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autonomy FOR.'MUSIIM MINBAMO; .PINDINGS FROM

.A SURVEY STtlDY * . '

Marilou Palabrica-Costello
Xavier University

-Introduction and Methodology

The 1987 Philippine Constitution provides, not only that

"there shall he created an autonomous region in-Muslim Mindanao"

"but also that" this process shall be undertaken in an orderly and

democratic fashion. Whatever law will be "enacted by Congress to ,

this effect should, be taken "with the assistance and participation

of the regional consultative commission" and ought to be

implemented only in those "provinces, "cities, and geographic

areas" which approve of .the proposed autonomous region in a

region-wide plebiscite.

It was in this spirit of democratic consultation that the

Mindanao Autonomy. Study was originally conceived. Members of the

study team, which included Mrs.' Magdalena C. Cabaraban, Bean

Ofelia Burante, Dr. Heidi "Gloria* Br. Grace Rebollos, Br. Batu-

manong Sarangani, and myself felt that it was important that the

'.people of Mindanao—Christians, Muslims, and Tribals alike—be

heard on this vital national issue which holds so much importance

for their future and the futur-e of their children."

The study surveyed opinions on the autonomy issue froin a

randomly drawn sample of over 2,000 residents of Mindanao-Sulu,.

Findings from that portion of this. sample which consisted of

local-level spokesmen (or "opinion leaders") w.ill be summarised
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in Dr. Sarangani*s paper, whereas my task this afternoon will be

to report on the perceptions held by the "man (or woman) in

the street." .

The survey's sampling design called for interviews with

8^1 Christians, 891 Muslims, and 198 tribal members, for a grand
1

total of 1,980 respondents.. This means that Muslims and tribals

were deliberately oversampled, to ensure that a sufficient number

of Respondents from these groups would be interviewed so as to

allow for detailed statistical analysis. (According to the I980

Philippine Census, approximately 77 percent of the population of

Mindanao-Sulu is Christian, along with 17 percdnt Muslims and 6
■  2

percent tribal peoples).

In selecting the study's respondents, a two-stage design
was utilized. In the first stage each municipality and city in

Mindanao was placed 3.n one of three stratas majority Christian,
majority Muslim, or hiajority Tribal. Statistics on ethnicity
from the 1980 Census were^ used in assigning municipalities to one
of these three strata. A list of all barangays in each stratum

was then compiled and an equal number of majority Christian and
majority Muslim baratigays were selected into the sample.

■ hctual sample sizes produced by the study were 885
Christians, 893 Muslims an,d 202 Tribals.

^Cf. Republic cf the Philippines, Haticnal' Census and
Statistics Office, 1^?83, Table 7.
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in aXl^ 50 Muslim, i|.9 Christian and 11 tribal barangays

were aeleofcod d.nto the sample. In a few cases replacements, were

made for seILec*^ed barangays when it was decided by the regional

study team thai:" the. barangay selected originally was either

extremely inacc;jessible or potentially unsafe.

Project: supervisors visited the barangay captain in each

chosen barang^s^', 'requesting from him a copy of the official list

of all househol^.ds under his jurisdiction. The barangay captain

was also asked to identify whether each household on this list

was Muslim, cn3>-istian or tribal. Copies of these lists were then

made, brought t*- aok to regional headquarters, and pooled to form

separate maste3> lists of Muslim, Christian, and tribal respondents,

Th© proper huunh ̂ r of respondents for each region, along with a
number qi* repi^L^ements, were then chosen randomly from these
lists,3

One© ^ P^JUsehold had been drawn into the study*s sample,
it waa vis^'t^d ^y a member of the survey team who was to then
select one aduj-1:^ member (age I8 and over) for interview, . This
gelection was based upon an equal probability of selection
for foqj* r^^Poi^'^ent categories s head of the household, spouse,

^10 household (other than the head) and oldest
feiaoXh (oth©r i^'^an the spouse). Rules were provided for the

■ f Uf'^her details on the sampling procedure, cf.
t^^io, 1988, pp«
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selection oiC replaceiaents in cases where no person was available

in tlie designated category# This approach.helped to ensure that

both males and females and married and unmarried persons would be

interviewed#

Interviews were conducted, during May and June, 198?#

Despite the potentially "ControL,yersial nature of the study, no

major prqblfisis. were encountered in the field.

