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ABSTRACT 

This study looks at the marginalization of the Tëduray, one of the 18 major non-Islamic 

Indigenous Cultural Communities/Indigenous Peoples (ICCs/IPs) in Mindanao, at the 

crossroads of the formation of the Organic Law for the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in 

Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) and the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA), two watershed 

legislation aiming to address the rights to self-determination of ICCs/IPs in the Philippines. 

The paper seeks to uncover the invaluable contributions of Indigenous Peoples to the rich 

tapestry of Mindanao and the nation despite the historical, political, and cultural narratives 

that have perpetuated their cycle of marginalization further in the periphery. Through an 

exploration of historical and contemporary political economy, key legal frameworks, and the 

role of identity where it competes, overlaps, or coexists, this paper aims to shed light on the 

opportunities for and evolving challenges that hinder the empowerment and inclusion of non-

Moro Indigenous communities in the process of state formation in the Philippines. 
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Introduction 

In 2018, following the conclusion of two landmark peace agreements between the 

central Philippine state and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF),1 Congress passed 

Republic Act (RA) 11054, known as the Bangsamoro Organic Law (BOL), which outlines 

the foundation of the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM), an 

autonomous entity located in the southernmost Philippine island of Mindanao and the 

adjacent Sulu archipelago. It supersedes the geographic area of the Autonomous Region in 

Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) created under RA 6734, as amended by RA 9054, and comprises 

the provinces of Maguindanao del Norte, Maguindanao del Sur, and Lanao del Sur in central 

Mindanao; Basilan and Tawi-Tawi in the Sulu archipelago;2 the cities of Cotabato and 

Marawi; and a Special Geographic Area encompassing 63 villages in eight municipalities in 

Cotabato province that joined the autonomous setup through a referendum.  

The ratification of BARMM, with a huge voter turnout (87.8%, 1.738 million voters) 

had an overwhelming yes vote (88.57%) in 2019 (Revelli, 2020). This represented a 

watershed moment in the nearly six decades of armed conflict and peace negotiations between 

the GPH and MILF, which splintered from the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), the 

first Moro rebel movement in Mindanao. In waging war against the Philippine state, the 

separatist movement has called for establishing an independent Bangsa Moro (or Moro nation 

or homeland), highlighting Mindanao’s unique identity and historical background. At the 

heart of the conflict are struggles among the people in Mindanao for greater participation in 

 
1 Government of the Philippines and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (GPH-MILF). 

2 After the province of Sulu rejected the law’s ratification through a plebiscite in 2019 and the petition filed by the governor 

of Sulu, the Supreme Court, while upholding the validity of RA 11054 that created the BARMM, declared in a unanimous 

decision on September 9, 2024, that the Province of Sulu is not part of the autonomous region. 
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governance, equal recognition for their cultural and religious identities, and social justice 

dating back to the Spanish and American colonial periods. The impact of Western colonialism 

that took possession and control over lands under principles of the colonial domain (jura 

regalia or the Regalian Doctrine and the Torrens land system, [i.e., all lands of the public 

domain are owned by the state]), resettlement policies favoring lowland Christian migrants, 

and capitalist interests later adopted and extended by succeeding state regimes led to the 

dispossession of Indigenous lands and decades of marginalization in the southern islands 

(Abinales & Amoroso, 2017; Alamon, 2017; Alejo, 2002; Noble, 1976). 

Literature on Mindanao has consistently acknowledged rapid economic change, and 

communal and religious distinctions as primary factors contributing to separate communities 

(Majul, 1973; Rodil, 1994; Tan, 1977, as cited in Abinales, 2020; Tadem, 1980, as cited in 

Abinales, 2020). Considerable attention has been given to the Muslim insurgency as they 

have struggled for independence against colonial and post-colonial governments, united 

under religious and ethnic banners (Majul, 1973). Rather than being caused by a singular 

watershed event, other scholars point to the rise of separatist sentiment and conflict in 

Mindanao as being triggered by the evolving dynamic between the Philippine central state 

(and its colonial predecessors) and the local Moro population (Abinales & Amoroso, 2017; 

Abreu, 2008; Charbonneau, 2020). For Coronel-Ferrer (2012), the contemporary Moro 

resistance constitutes a nationalist struggle aimed at liberating Muslims and their asserted 

homeland from a dominant Christian state. This nationalist struggle took form during the 

Marcos dictatorship when it initiated a campaign to suppress the Muslim community in the 

name of national security; the Moros saw state suppression as a threat to their identity, 

historical claim, and ultimately, Islam (Tan, 1977, as cited in Abinales, 2020). 

Meanwhile, hostility persisted amid generational conflict and violence, 

notwithstanding various attempts to engage in peace talks. This hostility is founded not only 
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on historical injustices suffered by the Moro people but also on the process of state formation, 

led and dominated by the imperial power-holding elites in Manila through the brokering of 

local Muslim leaders (Abinales, 2020). This left the Moros voiceless in matters relating to 

their futures, which, in turn, fed into an already tense political situation. Adding to the 

complexity of the conflict in Mindanao is the prevalence of inter- and intra-clan and tribal 

conflicts resulting from informal transactions in secondary markets. These conflicts 

underscore the relationship between the “shadow economy, poverty, and insecurity that 

provoked conflict a century earlier” (Lara & Schoofs, 2016, p. 312). 

Amid the fragile peace and the ongoing political transition with the creation of 

BARMM, there is reason to inquire about how the status of the different non-Muslim 

ethnolinguistic groups within the autonomous region as a unique identifier (i.e., non-Moro 

Indigenous Peoples [NMIPs]) take shape in Mindanao. The NMIPs are Indigenous cultural 

communities in the Bangsamoro region with their own political structures, territories, and 

ethnicities. They assert their identity as non-Moro Indigenous Peoples, or Lumad, to 

distinguish themselves from other Islamized indigenous communities.3 The NMIPs have long 

stressed that the Bangsamoro is not the only group in Mindanao with claims to self-

determination (Alamon, 2017; Paredes, 2017; Rodil, 1994). The desire, if not a necessity, to 

assert their recognition as distinct from their Moro brothers and sisters (and even from one 

another), despite their shared histories and cultural identities,4 has become increasingly 

significant, considering that they have historically been neglected when speaking about the 

separatist conflict in Mindanao and largely ignored in political negotiations over their 

 
3 Outside of BARMM, the Ata, Bagobo, Mamanua, Mandaya, Kamayo, Mangguwangan, Manobo, Mansaka, Matigsalog, 

Subanun, Tagakaolo, Tala-andig, T’boli, and Ubo also self-ascribe as NMIPs. 

4 Mamalu and Tabunaway are common figures in Mindanao’s indigenous oral history, both among the Moro 

and Lumad communities. In the myth, the two were brothers whose separation by converting to Islam 

(Tabunaway) and choosing to follow the indigenous ways and beliefs (Mamalu) is often seen as the symbolic 

origin of the divide between the Moros and Lumad. 
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homeland, a mere “footnote within a footnote” in traditional Philippine history (Dizon, 2014, 

as cited in Perez, 2019).  

