separating the Philippines
and neighboring Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei, Those |ines drawn by
the Western colonial powers had the effect of invaluntarily incorporating
into the Philippine nation a Muslim paople who were, and remain to be,
integral part of the Malay world or island Southeast Asia.2

Islamization and lis Effects

The lslamization of Southern Philippines was part of the general
spread of Islam throughout the Malay island world. The spread of Islam
Inthis area involves the interplay of political, economic, psychalogical and
socialfactars. The local rulers fram the 13% to1 55 century Southeast Asia
were won 1o Islam not only by the relevance of its teachings but also by
the fact that it served their changing economic and political situation
related 1o their international trading activities.

izlam in Southeast Asia did not introduce a totally alien type of social
and palitical organization among its converts. Rather it reworked the
existing structure and produced what could be called an “Islamic variant”
of the traditional society and pality. In politics, for example, the powerful
datus or rafahs of large harangays developed into the sultans of the Mara
society. The introduction of Islam and its adoption by the pre-lslamic
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people had in many ways fransformed their lives, beliefs, and customs.
Although there are differences In degres of Islamic acculturation among
the Muslims in Scutheast Azia, it Is apparent that there ware many
commaonalities developed among them by the unifying effect of lslam. As
a result of [slamization, many pre-lslamic people refrained from eating
pork, practiced clreumeiston and learned the rituals of praying, fasting,
and bupying the dead. Tha |slamized people built mosques and madrasan
where they learned lslamic theology, jurisprudence and other Islamic
subject matter, They became conscious of belonging to a wider community
of urnmah, where they regard their fellow Muslims, especially in Southeast
fsia, as brothers.

Development in the ecanamic, political, and social aspects of life
were achieved due 1o the specialized, effective, and efficient Tunctioning
of the lslamic institutions that were established. In politics, Islam
legitirnizes the institution of the sultanate as the governmental systam.
This palitical institution united the Muslim ethnic groups and formalized
its relations with the neighboring suitanates of Brunei, Malaysia and
Indonesia. |neconemics, [slam openad the way for lslamized people to
participate and benefit from the internaticnal trade which was controtled
oy the Muslims fram North Africa to Southeast Asia. In social life, [slam
expanded the framework of social relationship in the context of the
virmma.

In the arts and architecture, |stam had left many influences which
made Muslim artistic traditions rich and distinet from that of the other
Filipinos. lslam had modified the indigenous art by inspiringand stimulating
the development of & new local style, In response to uniguensss of local
conditions, Istam demonstrated flexibility and tolerance which acesunied
for its impressive success especially in Suly and in Mindanao, Many pre-
lslamic traits ahd symbols survived lslamization because they are
considerad by the Sulu and Mindanao people to belong to lslam. Islam
fas become the religion of the Tausug, Maranao, Maguindanao, Yakan,
Sama, Badjao and seven other small ethnic groups found mainly in south
and southwestern Mindanao including Palawarn.

The Two Nationalities in the Philippines

The most important effect of Islamization of the southern Philippines
was the developrment of the |slamic consclousness among Philippine
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Muslims. This development became the important conditioning factor in
the emergence of More nationality. Similarly, the Christianization that
took place later led to the development of Filipino Christian nationality.
lslarn and Christianity provided the means for unifying the early inhabitants
of the Philippines. Ta say that “befere the coming of lslam and
Christianity, the Philippines was inhabited by one people and that there
was already some kind of indigenous nationality™ is not accurate and has
no meaningful socio-political sense, Evidences from Philippine pra-
history and folk traditions suggest that inter-barangay and inter-island
warfara were cormmon. Rivalry and hostility existed between highland and
lowland and between island and coastal groups.® If thare was anything
in Philippine history that served (o bring about a sense of unity which
prapared the way for the formation of national conscigusness, it was the
adoption of Islam by the southern natives and of Christianity by the other
inhabitants of the Philippines.

