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Three Modes of Governance for Mindanao, 1900-1920^

Eric S. Casino

77ie Americans have come here [Mindanao] to teach
and convince these people that all men are born free and
equal and that there is no such thing as inherited caste
or privilege. The working out of this doctrine and the
enforcement of it means the upsetting of the whole system
of tribal and patriarchal government among the Moros.

- 1902 report of General W. Davis, Conttnander of the
Department of Mindanao and Sulu (quoted in Go and
Foster 20 05, 136)

During the early phase of the nearly fifty years of American
experiment in colonial statebuilding and administration
in the Philippines, governance was exercised not through a

single governing apparatus but three. These three apparatuses were
designed to address three ethnogeographical or geoethnologica
segments of the general Philippine population:

1. The Philippine Commission. Representing the United States (US).
the Commission worked with the all-Filipino Philippine Assem y
elected in 1907, and administered all the regular provinces in the
Christianized regions of the Philippines.

2. The Mora Province. This was formed in 1903 to embrace areas
in Mindanao and Sulu with predominantly Muslim
populations. The Moro Province was governed by the US Army
with an autonomous authority.

3. The Special Government Provinces. These were formed by special
legislation in 1905 to administer non-Christian tribespeop e an
their territories, outside the supervision and reach o i ipmo
nationalists in the Philippine Assembly.
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Of these three, the first was the central apparatus that became the
present-day bicameral congress coequal with the executive branch of
the Philippine government; the second evolved into the Autonomous
Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM); the third included the old
Mountain Province that inspired the movement for an autonomous
Cordillera region. Kramer (2005) portrayed the Philippines as a "bi
furcated" state because he accepted the Spanish distinction between
the Christian majority and the non-Christian minority. Abinales also
recognized "two regimes," one for the regular provinces and another
for the special provinces (Go and Foster 2005,149). I choose a tripartite
division for Mindanao governance, at least from 1903 to 1913, because
there were in fact three systems operating there during this period.
These three were (1) the Moro Province; (2) the regular provinces
of Misamis and Surigao; and (3) the special provinces of Agusan
and Bukidnon. After 1913, Mindanao had a bifurcate regime—one
for the regular provinces of Misamis and Surigao and the other, the
Department of Mindanao and Sulu (the successor to Moro Province),
for seven special provinces—all under the supervision of the Bureau
of Non-Christian Tribes. The outstanding and contested rights of
non-Christian peoples and their ancestral domains continue to be
the central concern of the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA 1997)
and of the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP).

The burden of this paper is to reconstruct and explain why there
were three governance systems for Mindanao; how they differed
in their mission, operation, and transformation; how the shifting
balance of military and civilian control shaped their evolution;
and how all these questions were correlated with the restructuring
of the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes, from the early "separatist"
to the later "integrationist" agency. The key argument is that
American colonial governance policies, practices, and structures
were strategic executive responses to political mandates emanating
from Washington, from Republican and Democratic leadership that
differed in their fundamental stance towards the future independence
of the Philippines.

Prelude to statebuilding

In their colonial statebuilding decisions, American colonial
agents were guided by interimperial imperatives, anthropological
theories, and racial ideologies. Political discourse jn the Philippines
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between competing colonizers, then as now, engaged in unabashed
racial stereotyping—negative against defeated Latins and positive
for ascendant Anglo-Saxons. Exemplifying this stereotyping trend,
the Englishman George Boxall wrote that "Anglo-Saxons ruled
in the name of reason, fairness, and the public good; Latins ruled
through passion, intolerance, and private gain (Kramer 2005, 72).
An undercurrent of "ethnological epistemology ran through the
debates on whether Filipinos were ready for independence. Using
a racial paradigm, Worcester argued that the issue of Philippine
independence was not a question of politics but of ethnology. There
was also a countercurrent of assertive Filipino nationalism with mixed
opportunist-collaborationist motives. Between these two forces of
imperialism and nationalism, there intervened a robust American
capitalism that wanted to exploit Philippine tropical resources for the
global market. These three impulses were joined to create powerful
crosscurrents in the three geoethnological divisions of the Philippines.
Here colonizers and colonized fought over the outcome of military,
political, economic, religious, and administrative issues in Mindanao
in the first quarter of the twentieth century.

The US acquired the Philippines as a colony first through
diplomacy at the 1898 Treaty of Paris and then through physical
conquest. In the ensuing Philippine-American War, the US had two
bloody encounters, earlier against the Christianized majority and later
against the Muslim minority (Tan 2002). Some estimates put native
casualties in these two wars at 13 percent of the Philippine population
(Boudreau 2005, 262). Military rule was the dominant reality in the
first few years of American "benevolent assimilation. Between 1898
and 1902, the US War Department governed the newly acquired
Philippine territory through a succession of five Military Governors.
While military rule was in force, the US Congress also set in motion
the beginnings of civilian rule. Things had sufficiently settled down
that the office of the Military Governor was abolished on 4 July 1902,
allowing Howard Taft to step in as the first Civil Governor that year;
this title was changed to Governor General only in 1905.