Scholars, including Rodil (1994), contend that the NMIPs have, in fact, a long history 

of resistance by refusing to acknowledge the legitimate existence of the colonial Philippine 

state or the Maguindanao and Sulu Sultanates. However, the absence of an organized 

movement against state forces, mainly because NMIP communities were usually small, clan-

based groups that relied on hunting, gathering, and shifting agriculture as their primary means 

of livelihood, makes them particularly vulnerable to continuing state-sponsored violence and 

marginalization (Alamon, 2017; Rodil, 1994). Further, the NMIPs’ struggles have scantily 

garnered public attention due to their generally nonviolent and non confrontational responses 

when interacting with outsiders or their Moro and Christian neighbors (Paredes, 2013, 2017). 

 

Research Question 

     Despite the passage of notable pieces of legislation recognizing Indigenous 

Peoples rights, including the IPRA and the BOL that claims to promote peace, justice, and 

inclusiveness in spirit and intent, the NMIPs still find themselves in a precarious situation. 

Historically marginalized since colonial times, the NMIPs continue to face similar issues and 

challenges, albeit this time at the hands of the newly instituted Bangsamoro state. This article 

asks: How did the formation of BARMM affect the NMIP’s ancestral lands, representation 

and empowerment, social justice and human rights, and their rights to self-determination? To 

address this question, this article will look into the situation of the Tëduray, one of the 18 

major ethnolinguistic groups in Mindanao that self-ascribe as NMIPs. Tëduray ancestral lands 
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are in the provinces of Maguindanao del Norte, Maguindanao del Sur, and Lanao del Sur,5 

resource-rich albeit conflict-ridden areas that the state now sees as ripe for resource 

exploitation.6 The article also rests on the assumption that while all Indigenous Peoples are 

equally recognized and protected under key legislative safeguards, the Tëduray are 

marginalized in BARMM. Their application to acknowledge their ancestral domains, crucial 

for their identity as Indigenous Peoples, has remained pending and still caught in 

administrative limbo. This is at a time when the state grants mining exploration permits and 

mineral production-sharing agreements, along with logging operations in part of these areas, 

to revitalize these industries and boost the economy. Furthermore, their identity is being 

increasingly obscured due to political exclusion and challenges in securing representative 

positions within local governance structures, the non-recognition of their Indigenous 

governance systems, and the lack of implementation and access to basic social services. This 

situation is further exacerbated by human rights violations, which include the loss of life and 

displacement resulting from land-related and politically motivated violence. 

The article argues that the marginalization of the Tëduray reflects the colonial 

relations it has with the powerholders of the Bangsamoro state, which have since crystallized 

since the peace negotiations and the passage of the BOL. Borrowing from Dizon’s (2014, as 

cited in Perez, 2019) observation that NMIPs are a “footnote within a footnote” in history, 

this article asserts that NMIPs are the subject of a colonial subject. This assertion highlights 

the dominance of the imperial power situated in Manila, while acknowledging the 

considerable power that the Moros in the Bangsamoro region has now attained with the 

 
5 Outside of BARMM, Tëduray ancestral domain claims also span across parts of the Province of Sultan Kudarat. 

6 A USAID scoping study (no date) on extractive industry governance and transparency in the Bangsamoro 

region notes that the provinces of Tawi-Tawi, Maguindanao, and Sulu all had known and potential reserves of 

nickel, copper, gold, silver, magnesium, zinc, iron, coal, limestone, sand and gravel, among others (LRC, 2024). 
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passage of the BOL. This is not to say that despite attaining relative autonomy, the Moros 

have escaped the clutches of state domination. Instead, it underscores the legacy of Western 

colonialism that still persists today. When the Republic of the Philippines gained 

independence, the subsequent regimes not only retained what the colonial powers had 

established but also entrenched ongoing internal colonial dynamics. Following the steps of 

labeling groups, homestead movements that displaced Indigenous Peoples, and changing land 

ownership laws, among others that marginalized the people of Mindanao, the perpetuation of 

internal colonial relations in the process of achieving political settlements and, later, its 

institutionalization in governmental structures through legislation also manifests not only in 

the passage of BOL but in the subsequent actions of the Bangsamoro government that 

succeeds it.  

This article expands on existing studies that analyze the Mindanao Indigenous Peoples 

and the evolving political economy, which influences the distribution of power in the 

Bangsamoro homeland (Abinales, 2020; Alamon, 2017; Lara, 2019; Lara & Franco, 2022; 

Paredes, 2013, 2015; Perez, 2019, 2021). It contributes to the limited knowledge that 

privileges and amplifies the voices of the NMIPs as a unique community within the 

Bangsamoro, often overlooked in discussions about the Mindanao conflict. By examining the 

experience of the Tëduray context through the lens of internal colonization, this article reveals 

how governmental structures have systematically marginalized them, during both colonial 

times and in the contemporary Philippine state, and by design under the autonomous 

Bangsamoro state. This viewpoint uncovers the layers of structural inequality and the 

historical background that resulted in the marginalization of NMIPs.  

This article is divided into four main sections. It begins with a brief review of internal 

colonization as the article’s conceptual framework. It will be followed by a general overview 

of the status of Indigenous Peoples, the majority of which are found in Mindanao, and the 
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various aspects of how they are marginalized from mainstream Philippine state and society. 

The article will then narrow in on the experiences of the Tëduray, one of the major 

ethnolinguistic groups that self-ascribe as NMIPs, whose lands, political processes, and social 

systems remain contested in BARMM. Juxtaposing the experiences of the Tëduray, the article 

will discuss and analyze systemic issues of land dispossession and political exclusion masked 

by key legal instruments affirming Indigenous Peoples’ rights and the autonomy structures of 

BARMM. Lastly, the final and concluding section will delve into how these systemic issues, 

which embody internal colonial relations, perpetuate the marginalization of Indigenous 

Peoples. 

     Internal Colonization: A Brief Review 

This article adopts internal colonization as an analytical framework to explain a 

system that produces and reinforces marginalization through conditions that disadvantage 

certain groups, in this case, the NMIPs in BARMM. Rooted in theories that originated from 

postcolonial and sociological studies, internal colonization generally refers to the processes 

by which a dominant group within a state subjugates, exploits, or culturally assimilates certain 

regions or populations (often based on race, ethnicity, or class). The concept highlights the 

parallels between the traditional notion of colonial relations between nations and power 

dynamics within a nation-state, when “with the disappearance of the direct domination of 

foreigners over natives, the notion of domination and exploitation of natives by natives 

emerged” (Casanova, 1965, p. 27). This article adopts Casanova’s (1965) concept to explain 

his exploitation theory within the context of cultural heterogeneity and national development 

in Latin America (i.e., Mexico). It also establishes a theoretical and applied understanding of 

internal colonization, which has been used and expanded upon by scholars who problematized 

the phenomenon, including Barrera et al. (1972) and Blauner (1969). 
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Accordingly, internal colonization can be broadly understood as a system of 

marginalization in which certain groups or regions within a single nation-state are treated as 

subordinate by the dominant group or the central government. This includes systemic 

oppression, economic exploitation, cultural and identity suppression, and entrenched power 