The purpose of this paper is to present simple desoriptive
'  ■» . ■ t

statistiojs Xp^^^tags distrlJ:^Jtions) from the study, as broken

down by jWae tttreo major ethnowreligiqus grouping—i#e. Chrlstisis,
Ktifl 1 lias, ieujd tribals# Because no additional statistical weights
have been given in this case to the Ctoistian respondents XtQ

ate -assarsajnplijag of Muslims , and Tribals) it is

importaOJb to emphasize that the results for these three groupings

should.not be sinrply added together uncritically to arrive at

some estimate of the opinions about autonomy which are held in

Mindanap-Sulu as a whole. The weighting problem, however, does

not affect our estimates of opinions toward auton<»ny for each

ethnoi-religious group taken individually#

Study Findings

•  . ' • • .
Social and.Economic Gharaoteristics. The larger report

upon which this paper has been based (Palabrica-Costello, 1988)
gives a detailed description of the differences in socioeconomic
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cliaractepisticB wTiicti exist among ttie study's Christian, Muslim

and Trihal subsamples. For now I will simply point tp two some-,

what unexpected findings, the first of which concerns the

commohly-held perception that Mindanao«s Christian residents are

largely, in-migrants from the Visayan or Luzon regions. In contrast

to. this stereotype, however, the present study found that more

than two-thirds (69.7 percent) of its Ohid.st5jan respondents were

horn in Mindanao-Sulu, Indeed, bn one measure of migrant status

Muslim respondents were found to be slightly more mobile than

Christians,^
Another noteworthy finding was obtained with regard to

socioeconomic status. As was expected, ChHetian reepondents

\jerB Somewhat better educated than Muslims and tribals. The dif-

i^ereno© he"fcw©o^i Muslims and Christians in this regard, however,

was not large ^e,g, 35*2 percent of the Muslim respondents had

earned a high school degree, as collared to percent of the

Christian^)* ^^lore significantly, perhaps, is the finding that

the levels of ^ivihg experienced by Christians and Muslims are

nearly identical, with neither group'being particularly well off#

The major oon-t;^j»ast in this dimension is with the gribals, where

poverty levels are truly acute and living standards clearly lower

^Atnoti^^^istian respondents, l8,8 percent had lived in
their ppesetit t^iunicipality for less than 10 years. Comparative
estimates fo^. Iviuslims and tribals were, respeci?ively, 20,[|. percent
and 10.^ pei»oebit.
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"fctiaTi "fhose romi(3L among either Christian or Muslims. This

f5.ndi.iis "wouXd s^em to give little support to the simplistic,

aeserhion hlia-b ^Muslim-Christian hostilities in Mindanao are due

aoleXy to economic differences between the two . groups,
i

Oplniona and Awareness about Life in Mindanao. Before

analyzing our i^espondents* views on the autonomy question, it may

l:>e of intereat; to see how they rate the Mindanao situation as a

^laole, our daiia appear to show, that Muslims are more dissatisfied

In thia rosord than are either Christians or Tritfals^ Only i|.$,2

percent of th.0 study's Islamic respondents said that they were

ga'fcisfied "withi life in Mindanao," as compared to 80,7 percent of

th© Christians and 63#U percent of the tribals.

