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Contesting Modes of Colonialism

The Southern Philippines in the Global Net of Asian, Islamic, and 
European Exchange and Colonialism in the Second Millennium CE

John A. Peterson

Introduction

Global penetration into Southeast and Island Southeast Asia followed an arc 
from China to India deep into what is now Indonesia to the eastern ports 
of Ternate and Tidore, rich with spices and tropical products. This exchange 
expanded and changed over the past 2,000 years to embrace the major world 
religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity and had powerful 
impacts on trade and culture in the region. However, much of the far eastern 
zone that included what is now the Philippines lay at the edge of these various 
world powers and religions. Peoples there adopted and localized foreign he-
gemonic culture but retained a fiercely independent and resilient indigenous 
culture. In this overview of the major trends, we situate the southern Philip-
pines trading center of Butuan, and how it thrived but culturally survived at 
the edge of empires.
 World markets have sought the spices and aromatic woods of tropical Is-
land Southeast Asia since the Roman era in the first and second centuries CE. 
As trade developed through India to the west and China to the northeast, the 
nexus of kingdoms, nations, and world religions was through the Straits of 
Melaka between what is now Malaysia and Indonesia. The source of cloves, 
peppers, and nutmeg was in the far eastern end of the Indonesian archipel-
ago in Ternate and Tidore, small settlements off Halmahera, where exotic 
spices were products of the high biodiversity of the region. Sandalwood and 
camphor were traded from Sumatra and Java, and early Roman, Indian, and 
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Chinese traders sought these items. In return they traded glass beads from 
India and, over the next two millennia, porcelain ceramics, silk, gold, and 
silver. Kingdoms and states forming in the region brokered this trade from 
its source. In the first millennium CE, the Srivijayan kingdom at the straits 
controlled trade in the region as a maritime power; following the eleventh 
century, at its decline, the Majapahit kingdom of Java, with centers in both 

Figure 1.1. Major trading areas ca. third century CE to 1600 CE. Adapted from Ptak 
(1999:III:41), figure by J. Schaefer.
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western and eastern Java, emerged as a powerful trading node with coastal 
entrepôts that exchanged rice to the food-poor eastern islands in exchange for 
spices in down-the-line trading through the Lesser Sundas (Gunn 2011; Hall 
1985; Heng 2009) (Figure 1.1).
 The Mongolian navy destroyed the Javanese fleet in an invasion in 1292, 
and Majapahit declined until by the early fifteenth century, maritime trade in 
the region had begun to shift to a northern route, rather than along the Indo-
nesian archipelago. The spread of Islam in Island Southeast Asia began in the 
coastal cities in Sumatra but spread rapidly into Borneo with the institution 
of the Brunei sultanate, and a few decades later, in the 1450s and 1460s, into 
the Sulu Sea where the Sulu sultanate was established. Chinese merchants 
already favored this route directly from the south coast of China between the 
Philippines and Borneo, and this era, beginning in the late Yuan dynasty in 
the late thirteenth century, marked the first organized entry of global agency 
into the Philippine Islands. By the early sixteenth century the Brunei sultanate 
established a trading center at Manila, and in a few other locations in Min-
doro. Chinese merchants provided the naval power to counter rampant piracy 
in the Sulu Sea and forged a direct route to trading centers such as Butuan 
in Mindanao as well as straight to Ternate and Tidore for cloves and other 
regional commodities (Hall 1985; Ptak 1999).
 Until this northern route to the Spice Islands emerged, the southern Phil-
ippines were relatively remote from global events. Evidence of the trade with 
Chinese merchants is apparent from the abundance of blue and white por-
celain and stoneware ceramic shards left at coastal sites and carried into the 
hinterland. Some greenware or celadon ceramics attest to earlier trade in the 
thirteenth century Yuan dynasty, and rarely, some celadon ceramics are found 
at sites such as Butuan from the Southern Song dynasty around 1000 CE as 
well as Southeast Asian porcelain and stoneware from this period (Brown 
1989). These artifacts demonstrate the very early connection of the southern 
Philippines, at least at the coastal river mouth site of Butuan, which had the 
strategic advantage of lying within reach of the eastern extent of the Indone-
sian trade route from Srivijaya and Majapahit in the first millennium and in 
the early centuries of the second, before the Chinese navy altered the balance 
of power in the region and shifted the axis of trade farther east and north of 
the earlier Hindu kingdoms.
 These connections, the first contacts by an external global network, were 
selective and few at the beginning, but by the fifteenth century, when Mus-
lim culture proliferated in the region, the Philippines rapidly entered world 
culture, albeit with a Middle Eastern flavor. Within a century of this earliest 
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world contact, Portuguese merchants entered the region from the west, and a 
few decades later the Spanish expedition of Magallanes introduced a western 
Christian colony in the Philippines that was to be fully exercised after 1565 with 
the arrival of Miguel López de Legazpi. They soon moved to Manila, lacking 
sufficient food in the Cebu area, and displaced a nascent Muslim community 
established by the Brunei sultanate, and, more cordially, sponsored a Chinese 
Parian community as a trading partner in the region. The ultimate Portuguese 
goal was the spice trade, while the thrust of Spanish trade was toward direct 
connections with China and its ceramic, silk, and stoneware exchange. Ulti-
mately, through the Manila Galleon, Manila became the nexus for the exchange 
of silver from the New World for China’s production (Phelan 1959).
 Two major world religious cultures were present within the region, Mus-
lim or Moro culture in the Sulu Sea and western Mindanao; and Christian 
culture in the central and northern Philippines, but occasionally and force-
fully migrating into northern Mindanao. Indigenous peoples resisted these 
global cultures and polities by retreating into the hinterland of the interior 
mountains or in the maritime hinterland. Lumad peoples sought refugia in 
the Bukidnon highlands of Mindanao in territory lying between the Chris-
tian settlements of Butuan and Surigao and the Moro settlements in Maguin-
danao and the Sulu Sea (Paredes 2013). Bajau and Bugis people, accustomed 
to a life of sea nomadism, occupied the coastal margins, and Taosug, Iranun, 
and Balangingi pirates terrorized coastal settlements in the Christian Philip-
pines on behalf of Moro sponsors. Later these were joined by Western pow-
ers, including the Dutch and the English, who sought their own access to 
markets in the region in the late seventeenth through the nineteenth century 
(Warren 2002).
 In this complex intercultural world, religious cultures were accommodated 
by indigenous peoples in varying ways, and the forms were largely veneers of 
Western religion and culture over a resilient indigenous core. World cultures 
were “localized” (Paredes 2013) within native communities as historicized ef-
fects of colonialism, and shifting alliances among European polities were re-
flected in regional alliances in the southern Philippines.

Strategic Cultural Accommodations: Muslimization vs. Conquista, 
Reducción, Encomienda

The spread of Muslim religious culture throughout Southeast and Island 
Southeast Asia was facilitated by the diversity and dynamic historicity already 
at play in the region. Mak writes that the “Malay-Muslim world encapsulates 