hierarchies, among others. Colonial powers often portrayed subordinate subjects as wild or 

primitive to justify their domination and use of force. For instance, American politicians and 

their propaganda machines depicted Indigenous populations in Mindanao as inherently 

resistant to civilization and prone to violence, painting them as physically powerful but 

intellectually inferior. Others justified these remote regions’ perceived “backwardness” as a 

pretext to justify interventions aligned with the colonial power’s vision of cultural 

transformation and national glory. These depictions, including the absurd notion of physical 

otherness, reinforced colonial narratives that depicted Indigenous and marginalized groups as 

needing to be “civilized” or assimilated into the dominant national culture. By labeling these 

areas as “undeveloped” and Indigenous populations as “uncivilized,” colonial powers and 

their local elite counterparts sought to legitimize initiatives aimed at reshaping local 

traditions, economies, and social structures, often prioritizing modernity and state-building 

over the preservation of Indigenous ways of life. In the case of Mindanao, this rationalized 

the treatment of the Moros as inferior subjects, legitimizing the US colonial government’s 

policies of land appropriation, forced (“benevolent”) assimilation, and the erasure of cultural 

identities (Casanova, 1965; Charbonneau, 2020). 

According to Casanova (1965), internal colonialism, at its core, is driven by economic 

exploitation, where marginalized communities are systematically relegated to roles that 

sustain the economic interests of the dominant region or group. This exploitation manifests 

in multiple ways, most notably through the extraction of natural resources and the exploitation 

of labor within these territories. Lands rich in resources, often inhabited by Indigenous or 
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minority groups, are targeted for large-scale logging, mining, and agricultural expansion, with 

little to no regard for the environmental degradation or cultural dislocation that these activities 

may cause. These resources are extracted and processed to fuel the economic growth and 

wealth accumulation of dominant regions or elite classes in the state capital, leaving local 

populations with minimal benefits.  

Ultimately, Casanova’s (1965) analysis reveals how governmental structures are 

complicit in perpetuating inequality and exploitation. Legal and administrative systems 

entrench this subordination by promoting national development goals and the interests of 

political and economic elites. These systems often frame subordinate territories as 

underutilized or undeveloped, justifying state intervention through laws and programs to 

reclassify, redistribute, and exploit these territories. Far from being neutral or benevolent, 

these structures serve as instruments of domination, ensuring that the benefits of economic 

development, political power, and cultural authority flow to the dominant group.  

As such, the state’s sovereignty has long been a cornerstone of internal colonialism in 

the Philippines, particularly in Mindanao. At the heart of this process is the possession and 

reclassification of Indigenous lands as public domain, a practice rooted in the Regalian 

doctrine introduced during Spanish colonization. As a result, laws like the Public Land Act 

(1903) allowed the US colonial government to allocate lands in Mindanao to settlers or private 

entities legally. The subsequent introduction of the Torrens system to streamline land 

ownership through a centralized registry and titling system also dispossessed Indigenous 

populations that depended on oral traditions and communal governance of land when these 

communities were unable to meet the legal requirements for ownership. Similarly, Marcos 

Sr.’s administration amplified these processes through resettlement programs that sought to 

address landlessness and rural stagnation in Luzon and the Visayas by promoting mass 

migration. These programs not only displaced local populations but also favored crony 



Deepening Divides: The Marginalization of Non-Moro IPs in BARMM 

204 

capitalist interests, with large tracts of land converted into agro-industrial plantations, logging 

concessions, and mining sites. The militarization of Mindanao, particularly during martial 

law, further enabled land acquisition by branding local resistance as subversive, which 

allowed military-backed settlement schemes to take root. The legacy of these processes is 

evident in the enduring land conflicts and economic marginalization in Mindanao, fomenting 

the Moro separatist movement and the birth of the Bangsamoro. 

 

Current Status of Indigenous Peoples in the Philippines 

The Philippines is a composite of 182 ethnolinguistic groups, 110 of which are 

classified as Indigenous Peoples (Reyes et al., 2017). They are heterogeneous, representing 

various ethnicities, and are often clustered due to their strong ties to specific territories. 

Indigenous Peoples or IPs is the official term the United Nations (UN) uses to refer to 

populations that preceded colonial invasions and have retained their social, economic, 

cultural, and political structures distinct from the prevailing or dominant society. In our 

context, Indigenous Peoples are groups who were not Islamized nor Christianized during the 

coming of these two major religions, although there have been Indigenous Peoples who 

eventually converted (Camagay et al., 2018). On the other hand, a minority, as defined by the 

UN, refers to a group that is numerically inferior to the rest of the state’s population, holds a 

non-dominant position, and, as nationals of the state, possesses ethnic, religious, or linguistic  

distinct from the majority. Members of such groups implicitly express a sense of solidarity 

directed toward preserving their culture, traditions, or language (UNHR, 2010). With many 

ethnolinguistic groups, there is no single dominant ethnic group in Philippine society, 

although collectively, a broad Christian majority (or lowland Christians) represented by 19 
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ethnolinguistic groups who are neither categorized as Indigenous Peoples nor Muslims 

comprise about 86-87% of the country’s population (Reyes et al., 2017; Tan, 2016).  

Different sources estimate the country’s Indigenous Peoples between 9-15% of the 

population, or about 9.4 million (World Bank, 2024), 13 million (PSA, 2014, as cited in Reyes 

et al., 2017), or 15 million (Cariño, 2012; Duante et al., 2022; PSA, 2023). Geographically, 

Indigenous Peoples are distributed at 49% in Luzon, 47% in Mindanao, and 4% in the 

Visayas. Within the different regions, Mindanao’s Region XI (Davao) and Region X 

(Northern Mindanao) represent the highest Indigenous People concentrations, with 13.8% 

and 10.4% of the national Indigenous Peoples population, respectively. In Luzon, 15.1% of 

Indigenous Peoples are in the Cordillera Administrative Region (CAR), 13.2% in Cagayan 

Valley, and 9.7% in MIMAROPA. Western Visayas (Region VI) has the largest Indigenous 

People population at 3.2% in the Visayas (World Bank, 2024). 

Globally, Indigenous Peoples and ethnic minorities often face high poverty rates, poor 

living conditions, and limited access to basic services, even in economically growing nations. 

In the Philippines, while economic growth has reduced national poverty from 49.2% in 1985 

to 16.7% in 2018, inequality remains high, and progress is uneven, especially in IP-majority 

areas (World Bank, 2024). A recent study estimates that more than half of Indigenous Peoples 

belong to the poorest quantile, or 20% of the Philippine population, while a further 20% 

belong to the second poorest quantile (Duante et al., 2022; LRC, 2023). Their plight is 

characterized by higher rates of poverty, poor health, illiteracy, and, consequently, 

unemployment compared to the general population. The study notes that most Indigenous 

People households were food-insecure, which implies that Indigenous Peoples are also prone 

to a higher incidence of morbidity, mortality, and malnutrition. Furthermore, the study finds 

that Indigenous Peoples have more significant difficulties accessing culturally responsive 

primary education and, therefore, would have difficulties completing secondary and tertiary 
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education, with less than 10% being able to graduate with a college degree. Their settlements 

are primarily situated in remote areas with very limited to no access to essential public 

services like primary health care, electricity, potable water, and sanitation systems (Cariño, 

2012; Duante et al., 2022).  