This is not to say that Christians and tribals view life

3^n'Mindanao as completely trouble-free. They, like their brother

an<i sister Muslims, had no trouble citing onq or more problems

^nioh they feeX are now confronting Mindanao-Sulu, As shown in

liable l^ nembsJ^s of all three groups tend to be most concerned

about political and economic problems. Leading the list of issues

in this roSard are "peace and order problems," which are mentioned

by naif Christians and tribals and about a third of the

Huslitna^ A igLAge proportion (23.5 percent) of Muslims also cite

II I ■ ' ' I _ III! I I ■ I ♦

tcit^s of .income# 52 percent of the Christians said that
they Were ®abMng 1,000 or more pesos per month, as compared to

percent Of "t^be Muslims and 23 percent of the tribals. On a
•twelve., it em g^j^ie of consumer goods ownership, however, Muslim
respondents w©^© found to own 2,9 items, as compared to 2,6 for ^
ObriatiaxiS end only 1.2 for tribals, Muslims were also found to be
prepobtioriS-tel'^' overrepresented in white collar occupations when
oompared to c^^istians.



an additional poILitioai problem, namely, their underrepre sent at ion

in the governmen'b or their belief that, a real system of autonomy

has not yet been implemented in the region.

About a i3hird of the respondents mentioned some type of

economic problem, as being the most important factor now facing

Mindanao.. Theses issues include complaints about their daily
*

• struggle with pc^verty and the high cost of living as well as

references to thie underdeveloped nature of the region's economy.

Clearly, the tyTie of government that is eventually implemented in

th® region must be one which is well equipped to face the dual

issues of politi^cal instability and economic under development.

Respondents were-also asked to nominate the course of

action which they felt would be the best solution to their first-

ranked problein. It is interesting to note that such bft-discussed

solutions as l0j\d reform, increased support for the militaiy, and

more frequent gp pointments of Muslims to government positions

(within a nonau'^^onomous framework) are mentioned quite infrequently

by ®^r resp®hd0i\ts. Instead, the most frequent response to this

questioYj^-as by Christians, Muslims and tribals alike—is a

call for 3^QJc;ea^ed dialogue between conflicting groups, in that

sense ve c^ s^^ that today's conference is very much in keeping '

T^ith the wished' of the people of Mindanao-Sulu, Another approach,

given conS^^®3?^^l® support is the call for various forms of

governmonb^^boh^ored economic assistance programs. Indeed, some

pther date- ^^or^ the study indicate that there is a relatively

4.
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st3?ong feeling among the people of Mindanao that their region has

been neglected in tliat regard for too long now by the national

government

As we-shall soon see, Christians and Muslims hold strongly

divergent opinions about the autonomy issue. The fact that these

two groups agree ,on the two main solutions to Mindanao's problems

I  -

(at least as defined in a very general sense) is therefore a source
4" • • .

of some encouragement.

In general, Christians were found to be more politically
"7 • .

knowledgeable than either Muslims or tribals. This is perhaps

due to their higher levels of educational attainment and greater
I

exposure to the mass media. An important exception to this general

pattern, however, was rioted for the case of political leaders,

groups, or issues which relate directly to the status* of Mind'anao's

Muslim groups. In all such cases the Muslim, respondents were far

more- knowledgeable than either Christians or tribals. Particularly

salient in this regaa>d are the lower levels of awareness shown by

Clear majorities (from 55 to 80 percent.) of our respondents
agreed to these thra© statementss "The provinces of Mindanao have
been neglected in tei^ms development projects like roads and
irrigation projects I" "The people in Manila don't really understand,
our problems here in Mindanao and Sului" and "People in Mindanao-
Sulu should have mor© benefits from revenues from industries located
in Mindanao." In general, Muslims were more likely to feel this
^ay "than Christians, but even among the latter group there was
widespread support foy these perceptions.

"^Por exau^le, more Christians had heard of such political
mili"''®^ leaders as Pidel Ramos, None Pimentel and Emmanuel Pelaez,

well as about such groups as the CHDP, the NPA, and the Mindanao
Leader*© Porum.