American colonial statebuilders studied several models for
governing native peoples. Among these models were: (1) American
experience gained from the administration of Indian tribes in the
American West: (2) Dutch and British methods of indirect rule over
Malayo-Muslims in Indonesia, Malaya, and Borneo; (3) Spanish
colonial administration and missionary work with Christian and non-
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Christians peoples, and (4) the American doctrine of individualism
and equality that in theory does not recognize the inherited status and
privileges of royalty and nobility before the law.

The First or Schurman Commission (1899) laid the broad

parameters of nation-building under civilian rule; the Second or
Taft Commission (1900) carried out actual colonial governance
on the basis of that blueprint. Statebuilding meant instituting basic
structures to meet imperatives of formal political control—a police
force to maintain order, administrative agencies to implement policies,
personnel to collect revenue, a court system to administer justice,
etc. Governance demanded actual implementation of organic acts
through administrative departments and bureaus of government at
the national and local levels (Go and Foster 2005, 10). The beginnings
of civil government coincided with early elections at the municipal
and provincial levels. The succeeding national election was limited
to the regular, pacified provinces; it resulted in the 1907 Philippine
Assembly that served as a legislative lower house to the American
Commission functioning as the Senate. Legislative authority was
delegated to this all-Filipino lower house while central policymaking
and executive authority remained with senior American leadership in
the Commission. An emerging Filipino civil service class was trained
to staff the various governmental departments and bureaus, replacing
Americans civil servants whose numbers declined through attrition
or retirement. The process of election, representation, legislation, and
administration in the "special provinces" and the Moro Province was
to follow a different trajectory.

Why the Moro Province and the Special Provinces were
established parallel to the regular provinces was a strategic response
of two key policy guidelines coming from Washington. The first,
from President William McKinley, instructed the Taft Commission
that in dealing with uncivilized tribes the Commission should adopt
the same course followed by Congress in permitting the tribes of
our North American Indians to maintain their tribal organization
and government; he counseled the Commissioners "to exercise due
respect for all the ideals, customs, and institutions of the tribes
which compose the population" (Sullivan 1991, 64; my emphasis).
The second, from President Theodore Roosevelt, circumscribed the

powers of the Philippine Assembly, allowing it to share with the
Philippine Commission "legislative power" for all of the Philippines,
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except those areas "inhabited by Moros or other non-Christian tribes"
(Sullivan 1991, 149-150; my emphasis).

Dean C. Worcester responded to these two directives by creating
in 1901 the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes under the Department
of Interior he headed. The Bureau's mission was to systematically
investigate the non-Christian peoples of the Philippines in order to
ascertain the name of each tribe, the limit of its territory, the nature
of its social organization, and the character of its language, beliefs,
manners, and customs. All this was to be pursued "with special view
to determining the most practicable means for bringing about their
advancement in civilization and material prosperity" (Gowing 1977,
67). Part of the mission was to investigate and report upon the practical
operation of legislation and statutes affecting the non-Christian peoples.
Absent from the Bureau's agenda was the goal of integrating them with
the rest of the Filipino nation. Integration only became the main agenda
in the successor bureau that was established by the lones Law after
1916. It was Worcester who was instrumental in drafting the Special
Provincial Government Act of 1905 and the companion Government
Township Act. Through these statutes Worcester gave himself, as
Secretary of Interior, "direct executive control over the government of
the wild people of the Islands excepting the Moro Province" and the
control over settlements in tribal areas (Sullivan 1991, 149).

Anthropologist David Barrows, the Bureau's first director,
made a special trip to the US to examine possible lessons gained
from governing American Indian tribes and concluded they had
little positive application to the Philippine situation. Although the
Bureau would undergo several reorganizations, its primary objective
remained constant, namely, to study the tribespeople in support of
legislation that would protect them and their resources from the greed
of the majority lowlanders. Established first in 1901, the Bureau was
renamed in 1903 the "Ethnological Survey for the Philippine Islands."
It was this agency that helped equip the Philippine participation at
the St. Louis Centennial Exposition, where a spectrum of Filipino
primitivism and progress was put on display. In 1905, the Survey was
again redesignated as a "Division of Ethnology within the Bureau
of Education. In 1906, it was returned to the Bureau of Science and
assumed its earlier designation as the Division of Ethnology. Here
it continued its mission as a research agency, eventually designated
as a Division of Ethnology in the Philippine National Museum. But




