Significant disparities exist between and among Indigenous People groups, which are 

concentrated in both poor and better-off regions. Ethnographic regions with Indigenous 

populations in Luzon (e.g., CAR and Cagayan Valley) exhibit lower poverty incidence than 

the national average (10.9%). On the other hand, Indigenous Peoples in Mindanao are spread 

across regions and provinces with poverty incidence surpassing the national average by 

significant margins, with Western Mindanao (Zamboanga Peninsula) and BARMM as the 

two poorest with more than double the average incidence among families (See Table 1). 

Table 1 

Estimate Poverty Incidence Among Families in Select Ethnographic Areas (2023)7 

Major Ethnographic Area Poverty Incidence Among Families (%) 

Cordillera Autonomous Region  4.4 

Cagayan Valley (Region II) 7.2 

Western Mindanao (Zamboanga Peninsula) 24.2 

Northern Mindanao (Region X) 18.4 

Davao (Region X1) 11.3 

Central Mindanao (Soccsksargen) 14.0 

BARMM 23.5 

PHILIPPINES 10.9 

 
7 The IPRA identifies seven ethnographic regions, namely: Region I and the Cordilleras; Region II; the rest of Luzon: Island 

Groups including Mindoro, Palawan, Romblon, Panay, and the rest of the Visayas; Northern and Western Mindanao; 

Southern and Eastern Mindanao; and Central Mindanao. 
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Note. Adapted from State of Indigenous Peoples Address 2023 Report. Copyright 2023 by 

Legal Rights and Natural Resources Center and Ethnicity in the Philippines by Philippine 

Statistics Authority (2020 Census of Population and Housing) released in 2023. 

 

Another study on inequality also shows significant disproportions in accessing 

essential services within and among ethnic groups (i.e., Muslim, NMIPs, and non-

Muslim/non-IPs). In general, Muslims, particularly the Indigenous groups, as well as among 

a few of the NMIP groups, are the most disadvantaged, with a higher existence of group 

inequalities compared to the non-indigenous/non-Muslim groups. However, while gaps 

among groups have generally narrowed in the past decades, the results showed limited 

improvement across outcome variables when disaggregated for Mindanao (Reyes et al., 

2017). 

The dearth of IP-specific data due to the lack of official figures to confirm their exact 

demographics highlights their social, economic, and political exclusion.8 It speaks volumes 

about the underlying disparity in the Indigenous Peoples’ ability to access essential services 

and participate meaningfully as citizens. Lack of comprehensive and disaggregated data 

regarding age, gender, or ability severely hampers efforts to address the specific needs of 

vulnerable groups, especially within Indigenous communities. Women, children and youth, 

the elderly, or persons with disabilities remain invisible from key policy areas and political 

decision-making processes when they are viewed homogeneously rather than as sectors with 

distinct needs and roles that further compound their situation as Indigenous Peoples. For 

instance, a review of the extractive industry’s effects in Indigenous communities highlights 

 
8 The ethnicity variable has not been factored in earlier national census instruments and was only included in the 

national census on population and housing conducted in September 2020. 
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the dangers women face in defending their rights and the environment when they are targeted 

not only as rights defenders but also for challenging gender norms through their leadership 

roles. The review shows that women face overlapping challenges such as poverty, lack of 

education, land encroachment, displacement, and conflict, further intensifying their struggles 

(Velasquez et al., 2020, as cited in LRC, 2023). 

The Indigenous Peoples Rights Act 

Acknowledging the histories of colonization and the process of state formation that 

have marginalized ethnic minorities and Indigenous communities, international human rights 

law provides a specialized protection regime to recognize Indigenous Peoples’ rights. 

Building on the principles contained in mainstream human rights treaties (i.e., UN 

Convention for the Prevention of All Forms of Racial Discrimination), the collective rights 

of Indigenous Peoples are included in Convention 169 of the International Labor 

Organization (ILO 169), Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), and the Universal 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). In the Philippines, the 1987 

Constitution and national laws guarantee Indigenous Peoples’ rights, particularly Republic 

Act 8371, or IPRA, enacted in 1997. Internationally recognized as one of the most progressive 

domestic Indigenous Peoples’ rights and land tenurial laws, IPRA was landmark legislation 

to recognize Indigenous Peoples and set the path for formal recognition of their customary 

rights over their ancestral domains. The IPRA defines Indigenous peoples as: 

A group of people or homogeneous societies identified by self-ascription and 

ascription by others, who have continuously lived as organized community on 

communally bounded and defined territory, and who have, under claims of ownership 

since time immemorial, occupied, possessed and utilized such territories, sharing 

common bonds of language, customs, traditions and other distinctive cultural traits, or 
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who have, through resistance to political, social, and cultural inroads of civilization, 

non-indigenous religions and cultures, become historically differentiated from the 

majority of Filipinos. ICCs/IPs shall likewise include peoples who are regarded as 

indigenous on account of their descent from the populations which inhabited the 

country, at the time of conquest or colonization, or at the time of inroads of non-

indigenous religions and cultures, or the establishment of present state boundaries, 

who retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions, 

but who may have been displaced from their traditional domains or who may have 

resettled outside their ancestral domains. (Chapter II, Section 3 [h]) 

The IPRA extends beyond contract-based management agreements between the state 

and Indigenous communities by acknowledging the right of Indigenous Peoples over their 

ancestral domains, encompassing land, bodies of water, and all other natural resources within 

these territories. It provides for four bundles of rights: the right to ownership and stewardship 

of ancestral domains (the right to indigenous territory); the right to freely govern themselves 

according to customary laws and traditions (right to self-governance and empowerment); the 

right to social justice and human rights; and the right to determine the best path to the 

development of their ancestral domains that preserve their culture and resources for unborn 

generations (or right to self-determination).  

One of the IPRA’s most vital features is the requirement compelling foreign or 

domestic enterprises and investors venturing into agribusiness, energy, and mining to obtain 

the “free, prior, and informed consent” (FPIC) from Indigenous Peoples in possession of 

Certificates of Ancestral Domain Titles (CADT) before engaging in any activities related to 

the utilization, transactions, management, or physical intervention in developing and 

exploiting these areas. The IPRA gave the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples 

(NCIP), comprised of representatives from Indigenous communities, jurisdiction over all 
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ancestral domain claims, including those previously awarded and all future claims that shall 

be filed.  