In Muslim-Chiristian relationship in the Philippines, what has often
been overlooked by the Christian majority is the crucial fact that the
Prilippine Muslims live in a world different from theirs.  Muslims and
Christians inthe Philippines are oriented towards two distinct communities
fram which they draw their religion, culture, law, values and view of
history. Christtan Filipinos owe much to the west — to Spain which
brought the Roman Catholic faith and many influences in language,
music, art, law and so on; and to America which brought the English
language, “democratic” Institutions and the less happily "hollywood"
lifestyle The adaption by the Filiping majority of Christianity and western
ways and lifestyles had pulled the Philippines towards the pole of
Europaan and western civilization. The histarical circumstanse of Filiping
respanss to Spanish and American colonial activity became embodied in
the country's label as "the only Christian nation in Asia.” Centurnes of
colonial rule made the Christian Fllipinos Western-value oriented, Hence,
they regard themselves as *advanced” and “moderm” and “prograssive.”
But Southeast Asians, in general, and the Muslims in particular, in the
majority of Christian view have a “low grade of civilization” and are
steeped In traditional culture which inhibits modermization. This view 1=
canditionad by the spint of crusades that the Spaniards and the Ameticans
had imposed on theiradversaries in Southeast Asia. Inthe particular case
of Christian-Muslim relations in the Philippines, the crusading spirit in
that relationship was a historically conditioned attituds which Spanish
Christians carrled over from the Mediterranean World into their relations
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with Muslims in the Philippines. The crusading spirit of the Americans
aimed Not so much at propagating Christian religion as extending the so-
called "blessings and benefits of American eivilization" to a benighted and
“wild” people. As the majority Christian Filipines looked towards Europe
and the West for their development, the Muslims of the southern
Fhilippines have maintained their reots mare firmly in the Islamized Malay
world and owe much to the Islamic civilization that spread from Arabia 1o
Africa and to Southeast Asia,

Another factor that conditioned the distinctions of the Muslims and
the Christian nationalitizs in the Philippines was their separate historical
development that proceeded along twe different directions and
orientations. As the Filipine Christian history took the course of European
and Western line of historical development, the Musliris continued 1o
develop Ltheir history along the Arab and Malay ine. Separated by time,
the Muslims and Christians metaonly in the battiefields of war as the latter
served In many colonial expeditions organized against the Muslims. It (s
I this light that one should understand why until now the two peoples
conunue to suffer from mutual distrust, an uneasy relationship and
reciprocal negative images.

Muslim-Christian relations in the Philippines have been prablematic
basically because of many factors including the cultural, structural,
political, economic, agrarian and even psychological, Intheir relationship
with the majority Chtistians and the central government this group has
controlled, the Muslims feel that they are left out in development and/
or they are vulnerably exposed to all forces of assimilation which put into
leopardy thair Mushim-Malay identity or threatened their religion and
survival as an ummalh or community of believers,

The Muslims are sensitive to the government’s program of integration
which In many instances has been pursued through the philosophy of
assimilation, Even in the thrust of Philippine scholarship, the Muslims
lament the ohservation that seem to subordinate lslam and their addat
or Malay-based cultural tradition as unimpeortant aspect of Philippine
Muslim culture, The pursuit of Philippine natiopalism highlighting
commonalities and setting aside differences is 1o the Muslims fraught
with the danger of cultural unifermity which they do not want to happen
In this country, The Muslims value the difference in their relationship with
the majority co-citizens because under the presentcentralized government
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set-upand because of their disadvantaged condition, this is the anly way
for them to safeguard and empower their Muslim-Malay identity. This is
also the strength of their bargaining in many negotiations to advance thair
welfare, such as the recently concluded agreement that organized the
SPCED (Southern Philippines Council for Peace and Development). The
Wind of unity that the Muslims want far the Filipinos is one of diversity and
notof unifarmity. They may adjust to the requirements of being Philippine
oitizens but keep their national identity as Muslims. This isthe reason wihiy
mostofthem have been clamanng for independence or for real autonomy
fram those working in the governmeant.

Thereis indeed a need to restructure that basis of relationship of the
Muslims with the Philippine government and the majority Chrstian
citizens forthem to be empowered 1o safeguard their Muslim identity and
o pursue socio-economic development in line with the norms set hy
fslam,

The pursuitof natlonalism in the Philippines and the search for more
meaningful Philippine national identity is welcome. Effarts should,
however, be exsrted to understand and safeguard the essentials of one's
culture. Islam and addat tradition to the Philippine Muslims are esserntial
to thelr life. They are not just cultural overlays to decorate one’s space
of lavish one's dress, neither are they background dance movement or
glittering effects in a national cersmony. |slam and addat are the life-
giving support of the Muslims in the Philippines. They link these people
to their Muslim brothers in other parts of the world, As inhabitants of the
Fhilippines, the Muslims serve as bridge of this “only Christian cou ntry in
Asia” to the rest of the Seutheast Asian warld. Islam and the addat af the
Philippine Muslims also serve them as shields in the face of danger and
opposition.a
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