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The Abu Sayyaf1 Group (ASG) is the most recent and vociferous Islamist secessionist

organisation in violent confrontation with the Philippine government. Since their formation in the

early 1990s, the ASG has perpetrated a series of brutal acts in Western Mindanao and the Sulu

Archipelago and were the first Philippine group designated as a “Foreign Terrorist Organization”

by the US Department of State.2 The purported aim of the ASG is to establish an independent

Islamic homeland in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago based on the shariah3 or Islamic law.

The method adopted by the ASG to achieve secession is jihad4 (struggle in defence of Islam),

which is realised mainly through kidnapping for ransom, indiscriminate bombing, extortion,

murder and piracy. These activities earn the group money and raise their notoriety.

                                                
* This paper was presented to the 15th Biennial Conference of the Asian Studies Association of Australia in
Canberra 29 June-2 July 2004. It has been peer-reviewed and appears on the Conference Proceedings
website by permission of the author(s) who retain(s) copyright. The paper may be downloaded for fair use
under the Copyright Act (1954), its later amendments and other relevant legislation.
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The predominantly Catholic Philippines has a five per cent Muslim minority, mostly concentrated

in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. Over the past three decades, three main Muslim groups

have engaged in insurgency and rebellion against the central government. The first major group

to be established was the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) in the early 1970s. The second

group to form was the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) in 1984. The third and smallest is

the two hundred and fifty to five hundred strong Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG).

This group is closer to the MILF than the secularly orientated MNLF. The leaders of the Abu

Sayyaf and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front profess the establishment of an independent

Islamic state in Mindanao and Sulu based on the shariah. Unlike the MILF, the ASG lack a

comprehensive strategy to attain their objective. Considered more as a criminal bandit

organisation than as a legitimate secessionist entity by the Philippine government they are an

extramural reality that has always been dealt with mil itarily—albeit ineffectually—by the Armed

Forces of the Philippines.

A Context of Confrontation and Inequity

In explaining why minorities’ rebel, Ted Robert Gurr maintains that people’s discontent about

unjust or relative deprivation is one of the primary motivations for political action.5 Lake and

Rothchild go one step further in suggesting that “competition for scarce resources typically lies at

the heart of ethnic conflict.”6

In conceiving the root causes of Muslim disaffection in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago, it is

useful to understand the historical context of confrontation and inequity. Widespread sectarian

confli ct erupted in the southern Philippine Island of Mindanao in the 1970s. The conflict flared

between a mil itant Muslim intellectual elite and the Marcos dictatorship.

The separatist intellectuals who formed the Moro National Liberation Front in the early 1970s

incorporated the once pejorative ‘Moro’ tag for their struggle. ‘Moro’ or ‘Moor’ was the name

applied to all Muslim populations of Southeast Asia by the sixteenth century Spanish conquerors

of the northern Philippines, with scant regard for ethno linguistic or cultural difference.7
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From 1972 until 1975, an almost full-blown civil war ensued between MNLF and the Armed

Forces of the Philippines. The devastation was immense. According to government estimates

approximately 120,000 casualties were recorded.

With the signing of the 1976 Tripoli Agreement,8 the MNLF abandoned their separatist

aspirations in favour of autonomy within the state. This development is pivotal as it caused a rift

between pro-Islamic and pro-national forces within the MNLF.

Pro-Islamic forces led by Hashim Salamat broke away to create the Moro Islamic Liberation

Front in 1984. MILF territorial strongholds are located within the provinces of Maguindanao and

Lanao del Sur. The MILF now fields an army numbering somewhere between twelve thousand to

fifteen thousand combatants and has known links to al-Qa’ ida and Jemaah Islamiyya.

In the early 1990s Abdurajak Janjalani followed the MILF's example and broke away from the

MNLF to create his Abu Sayyaf Group. From the provinces of Basilan and Jolo, Janjalani was

able to exploit widespread disenchantment with the MNLF's secularist tendencies and acceptance

of the government's autonomy formula as his primary recruitment themes. The group's vision for

full independence initially found support in the disaffected male population born in the martial

law era, the so-called “martial babies.”9

Like the Moro National Liberation Front before them, the ASG's insurgency is rooted in the

inequity and economic imbalance of Western Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. There are

legitimate grievances for the 5 mil lion strong Muslim communities in the predominantly Catholic

Philippines.

1998 United Nations human development indicators rank Basilan and JoloÐthe territorial

domains of the ASGÐrespectively seventy third and seventy sixth, out of the Philippine's

seventy seven provinces.10 In Basilan for instance, a staggering 400,000 firearms circulate the

island. This is all the more alarming considering the population is yet to reach 300,000.