The Bangsamoro and the Non-Moro Indigenous Peoples  

While both are indigenous to Mindanao, the Moros and NMIPs represent two distinct 

but overlapping categories in the Bangsamoro and as far as IPRA is concerned. The term 

Moro refers to the collective identity of the local population in Mindanao who converted to 

Islam. Indigenous Muslims who resisted Christianity and the imposed integration into the 

colonial state were pejoratively referred to by the Spanish as Moros after the Muslim Moors 

who invaded Spain. The Americans continued using the label, which the Muslims rejected 

until the formation of the MNLF in 1972. Muslims began to adopt the Moro ascription as a 

vital aspect of their heritage and identity, symbolizing their resistance against Western 

colonialism and continuing struggle for rights and recognition in the Philippines. The Moros 

have also refused to be labeled as “indigenous” due to its political connotation of small-scale, 

scattered tribal minorities in contrast to their unique history of forging sultanates in Mindanao 

(Paredes, 2015; Perez, 2019). The appropriation continued with the emergence of 

Bangsamoro, which now carries multiple meanings referring to a territory, people, and 

identity.  

According to the NCIP, Indigenous Muslim ethnic groups are those who embrace the 

Islamic faith and, at the same time, continue to practice their own culture and tradition as 

Indigenous Peoples. In contrast, the non-Indigenous Muslim ethnic groups are not classified 

as Indigenous Peoples but profess the Islamic faith. The National Commission on Muslim 

Filipinos (NCMF) identifies Muslim ethnic groups, including some Indigenous Peoples 

identified by the NCIP, to be approximately seven million, with the Maguindanao (2.02 
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million), Maranao (1.80 million), and Tausug (1.62 million) comprising more than 80% of 

the ethnic Moro population (PSA, 2024).  

Table 2 

List of Muslim Ethnic Groups 

Indigenous Muslim ethnic groups Non-indigenous Muslim ethnic groups 

Badjao  Maguindanao 

Iranun/Iranon/Iraynon Maranao 

Jama Mapun Palawani 

Kalagan Sangil 

Kalibugan/Kolibugan Tausug 

Sama Badjao Yakan 

Sama Bangingi  

Sama Laut  

Sama/Samal  

Note. From the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (2010) as cited in “Inequality of 

Opportunities Among Ethnic Groups in the Philippines by C.M. Reyes, C.D. Mina and R.D. 

Asis, 2017, Discussion Paper Series 2017-42, Philippine Institute for Development Studies. 

 

Meanwhile, the Lumad, or NMIPs, make up a significant minority within the 

Bangsamoro population. They constitute about 2% of the predominantly Muslim autonomous 

region (Muhs, 2022). Lumad is a Bisayan term meaning native or Indigenous. In June 1986, 

15 of the 18 major Indigenous Peoples in Mindanao adopted the term in their Cotabato 

Congress to distinguish themselves from other Mindanaons, whether Moro or Christian, as a 

unifying response to defend and reclaim their ancestral rights (Alamon, 2017; Perez, 2021). 

Lumad was also used in RA 6734 (Article XIII, Section 8) to distinguish these Indigenous 

communities from the Bangsamoro. It represents not only the collective identity of 
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Indigenous Peoples in Mindanao but also their shared struggles for their ancestral domains, a 

fundamental aspect of their identity, against a backdrop of state-sponsored militarization, 

human rights abuses, poverty, land appropriation, multinational interference, and 

governmental neglect, which heightened during the Marcos Sr.’ dictatorial regime.  

The NMIPs in BARMM include the Tëduray, Lambangian, Menubu Dulangan, Blaan, 

Higaonan, and Erumanen ne Menuvu. They are mainly concentrated in Cotabato province, 

where some municipalities (or a part thereof) fall within the autonomous region’s territorial 

jurisdiction. Among the NMIPs, the Tëduray have vast ancestral domain claims at the 

heartland of the Bangsamoro and coastal waters in Maguindanao del Norte, Maguindanao del 

Sur, Lanao del Sur, and also in Sultan Kudarat (LRC, 2023). For the Tëduray, the land that 

stretches across the highlands of North Upi to South Upi, portions of Datu Blah Sinsuat, Datu 

Odin Sinsuat, Datu Hoffer, Datu Unsay, Ampatuan, Datu Saudi Ampatuan, Talayan, 

Guindulungan, Datu Abdullah Sangki all in the provinces of Maguindanao and a portion of 

Lebak in Sultan Kudarat have always been their ancestral territory, as families own parcels 

of land inherited across generations or shared communally among the Tëduray and the 

Lambangian. The Tëduray (and collectively with Lambangian) are referred to as 

Kësëfanangguwit Timuay (Timuay Justice and Governance [TJG]), which also describes their 

system of government. 

Like other Lumad, the Tëduray are confronted with similar issues, such as red-

tagging, dispossession due to armed conflicts and evacuation, land grabbing by corporations 

and migrant settlers, and the issuance of land titles (e.g., CLOAs) within their ancestral 

domains (LRC, 2023). Since the 1950s, more than 10,000 Tëduray families have been 

internally displaced at the height of the government’s state-sanctioned resettlement programs 

and development aggression to give way for mining activities, quarrying, logging, and 

agricultural plantations. Following the passage of the IPRA, the Tëduray applied for CADTs 
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at the NCIP in 2005 to obtain official government recognition of their ancestral lands (LRC, 

2023). Under the law, the Indigenous Peoples’ legal basis in claiming ancestral territory is 

the native title, Fusaka inged (in Tëduray) or ancestral domain, which refers to: 

Pre-conquest rights to lands and domains which, as far back as memory reaches, have 

been held under a claim of private ownership by ICCs/IPs, have never been public 

lands and are thus indisputably presumed to have been held that way since before the 

Spanish Conquest. (RA 8371, Section 3 [L])  

However, the IPRA has never been implemented in formerly ARMM due to judicial 

ambiguities regarding its applicability within the autonomous region and the hesitancy of 

national and regional state bodies to take a definitive position amid the ongoing peace 

negotiations at the time (Muhs, 2022; Paredes, 2015). To date, the ancestral domain claims 

of the Tëduray span 295,779 hectares, including ancestral waters covering 86 barangays in 

11 municipalities in the provinces of Maguindanao and six in Sultan Kudarat (TJG, 2019). 

After almost 20 years, the Tëduray’s claim to their ancestral domain has not been delineated, 

and their CADT application remains unresolved (LRC, 2023). 
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Figure 1 

Tëduray-Lambangian Ancestral Domain Claim 

Note. From the “Tëduray-Lambangian Ancestral Domain Claim Report” by Timuay Justice 

and Governance, 2019.  

 

The provinces of Maguindanao and other areas adjacent to it have continued to be 

hotspots of violence against Indigenous Peoples, where land grabbing and land conflict are 

the most common causes for the greatest number of Tëduray killed (See Tables 2 and 3). 

Violent land conflicts have ensued with the Maguindanao group, who have claimed and been 

issued CLOA titles within the Tëduray’s contested ancestral domain areas (Lara, 2019; LRC, 

2023).  
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Table 3 

List of Documented Killings of Non-Moro Indigenous Peoples (NMIP) in the Bangsamoro 

Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) by Year (2018-2024) 

Year Number of Individuals 

2018 7 

2019 10 

2020 7 

2021 19 

2022 7 

2023 16 

2024 9 

TOTAL 75 

Note. From the “List of Documented Killings of Non-Moro Indigenous Peoples (NMIP) in 

the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM)” by Timuay Justice 

and Governance, 2024. 