CVDri and. t^ribals regarding tbe proposal to grant autonomy

to MusXim Hindairiao, Overall, 39 percent ot the Christians and ?8

percenh of tlae ^ribals had never been informed about this proposal#

Evsti Xarger-per-centages (oyer three, quarters) of»the members of

th©3e "bTfTO group a could not define what the phrase "autonomy for

Muslim Mindajna^ " meant, while another 10 percent mistakenly

-  assumed that tXijI-s concept to mean that Philippine Muslims were to

b© g3:*anted poli tical independence,

Muslim :respondents were considerably more well-informed

on these issued although even here a considerable segment were

confused adon-fc ^^r ignorant of the autonomy proposal• It is ther©-

for© evident tl^^t additional information campaigns about the topic

ar© ^©oded* ♦

A-htit Toward Autonomy, and the Muslim Autonomous Region#

Tat>i© 2 pr©'^id^^ data on ,the crucial question of attitudes toward

th© P^^opoS©^ Autonomous Region (hereafter referred .to as

What is clear from these figures is that Opinions

thi^ issw© ^.V© very sharply divided between Muslims and

(^^isti£c;iS • ©irid ^J-ikely to remain so for qqite some time,

Thr^® qui^stions were asked about the M.A.R,, each one of

.^•^ich mad© Vl^pl© issue progressively more salient to the

^gSpondentJ' P^Vallel to this growing immediacy was a pattern of

j^noreaaing Pox^Xzation between Muslims and Christians,

Th© question asked the respondent to state his or her"

^©elinga 0p^^t ^h© Constitutional provision for Muslim autonomy#
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I  As "we tisLve seetij noic aH x»eaponden"fcs D^eally undox*stood. px*©oise3^

■wTnat ttiis meant, "but a fainly clean pattern of Clmistian dislike
for and M.usllm support of ttie proposal does emerge in tlais case

(.see panel "A" of Table 2) • * *

Tlie second question was witb. a brief explanation

of tbe K.A.H. proposal, Even tbougb. tbis explanaiiien was posed in

relatively favorable terms, it is interesting to see tbat
Cbristian antipatby for tbe proposal actually increased in tbis
instance (see panel B of Table 2).* At tbe same time, Muslim agree
ment witb tbe autonomy proposal appears to bave become somewbat

stronger, once it was properly explained.. As a result, tbe
cleavage between tbe two groups bas now become more acute, -

In tbe tbd-rd question respondents were asked if tbey would
like tbeir own municipality to be inco3rporated into tbe proposed
M,A,R, Tbis, of course, raises tbe personal relevance of tbe

issue considerably, insofar as tbe person being interviewed is no

longer able to define tbe question as one wbicb only affects otber

Q
Tbe explmation read as follows?

"llaiiy Filipinos are concerned about tbe conflicts
between Muslims and Cbristians bere in Mindanao© Tbe
New Constitution bas tried to solve tbis problei.\ by
saying tbat tbere should be a 'Muslim Autonomous Region^
in soi>e places of Mindanao and Sulu, . Tbese areas would
still be part of tbe Republic of tbe Philippines, but
tbe Muslim people 'there would be allowed to baye tbeir
own government for local matters,"

(Tbis explana:bion, \s was tbe case for all questions, was presented
to tbe respondent in bis own dialect and not in English, )
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residents of Mindanao and not himself/herself. As a result, we

get yet anofher shifting of opinion so that there is now a .

virtually perfect relationship between etlmo-religious grouping
'  • -9 '

and attitudes toward the In aH, over 98 percent of our

Christian respondents said that they did not warit to live within

. the whereas. 96 percent of the Muslims said that they did

want to enjoy that privilege.
^  * . ' '

At least tbree imporbanfr i^llQationa of these findings me®'
te notedf First, Filipino Muslims do sa^>oi>'b the MaA«Ra

proposal and vould very much like to see it implemented. Secondly,
Christians hold exactly the opposite opinion. Third, while

information campaigns to explain the proposal are sorely needed in

Mindanao-Sulu (see above) it should b© underetood clearly that
such efforts will not, in and of themaelves, be able to build a- ,

region-wide consensus on the isaue. Indeed, Christian resistance

to the proposal might ever increase in direct proportion to efforts

to publicize it throughout the island. '
I

Limitations of time and space do not allow me to discuss in
'  #

detail the speoifio reasons why Muslims agree with and 'liKrlatians

reject the M.A.R. proposal. Briefly, though, Muslims tend to see

in this proposal an opportunity to solve the two major problems

9  ■
After combining all Christian and tribal respondents into

a single category, the yiae's Q ooeffioient is an extremely hi^
.998. J o-

d
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Winterercup conflict and economic undendevelopment) mentioned
eariiei*. OTnnistians, on ttie otlier laand, tend to feel ttiat
TJlindanao's peace and order problems would actually intensify on
tbe M.A.R. implemented or "tbat tbey would be disciminated
against und©T?- ttie nev goveT?ru:nent.