The uneven distribution of land between the native Muslim inhabitants and Christian settler

populations is but another catalyst for a reactionary confrontation imbedded in religion. On the

island of Basilan for instance: Muslims constitute seventy one percent of the population;
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Christians own seventy five percent of the land and the ethnic Chinese control seventy five

percent of local trade.11

Entrepreneur ial Bandits of Violence

Piracy and banditry are historically renowned practices within the Sulu Archipelago. In his study

entitled Bandits, Hobsbawn cites rapid disintegration of state power as a common historical

thread for the rise of endemic, and sometimes epidemic, banditry.12 As a contemporary

manifestation of this trend the Abu Sayyaf Group function as both a predatory (or criminal) bandit

group and a social bandit group.

Effectiveness as a predatory bandit groupÐespecially through kidnap for ransom activitiesÐ

procures the ASG with all the requisite capital that is necessary to perform their role within

sympathetic and depressed Muslim communities harbouring an aversion to government.

Consequently, the group secures good will, safe houses and informants from which they can

harbour weaponry and gueril la members. This helps the ASG evade military operations.

Congressman Amin, reiterates what is obvious to insiders and unseen by outsiders: “Muslim

people in Jolo have developed a hatred of government and it's easy money. This is the pointÐ

that in Jolo, a man li ke Robot [former ASG commander] is something like Robin Hood.”13

With the shooting of leader Abdurajak Janjalani by police in 1998, the Abu Sayyaf split into two

or three roving units and fell further into decline. A protracted kidnap for ransom campaign

involving both Filipino and foreign nationals has attracted the group international media

coverage, which it uses as an outlet to legitimate its aims.

MILF-ASG Relations: Comparative Aims and Strategic Detachment

Despite similar aims and comparable origins, the Abu Sayyaf Group and Moro Islamic Liberation

Front are unaligned organisations characterised by different approaches to jihad. Unlike the ASG

the larger MILF strategically plans for the creation of a sovereign Islamic homeland. Since 1995,

the MILF has consistently denounced the ASG's “policies, strategies and methods” as “un-

Islamic” and maintain to have “no formal or informal contact” with the ASG.14
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The seriousness of the MILF's separatist agenda is clearly evident from the fact that they have

already implemented their first twenty-year phase entitled ªJihad in the Way to Allah,º 15 and are

now into their second, fifty year phase. The programme covers Islamization; strengthening of the

MILF organisation; military build-up and self-reliance.

The international news media attention that is generated from the ASG's criminal activities has

cast a wide enough shadow for the much larger MILF to operate in from the early 1990s.

Contrary to popular belief, it is the MILF—not the ASG—driving political Islam in Mindanao.

The Regional and International Character of the ASG

A narrative involving the 1994 bombing of a Philippine Air Lines plane together with an aborted

assassination attempt on the Pope links the Abu Sayyaf Group to al Qa’ ida. Behind these attacks

was international terrorist linchpin, Ramzi Yousef, operational leader of the 1993 World Trade

Center bombing. In planning these attacks Yousef was accompanied by Abdul Murad and

onetime bin-Laden companion, Wali Khan Amin Shah.

Although the ASG were not directly involved in these attacks they are guilty by association for

two reasons. Firstly, there existed allegations that Yousef imparted his bomb-making expertise to

the group. Secondly, bin Laden's brother-in-law, Muhammad Jamal Khalifa, is reported to have

provided direct financial aid to the ASG whilst living in the Philippines in the early 1990s.

The ASG have performed peripheral and supporting roles for members of al Qa’ ida. Links to al

Qa’ ida have offered Abu Sayyaf encouragement and some financial backing. The international

news media overplayed this connection in the aftermath of September 11. Evidential state

weakness marked by penetrable borders, widespread corruption, non-computerised immigration

and tax data bases, poor regulation of the banking and financial sectors has provided loopholes

for members of both al Qa’ ida and Jeemah Islamiyya to exploit the Philippines.

US Forces in Mindanao

The Abu Sayyaf Group's links with the al-Qa’ ida network, its kidnapping of an American

missionary couple from the island of Dos Palmos in 2001 and classification as an ªForeign

Terrorist Organizationº by Washington aligned the group as the second target in the US-led war



6

on terrorism.16 When the air strikes of September 11 penetrated US sovereignty, President Gloria

Macapagal Arroyo phoned President George W. Bush on that day declaring that ª… the

Philippines stands behind him and is ready to do what needs to be done.º17 As such pundits were

not surprised when the American-led war on terrorism widened the net to include the quasi al-

Qa'ida connected ASG, after combating the Taliban regime of Afghanistan in late 2001 and early

2002.