Table 4 

List of Documented Killings of Non-Moro Indigenous Peoples (NMIP) in the Bangsamoro 

Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM) and Adjacent Provinces by Locality 

Location (Municipality) Location (Province) Number of Cases 

Datu Odin Sinsuat* Maguindanao del Norte 12 

Upi* 8 

Buldon* 1 

Datu Blah Sinsuat* 1 

Datu Hoffer Ampatuan* Maguindanao del Sur 3 

Guindulungan* 1 

Ampatuan* 3 

South Upi* 20 
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Location (Municipality) Location (Province) Number of Cases 

Datu Odin Sinsuat* Maguindanao del Norte 12 

Upi* 8 

Buldon* 1 

Datu Blah Sinsuat* 1 

Datu Saudi Ampatuan* 1 

Lebak** Sultan Kudarat 3 

Cotabato City* Cotabato City 2 

Carmen*** North Cotabato 1 

Senator Ninoy Aquino*** Sultan Kudarat 1 

Unknown  1 

TOTAL NO. CASES  58 

Note. *Part of BARMM; **Adjacent Province from BARMM; ***Municipality Part of 

BARMM. From the “List of Documented Killings of Non-Moro Indigenous Peoples 

(NMIP) in the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM)” by 

Timuay Justice and Governance, 2024. 

 

Currently, two MILF camps are situated within the Tëduray-Lambangian ancestral 

domain areas. A significant portion of Camp Bader overlaps 2,819 hectares with the ancestral 

domain claim. At the same time, Camp Omar is located within the Firis Complex, regarded 

as one of the Tëduray’s most sacred sites. These camps are designated to support major 

development initiatives, such as road construction and housing infrastructure, in line with the 

comprehensive war-to-peace transition or normalization process outlined in the 

Comprehensive Agreement of the Bangsamoro (CAB). This transition includes the 

decommissioning of combatants and rendering their weapons unusable, as well as converting 

six MILF camps into peaceful, resilient communities. The establishment of these MILF 

camps during the height of conflict has led to the displacement of the indigenous Tëduray and 
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Lambangian residents. This situation still poses a potential risk for conflict and violence if 

challenges with current occupants, including armed groups linked to former MILF rebels and 

their families, are not effectively addressed. 

 

Discussion 

Land Rights and Ancestral Domains Under IPRA 

The NMIPs have been advocating for the recognition of their rights, as guaranteed by 

international legal frameworks and national laws, particularly the IPRA. However, despite 

the robustness of these international conventions and the IPRA itself, challenges persist in its 

internalization, adaptation, and application, as noted in various studies (Buxton, 2012; Doyle, 

2020, as cited in Lara & Franco, 2022; MacInnes et al., 2017; Simbulan, 2016). A significant 

critique revolves around the conflict between the principles of Indigenous sovereignty and 

state-centric rules of eminent domain, emphasizing how Indigenous Peoples’ participation in 

lawmaking effectively contests the dominant state-centric nature of international legal 

frameworks (Lara & Franco, 2022). For instance, the Regalian Doctrine remains heavily 

entrenched even in the 1987 Constitution, where a provision can easily nullify the intention 

of state recognition of ancestral lands. It states that lands classified as alienable and disposable 

may be owned privately by individuals or corporations. Moreover, lands categorized as 

inalienable and non-disposable, such as “all lands of the public domain, waters, minerals, 

coal, petroleum, and other mineral oils, all forces of potential energy, fisheries, forests or 

timber, wildlife, flora and fauna, and other natural resources” (Constitution of the Republic 

of the Philippines, 1987, Article XII, Section 2), are state-owned and not available for private 

ownership but can be leased for a specific period.  
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For this reason, IPRA’s constitutionality has been challenged in the Supreme Court 

on legal grounds that some of its provisions, including recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ 

land rights, violated the Constitution. According to the petitioners, IPRA unlawfully deprives 

the state of ownership over public domain lands, minerals, and other natural resources, 

violating the state sovereignty doctrine. In a split decision, the Supreme Court upheld the 

constitutionality of IPRA because it does not grant ownership of natural resources to 

Indigenous Peoples; instead, it recognizes their rights to manage, conserve, benefit from, and 

negotiate terms for resource exploration (Cruz and Europa v. Secretary of the Environment 

and Natural Resources, 2000). This means that while IPRA does not infringe upon the state’s 

ownership and control over lands of the public domain and natural resources, the state’s 

power and supervision over resource exploration, development, and utilization remain intact. 

Thus, bound by the state sovereignty doctrine, the NCIP and its implementation of IPRA 

remain subject to the authority of state laws (Lara & Franco, 2022).  

Moreover, institutional overlaps exist among different government agencies and the 

NCIP. State laws mandating the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), 

Land Registration Authority (LRA), the Department of Agrarian Reform (DAR), and the 

NCIP have overlapping jurisdiction, operational issues, and conflicting claims in 

implementing their respective programs over agricultural, public, and/or ancestral lands. The 

DENR, which promotes resource use, albeit generally extractive (e.g., mining, logging), and 

the NCIP require agreement between all agencies involved in contested areas and joint 

boundary delineation efforts (NCIP, 2012). This has resulted in significant delays in the 

ancestral land titling procedures throughout the country.  

Another point of tension in IPRA’s implementation is a considerable overlap of 

environmentally critical projects (ECP), or projects assessed to pose significant risks of 

adverse environmental impacts (e.g., mining, dam/hydropower plants, fossil fuel), with  83 
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out of a total of 410 ECPs listed by the Environmental Management Bureau (EMB) under the 

DENR. As of June 2022, more than half a million hectares of landscapes with registered 

CADT, or ancestral domains, are at risk of massive disturbance and pollution of land, 

vegetation, waterways, air, climate, and biodiversity, among others (LRC, 2023).  

To compound the matter, House Bill (HB) No. 9608, filed in the 19th Congress, 

proposes transferring the CADT application processing altogether from the NCIP to the 

DENR.9 Different Indigenous Peoples groups have opposed the proposed bill because it may 

refer to the mandatory requirement that both government agencies and private corporations 

expedite securing the FPIC once development projects, including mining activities, are 

undertaken within ancestral domains or ancestral lands, which requires companies to adhere 

to customary Indigenous Peoples laws (Cabreza, 2024).  

Without definitive rights over their ancestral lands and the undermining of IPRA’s 

protective mechanisms raises fear among Indigenous Peoples in the context of the current 

policy regime of the Marcos Jr. administration to revitalize the mining industry, which 

continues to be a significant driver of human rights violations among affected communities, 

primarily targeting environmental defenders and Indigenous leaders. Mining and quarrying 

activities, land grabbing, and conflict with ancestral domains have been linked to significant 

cases of extrajudicial killings, displacement, red tagging, and other human rights abuses 

among Indigenous communities (Alamon, 2017; LRC, 2023 and 2024). 