Dai)!© 3 presen-ta data on t-wo "bg-pottietioal situations,
tti© interviewers^ personal response in cases wViere

Ca") tti.©l3? nunicipallty of residence becarae part of .tbe M.A.R» and
Cb") tbeir municipality .did not do so. At least two negative re-
actions migbt be made in sucb cases", an increase in armed conflict
between Muslims and Christians or an increase in refugee-like

movements into or out of the M.A.R. It appears that a very large

number (30 to 1,0 percent) pf our Christian respondents would ^
exercise the second of these two options if their home community

4- -P MAR. vmefher tbe Visayon-Nortbeasternwere to become part of tne

4-4-- / v.- would undoubtedly receive most sucbMindanao settings (wbxcb wouj-o

refugoes) are now prepared to cope witb sucb a massive outmove-
oo«ia lnvol« ;

T... V, -i- 1-n -nafore be posed to those who are advocatingquestion which must therefore oe p a

this type of political change.
It is also disturbing to note that a fairly substantial

;,,,,rity Of the Christians (7.1. P-cent of all respondents, or
about Pe-ent of all male Christians if we assume that no

tbat tbey would join an armed
fftmales give this response) say

MAR if it were to be implementedresistance movement to tbe M.A.
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in fheir home oommunity. This finding provides support for the

prediction of increased violence as one possible consequence of

the M.A.R.

Tliis need not mean, Taowever, complete safety lies in

a "do-not'hing" stance on tTie autonomy q^^estion. For, while
4.. . . ■

relatively few Muslims say that they wo hid move away from their

present denee if it were not to be Incorporated into the

a- substantial minority of 17 percent say that they would

"beoome a rebel" in the event of such. 0un outcome. This.would

seem to imply that the proposal shbul^i definitely be- implemented

in the heavixjf ^xt^^^im areas and Just definitely avoided in the

overwhelmingly Christian provinces. it> is in the ethnically mixed

areas such as Zairiboanga, Cotabato and J^anao del Norte that our

real problem would appear to lie.

Implementing the M.A.R. s Delepf^-cjon of Powers and Boundary

feting.* have seen that Muslims an<^- Christians hold diametrically

opposed opinions about the proposal to grant autonomy to Muslim

Mindanao. This, however, is a react to the M.A.R. in general,

without resort to any of the speciiic decisions that would be

involved in setting it up* It might possible that agreement .

exists between the two groups on at l^^st a few such questions,
ij . . " . .

'  such ac '"'^'■bresent a first step t<:;^wards an acceptable

ccmproiiiis©* For exumple, would th©^© x^e some powers which
Christians would be willing to grant t^e M.A.R., or some which

the Kusll^is wouIq be vvilling to foro^o^
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TJxijCox**burxately5 the answer to this question appears to be

iTio . As slaowTx in Table 1^, very heavy majorities .of our Christian
•  . ■ I'

'3c*ss'pon<3Lsn"tJS voice a negative-reaction to the granting of each one

oir -tncLix^-been iidpferent powers to the propbsed autonomous region.

©x.a.mpX©, more than I4. out of 5 Christians do not want the M.A.R.

•bo ©niroTOe btio- public observance of Muslim holidays, while 90 per-

oe-n-t -wouXd. nob want it to have its own flag and seal. It is

bhie:r»e:roa:»e nob surprising to see that even stronger opposition is

voiced on the part of Christiana to such oontroveraial issues as

ancestral land rights, the use of Arabic in the public schools, or
bine sobbing up of a regional security' force.