Six hundred and fifty American soldiers, including one hundred and sixty Special Forces units

were deployed on the island of Basilan during February 2002 for the Balikatan 02-1 joint mil itary

exercises. The exercises were designed to improve the Armed Forces of the Philippine's ability to

impair the ASG. Constitutional restrictions on the Philippine government prohibited US Forces

from engaging in open warfare with the group and thus hindered their effectiveness.

Arguably the greatest outcome of the Balikatan 02-1 exercises has been the enduring diplomatic

and mil itary courtship between Malacañang and Washington. The Bush administration has

granted the Arroyo administration with $100 mil lion in security assistance; $20 mil lion to

modernise the Philippine armed forces; $10 mil lion in Defense Department goods and services;

$1 billion in trade benefits; up to $430 mil lion in debt relief; guarantees for up to $150 mil lion in

agricultural exports; $40 mil lion in food aid; and $29 mil lion in poverty alleviation18

The Impact of Islamic Resurgence in Mindanao

Islamic resurgence in Mindanao in the postwar era is attributable to two dissimilar educational

initiatives. As part of the first initiative, nearly eight thousand scholarships were granted to

Muslims to study in Manila. Set up by the Commission for National Integration, the programme

ran from 1958 to 1967. Only 1,391 students gained professional degrees. The Moro National

Liberation Front's founder, Nur Misuari, entered the University system under this initiative. The

second initiative involved the granting of more than two hundred scholarships to Philippine

Muslims to study in Egypt. Part of the pan-Islamic vision of Egyptian President Gamel Abdul

Nasser this programme ran from 1955 to 1978. Hashim Salamat, the leader of the Moro Islamic

Liberation Front, was a recipient of this initiative.19

The ASG's ideologue and founder, Abdurajak Janjalani, studied Islamic jurisprudence in Saudi

Arabia and theology in Libya. Janjalani's secondary school headmaster, Father Angelo Calvo
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from Claret College in Basilan, believes that foreign Islamic schooling ªproduced a new

generation of leadersº whose ªideology and cultural attitudes come from Saudi Arabia,

Afghanistan, Pakistan and Libya.º20 All these countries were heavily influenced by the wave of

Islamic resurgence spreading from the Iranian Revolution of 1979.

Battleground experience of some three hundred to five hundred Muslim Filipinos as mujahideen

(soldiers of the jihad) in the 1979-89 Afghan-Soviet War heavily influenced the direction of

Filipino Islamist secessionist organisations in the post Cold War era. It is reported that Abu

Sayyaf was Janjalani's Afghan fighting name. 21 In adopting the name of Abu Sayyaf, Janjalani

was paying tribute to Abdul Rasool SayyafÐthe Afghan mujahideen leaderÐ under whom he

fought in the Afghan-Soviet War. America's most wanted public enemyÐ Usama bin LadenÐ-

also knew Abdul Rasool Sayyaf; albeit on a much closer level than Janjalani.22 Whilst the nature

of the relationship between Janjalani and bin Laden is unclear, it is important to realise the extent

to which a jihadist milieu was forged within the International Islamic Brigade in this theatre of

war.

Conclusion

As the most recent Islamist secessionist organisation in violent confrontation with the Philippine

government, the two hundred and fifty to five hundred strong Abu Sayyaf Group wages a jihad

for the creation of an independent Islamic state in Mindanao based on the shariah. On this basis,

they are more li ke the twelve thousand to fifteen thousand strong Moro Islamic Liberation Front

than the secularly orientated Moro National Liberation Front. When the violent and criminal

means of the ASG are compared with the comprehensive strategies of the MILF, their

justifications emerge more as convenient rationalisations for lucrative ends rather than genuine

measures for self-determination. The ASG's liberal interpretation of jihad has consistently

attracted condemnation from both revolutionary fronts.

The Philippine government regards the Abu Sayyaf Group as a rebel group with no real sense of

ideology. As a bandit and criminal group the ASG remain outside the Philippine government's

locus of negotiations and are dealt with mil itarily. Despite facing overwhelming mil itary odds,

the group displays an uncanny knack to evade capture, regroup and restrike. It is therefore

improbable that a mili tary solution will produce a long-term solution to an entrenched problem.
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