NMIP Rights Under BOL 

The enactment of the BOL is intended to remedy the prejudicial status of the NMIPs 

in BARMM. It contains 13 provisions related to the non-Moro Indigenous Peoples, the 

 
9 Sponsored by Camiguin Rep. Jurdin Romualdo. 



Deepening Divides: The Marginalization of Non-Moro IPs in BARMM 

220 

creation of the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples Affairs (MIPA), and the development of a 

regional Indigenous Peoples’ rights law or an IP code, which would mirror the national IPRA 

but will be implemented regionally (Muhs, 2022). Under BOL’s definition, those who, at the 

advent of Spanish colonization, were considered natives or original inhabitants of Mindanao 

and the Sulu archipelago, and its adjacent islands, whether of mixed or full blood, have the 

right to identify themselves, their spouses, and descendants, as Bangsamoro (RA 11054, 

2018, Article II, Sec. 1). Thus, the term encompasses not only the Islamized ethnic groups 

within the autonomous region but also all the native inhabitants of Mindanao including the 

NMIPs.  

The Bangsamoro Transition Authority (BTA) serves as the interim parliament and 

government of BARMM. It extended its term from 2022 to 2025 due to the election 

postponement following the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and, consequentially, the 

absence of an electoral code.10 Currently, BTA is composed of 80 appointed members 

nominated by the MILF and the Philippine central government, mainly comprising MILF-

allied Tausug and Maguindanao ethnic groups, with significant fiscal autonomy and more 

control over natural resources within its political territories. In this structure, only two 

parliamentary seats are reserved for the NMIPs as sectoral representatives.  

In 2018, the BTA issued Resolution No. 38, ordering the NCIP to cease further 

delineating land and issuing CADTs in BARMM. This undermining of the ancestral domain 

claims of the NMIPs, particularly the Tëduray, has been viewed as a clear case of interference 

by the regional government in recognizing, delineating, and awarding the NMIPs’ ancestral 

 
10 House Speaker Martin Romualdez led the filing of House Bill (HB) 11034, which proposes postponing the 

first general elections in the BARMM from May 12, 2025, to May 11, 2026. This is in accordance with the BTA's 

formal request for additional time and with the SC's decision to remove the Province of Sulu from the BARMM. 
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domain claims. This situation remains a legal blind spot regarding protecting and promoting 

Indigenous Peoples’ rights within the autonomous region.  

Under Parliament Bill No. 273, the BTA also introduced the Bangsamoro Indigenous 

Peoples Development Act (BIPDA) of 2024, which “seeks to protect, promote, and preserve 

the collective rights of IPs in the region” (Section 2). The bill covers all Indigenous Peoples 

in BARMM, including but not limited to the Tëduray, Lambangian, Dulangan Manobo, 

Erumanun Ne Menuvu, Higaonon, B’laan, Sama Dilaut, Sama Jama Mapun, Sama Bangingi, 

Sama Pangutaran, and other minorities recognized by the MIPA (BTA, 2024). As of 

September 2024, the bill has been approved on a second reading through viva voce voting 

and will undergo a third and final reading before being signed into law. 

Despite the draft bill’s extensive coverage, the current version raises concerns about 

potential misrepresentation and inadequate protection for the NMIPs in remedying their lack 

of political participation and overlapping ancestral domain delineation. Instead of explicitly 

indicating its applicability to “non-Moro Indigenous Peoples,” it removed the specific 

qualifier “non-Moro” and broadly designated its beneficiaries as “Bangsamoro Indigenous 

peoples,” contrary to the NMIP’s right to self-ascription. The proposed bill also empowers 

the MIPA to recognize additional groups as “Indigenous,” potentially broadening the law’s 

beneficiary base. The modification blurs the distinction between the NMIPs and the Moro 

ethnic groups (who may not be Indigenous) and expands the law’s coverage to three 

additional Moro ethnolinguistic groups. This prompts a discussion on whether various 

Islamized groups in Mindanao fall under the definition of “Indigenous.” This issue has 

intensified as some Moro ethnolinguistic groups have asserted their “indigenousness” to 

benefit from IPRA provisions. While some Moro and members of Muslim ethnic groups tend 

not to call themselves Indigenous Peoples, the definition of who is and is not an Indigenous 

becomes more fluid under the proposed law. Failing to categorize the NMIPs’ right to self-
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ascription undermines their legal recognition and distinction, which are essential prerequisites 

for establishing a specialized rights protection regime aimed at preventing further 

marginalization of vulnerable groups. If the NMIPs are grouped under a single classification, 

they are likely to continue being marginalized without the protective mechanism if their rights 

are also unequivocally applied to other groups.  

Additionally, the BIPDA (2024, Section 4, [K]) proposal designates the entire 

Bangsamoro territory as the “shared ancestral domain of all native inhabitants of the 

Bangsamoro region pursuant to their common ancestry and pre-colonial history.” This lumps 

all Bangsamoro lands into a solitary ancestral domain, challenging the established and 

disputed ancestral domain claims of the NMIPs within Bangsamoro. Juxtaposed with the 

principles of the “common good” to resolve possible conflicts, the bill also allows the use of 

expropriation (Section 73), illustrating the state’s power to legally encroach and sacrifice the 

rights of NMIPs despite their native titles.  

Internal Colonization and the Marginalization of the NMIPs 

Colonial legacies and their role as agents of political and social change can explain 

the marginalization of Indigenous Peoples. Specifically, internal colonization highlights how 

certain groups within a nation may be systematically marginalized and exploited by the state 

or other groups. It draws parallels between the traditional notion of colonial relations between 

nations and power dynamics within a nation-state, when “with the disappearance of the direct 

domination of foreigners over natives, the notion of domination and exploitation of natives 

by natives emerged” (Casanova, 1965, p. 27). In explaining his exploitation theory in the 

context of cultural heterogeneity, Casanova (1965) illustrated how internal colonization 

permeates post-colonial societies and manifests in different ways, including unequal 

distribution of wealth and resources, assimilation, or political disenfranchisement. These 
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dynamics often result in structural inequalities, and perpetuate cycles of poverty and 

marginalization for the subjugated groups or regions (Chaloult & Chaloult, 1979). In 

BARMM, the complex dynamics between NMIPs, the Bangsamoro, and state structures 

reflect this concept’s core aspects and layers. 

One of colonization’s structural impacts was the forced introduction of state sovereign 

and private property relations into local economies, fundamentally altering the existing 

Indigenous and communal systems of land ownership and governance. This legacy has 

enduring effects that continue to shape patterns of inequality, land disputes, and socio-

political dynamics in post-colonial societies vis-à-vis customary rights of Indigenous 

populations. For example, the actual implementation of IPRA has illustrated the limitations 

of Indigenous Peoples’ rights under the current governance frameworks. On the one hand, 

although the law intends to secure ancestral domains, its influence is constrained by 

constitutional doctrines and state sovereignty principles, which hold Indigenous lands and 

resources as assets under state control. The encroachment of mining and other extractive 

industries, facilitated by the state’s development agenda and the overlapping jurisdictions 

between state actors that have resulted in large-scale environmental degradation and 

displacement of many Indigenous Peoples, further illustrate this. On the other hand, with the 

creation of the autonomous region, IPRA’s implementation and the processing of CADT in 

the autonomous state remain in limbo. The NMIPs are also governed by the BARMM 

regional government, which operates within a framework dominated by the Moro majority 

and state interests. This preserves the status quo of power imbalance where the NMIPs are 

governed not by their own systems but by frameworks that prioritize political and economic 

agendas, effectively placing the NMIPs under the control of the very forces that have 

historically marginalized the Bangsamoro.  
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The link between Mindanao and “Imperial Manila” also foregrounds the hallmarks of 

internal colonization, from forced demographic changes to resource extraction and political 

domination. It describes the actual and perceived concentration of political, economic, and 

cultural power in the state capital, Manila, to the detriment of other regions. To recall, the 

onset of the secessionist movement in Mindanao had much to do with the resistance to the 

central Philippines state’s disproportionate control over decision-making, resource allocation, 

and development priorities. Mindanao was historically less populated than the islands of 