Fo27 "fclie3,r part, clear majorities of the Muslim respondents

do desire ilie H^A.R. to have all of these powers and more.

ParhicuXai-ly popular among members of this group are the regionts

own flag and soal, public observance of Muslim holidays, the
SlnariahL coua?b system, special textbooks in the public schools,

bfipcation, and. regulation of natural resources.

A stoiis:r pattern prevails for tbe matter of just where

bb© shouid be located. "Approximately two out of every

blif®® f^el that the M.A.R. should comprise all of '

I^indanao-Sulh, ^ven including such heavily Christian locales as

Surigao, Agusari and Camiguin (see Table 5)« Conversely, the

.jjypi.cal respondent is willing only to allow the M.A.R.

•bo "be located three small provinces? Sulu, Tawi-Tawi and

gaeilan, with shother kO to 50 percent expressing a willingness

JL
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3.

'1-

to include Maguindanao and Lanao del Sur in this category. After

that, the percentage of Christians willing to cede other

territories to the M.A.R. drops off sharply. Among the provinces

covered originally by the Tripoli Agreement, the strongest

resistance is shown (on the part of Christies) to the inclusion

of the two Zatnboangas, South Cotabato and, in particular, Davao

Sur.

Conclusion

'1'

I  '

■

A number of implications would appear to stem from the

aurvey data discussed above. As a first reccmmendation, there is

an apparent need for an accelerated information campaign,

especially among Mindanao's Christian majority, concerning the

meaning of autonomy and of the proposed Muslim Autonomous Region,

AS things now stend, most of Mindanao's inhabitants are very poorly

informed about these concepts. It should not be anticipated,

tiowever, that the effects of such a campaign will necessarily be to

huild a uniform level of support for the proposal among Muslims and

Christians alike# If anything, the polarization between these two

groups on the la^ue may even increase as a result of such a

campaign#

It is alsc> important to emphasize that both Muslims and

Christians have ^ genuine desire that peace and political stability

will be established in the region# They want increased dialogue
%

and understanding, not increased militarization. Clearly, thou^,
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these processes will have to accompanied by, a willingness on the

part of the Christian majority "l^o accept at least some new ideas

about political processes in heavily Muslim areas, Muslim Filipinos

do want autonomy aaid they ̂  want this to exhibit some clearly

Islamic traits,^ such as. publicly observed Islamic holidays,

ancestral land ri-eJits, changes in public education, and the

Shariah court system.

On the othetp hand, the strongly negative i>4>aotion to the

M.A.R. proposal which has been manlfeated by the. Christian
residents of Mlrwi«cnao-Sulu shcwld also not be ignored. Imposition
of a "Muslim" AutoJiomous Region upon such areas as Zamboanga or the
(lotahato pyovinoes will undoubtedly lead to a large-scale out-
migration of Christians from these areas, along with the potential
formation of arned Christian re8i3tanc& .groeps deeignod oxpr^ssly
to fight against fhe M.A.R.

Thes e cons Iterations suggest that three types of governing
bodies might be foiled- within Mindanao, based largely upon the
current geographic distribution of Cbristian and Muslim groups.
The first of tho-^e would be a truly Islamic autonomous region,
set up in areas with large Muslim majorities. The second would

comprise those pro'vinoes (e'.g. the two Surigaos or the two

Aguaans) which ar© overwhelmingly Christian in, composition,
Relations botweeh these provinces and the national government
could remain unoha^hged or could be superseded by the formation of

some type governing body whicb is not based

specifically upc^ etbno-religious considerations.

•a:/'

. «
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A third area could comprise those provinces in which a

Majority of residents are -Christian, but ih which there are
substantial Muslim minority populations," While it wouid be

difficult if not Impossible to get the Christians from those areas

to agree to such Islamic institutions as the Shariah oourt system,

special provisions could be taken in these area to protect the

i-l^ts and cultural traits of Muslim living therein- and to ensure

that Muslins are represented in all major regional polioywmaklng

bodies, -■
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