Luzon and Visayas but was often seen as a last frontier due to its rich natural resources, 

cultural diversity, and ecological wealth. In the 20th century, a wave of lowland Christians 

migrated to areas traditionally inhabited by Indigenous populations. American colonial 

authorities initially promoted this migration policy, further accelerated by the central 

Philippine state after independence, to support the state’s development agenda and other 

market interests. Plantation agriculture, logging, mining, and energy projects (such as 

hydroelectric dams) have been developed to supply the capital and other urban centers. 

However, these projects rarely had commensurate benefits to the local population, instead 

leading to displacement, environmental degradation, and state-sanctioned conflicts and 

violence. For decades, Mindanao hosted one of Southeast Asia's longest-running armed 

conflicts fueled by this long history of marginalization and grievances over land dispossession 

and political exclusion. 

The precarious position of NMIPs in BARMM also illustrates the extension of the 

colonial legacies of “Imperial Manila” and its role in Muslim Mindanao’s political and social 

transformations. As Casanova (1965) explains, the origins of internal colonization stem from 

the independence struggles of former colonies, where achieving political freedom frequently 

results in exploitation and internal control. This indicates a continuity in governance and 

power relations, with post-colonial regimes often adopting systems and practices akin to their 
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predecessors. In this sense, the formation of the Bangsamoro as a product of the peace process 

can be viewed as Muslim Mindanao’s successful assertion of its political autonomy from the 

imperial state capital. 

In this context, the NMIPs have struggled to assert themselves in autonomy 

negotiations and have turned to political concessions to Moro interests, hoping to assert a 

minimum standard of recognition for their rights in the GPH-MILF peace agreement 

alongside the IPRA and the UNDRIP prior to the passage of the BOL. However, despite the 

pivotal role played by NMIP leaders in advocating for peace and contributing to the success 

of the ongoing political transition in BARMM, they have generally been excluded from the 

peace negotiations as the relationship between Moros and the other Indigenous groups is often 

based on the notion of the political superiority of the Moros in the peace process (Paredes, 

2015; Perez, 2021). Within the current BARMM structure, largely composed of Muslim 

ethnic groups, the NMIPs are also limited to two sectoral representation seats.  

The introduction of BIPDA, which aims to safeguard the rights of all Indigenous 

Peoples in BARMM, tends to deny the NMIP’s assertion for historical differentiation and the 

right to self-ascription by omitting the specific term “non-Moro” and broadly designating all 

beneficiaries as “Indigenous Peoples.” The failure to recognize the distinct identity of NMIPs 

has already raised concerns about their potential assimilation and increased domination by 

the Moros by undermining their unique identities (Alejo, 2002; Paredes, 2017). Without 

recognition of their distinctiveness, Indigenous governance structures (i.e., Kësëfanangguwit 

Timuay for the Tëduray) that govern the economic, political, and cultural affairs of the NMIPs 

are also sidelined. Hence, despite the “tri-people approach” in which Moros, Lumads, and 

lowland Christian settlers were to coexist and acknowledge each other as equal partners in 

the collective future of Mindanao, the NMIPs continue to experience bureaucratic neglect, 
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political inferiority, and state favoritism in Mindanao but also from their Moro counterparts 

who hold sway over them at various levels and stages of decision-making. 

Conclusion 

Despite a common history marked by oppression and dispossession, the Moro and 

Lumad of Mindanao have followed distinct trajectories. The conclusion of the peace 

negotiations and formation of the autonomous state underscores the effective assertion of the 

Moros’ right to self-determination and the ultimate affirmation of their identity from the 

central Philippine state. Conversely, the NMIPs also actively claim their identity by asserting 

their rights, which are deeply rooted in their governance structure, ancestral domains, and 

territory.  

The Philippine Constitution and international law, particularly the UNDRIP, as 

operationalized by IPRA, guarantee the rights of all Indigenous Peoples. In parallel, the BOL 

affirms the four bundles of rights provided in IPRA (i.e., right to ancestral domain, right to 

self-government and empowerment, right to social justice and human rights, and cultural 

integrity) to ensure the Indigenous Peoples’ economic, political, and cultural well-being. 

However, due to compounding reasons, little progress has been made in protecting, 

promoting, and recognizing these rights, which remain largely subject to the state. This shows 

that the mere existence of legal frameworks does not ensure the security and realization of 

Indigenous Peoples’ rights. It also illustrates how legal frameworks, typically seen as 

instruments of justice in both form and intent, function as tools for the state that reinforce 

systemic inequalities and marginalize vulnerable populations. Often, these laws prioritize the 

interests of those in power.  

With its establishment, the political and social structures of the autonomous state 

reflect the distortions of imperial Manila, where the state and its institutions do not always 
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act as neutral and rational entities and seldom benefit fragmented and marginalized minorities 

at the expense of power-wielding elites on whom it depends for support. As a result, although 

the Moro secessionist movement espoused grievances against the central Philippine state for 

land dispossession, greater political participation, and social equity, in practice, upon 

attaining political autonomy, its social and political structures also perpetuate the same 

patterns against the NMIPs. As Abinales (2020, p. 13) further explains,  

Despite the anti-colonial rhetoric intrinsic to nationalist movements in post-colonial 

societies, in reality, after gaining power, new leaders patterned the ideas, structures, 

and even routines of new states on colonial prototypes. The curse of the modern post-

colonial state is that it is the progeny of its vanquished opponent.  

The exclusion of the NMIPs from the political processes of state-building and the 

diminution of their rights in the evolving political landscape of Bangsamoro and the 

Philippine central state underscores their marginalization. As the NMIPs contend with two 

layers of governance, they continue to face marginalization due to the state and its market-

driven interests’ persistent encroachment on their ancestral territories, even though legal 

frameworks are supposedly meant to protect their rights. While the state benefits from 

exploiting Indigenous lands in the guise of national development, Indigenous communities 

are left to deal with the negative consequences such as higher poverty rates, environmental 

destruction, displacement, and some of the lowest levels of human development still evident 

today. This marginalization is neither exclusive nor unique to the Tëduray and other NMIPs. 

It reflects the broader structural inequality experienced by Indigenous Peoples and other 

marginalized communities in how they are excluded from the benefits of development, which 

reinforces the cycle of poverty and marginalization. It reflects these communities’ continuing 

struggle to collectively confront the market-driven forces fully backed and in the complicity 

of the Philippine state. 
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