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Lupa’ Sug and the Path 
of Ahlus s-Suluk 

Selected Essays from the International Conference 

on Sulu History and Power







In a pivotal moment for the Sulu archipelago, the University of the Philippines (UP) and 

Mindanao State University (MSU)-Sulu jointly convened the Sulu Project 2025: Lupa’ Sug 

and the Path of Ahlus s-Suluk—International Conference on Sulu History and Power, from 

April 23 to 25 in Jolo, Sulu. This initiative came about following a visit by DILG Secretary 

Juanito Victor “Jonvic” Remulla to UP on 21 November 2024,  to seek the University’s advice 

on the ramiƩcations of the Supreme Court decision redeƩning Sulu's relationship with 

the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM). That meeting was 

attended by representatives from the Islamic Studies Institute, UP Diliman College of Law, 

UP Center for Integrative  and Development Studies (UP CIDS), and Vice President for Legal 

AƦairs, Atty. Abraham Acosta. From that meeting came the impetus to organize a conference 

that would provide a vital platform for scholarly discourse, bringing experts to examine 

Sulu's complex historical, cultural, legal, economic, and peace-related dimensions. The 

idea was to mount a conference to foreground the  profound implications of this ruling, and 

surface the sentiments and opinions of Sulu population on this important political juncture.

The selected essays in this monograph are structured around four core themes: History and 

Culture, Peace, Economy and Development, and Nationhood, Identity, and Power that sheds 

light on the critical aspects of Sulu's past, present, and future. Dr. Patricio Abinales’ keynote 

speech anchored the proceedings by providing a summary of the narratives on Sulu from 

local and international scholarship, and how they parallel political developments on the 

ground. Four plenary session featuring invited scholars explored Sulu’s rich heritage, its role 

in the Bangsamoro movement, its international linkages, and its potential for sustainable 

development outside the BARMM framework. Crucially, the legal implications of the Supreme 

Court decision, including governance, land rights, and resource management, were analyzed. 

By engaging in informed conversations and generating evidence-based insights, the Sulu 

Project 2025 sought to contribute to policies that address the unique needs and aspirations 

of the Tausug people, ultimately paving the way for a more peaceful, prosperous, and self-

determined future for Sulu.

As co-convenor of the Sulu Conference, UP CIDS is proud to be at the forefront of this 

landmark event. The Ʃrst conference was held in November 2024 in Bongao, Tawi-Tawi, in 

partnership with MSU-Tawi Tawi and UP Visayas. We are now leading the second iteration 

and, as UP's policy research unit, our commitment remains to foster informed dialogue 

and build research capacity for impactful policy outcomes. By facilitating these dialogues, 
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This selection of papers was derived from the presentations during the International 

Conference on Sulu History and Power held on 23-25 April 2025 at Sumadja Hall, Capitol 

Site, Jolo, Sulu. The conference was organized by the University of the Philippines, through 

the Center for Integrative and Development Studies, OƧce of the Vice President for Legal 

AƦairs, UP College of Law and UP Law Center, UP Mindanao, and the UP Bangsamoro 

Development Initiatives together with the Mindanao State University (MSU)-Sulu, and the 

Sulu Provincial Government.

The conference featured an AVP produced by the TV-UP which traced the history of Sulu 

from its heyday as a Sultanate, its centrality as center of the Bangsamoro movement, its 

inclusion in the Autonomous Region for Muslim Mindanao and successor Bangsamoro 

Autonomous Region for Muslim Mindanao, and its subsequent exit from the autonomous 

arrangement following the landmark Supreme Court decision (GR No. 242255 dated 9 

September 2024).  Welcoming messages were delivered by several distinguished guests, 

including Hon. Abdusakur M. Tan, Governor of Sulu; Atty. Angelo A. Jimenez, President 

of the University of the Philippines; Atty. Basari Dimakuta Mapupuno, President of the 

Mindanao State University; MSU Sulu Chancellor Nagder J. Abdurahman; and Lt. Gen. 

Antonio G. Nafarrete, Commander of the Western Mindanao Command, Armed Forces of the 

Philippines. The opening remarks were given by Dr. Rosalie Arcala Hall, Executive Director 

of the UP Center for Integrative and Development Studies. The keynote speech was delivered 

via video by Dr. Patricio Abinales of the University of Hawai’i - Manoa, which set the stage 

for succeeding plenary discussions following four key themes – History & Culture, Peace, 

Economy & Development, and Nationhood, Identity, & Power.

The History & Culture panel was moderated by Martin Hilario L. Mapolon, and Dr. Abraham 

Sakili as discussant. Speakers Benjamin Bangahan, Darwin Absari, Julkipli Wadi, and Raya 

Mucha Shim-Quiling discussed the prominence of Ahalus Suluk (Sulu spirituality), Sulu 

power, and the themes of transitionality and mobility as the Sulu Raya enters a period of 

potential decline.

The Peace panel was moderated by Cecilia Jimenez-Damary. Speakers Amina Rasul, Meltino 

Jaujan Sibulan, Georgi Engelbrecht, and Criselda Yabes delved into the complex dynamics of 

democracy, self-determination, and conƪict resolution in Sulu.

About the Monograph
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Notes on Moro Mindanao, 
Sulu, and the Nation State

Abstract

Studies of Mindanao often frame its history through the lens of resistance, portraying Muslim 

and lumad communities as persistently opposing external domination. While this “resistance 

school” has shaped both scholarship and public discourse, it overlooks long periods of 

relative peace between episodes of rebellion. This paper addresses that puzzle by arguing 

that Mindanao’s stability historically emerged when the central state retreated, and conƪict 

erupted when it intervened aggressively. Episodes labeled as the “Moro Problem,” separatist 

wars, and communist insurgencies reveal this pattern of state intrusion and local reaction. 

Rather than viewing Mindanao solely as a site of unbroken resistance, this study oƦers a 

counter-narrative that foregrounds negotiation and accommodation between local actors 

and the national state. It contends that the island’s political dynamics are best understood 

not as perpetual deƩance, but as a recurring negotiation shaped by the rhythms of state 

engagement and withdrawal.

PATRICIO N. ABINALES
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HISTORY AND CULTURE



Sulu Spirituality and its 
Influence in the Philippines

Abstract

Sulu’s strategic location and active involvement in the ancient Southeast Asian maritime 

trade led its inhabitants, the Tausug, to inherit spiritual traditions of the Indians, Chinese, 

and later the Muslims who came to trade with them. Later, the Tausug produced their own 

spiritual system which became the essence of their culture, way of life, and the foundation 

of their civilization. At the height of their power in the beginning of the 15th century when 

Sultanate was established, the Tausug led the inter-island trade where their spiritual system 

found its way to inƪuence the psychological and spiritual makeup of the early Filipinos. 

Its legacies remain alive until the present, which can be a potential source in establishing 

national unity.

DARWIN J. ABSARI

28





















The Prominence of 
Ahalus Sūlūk

Abstract

The historiography about Ahalus Sūlūk has remained misinterpreted for centuries because 

of the failure of western writers to understand what the term refers to. It being purposely 

made as a topic in a conference for possible rectiƩcations of the inaccurate historiography 

is a welcome move, for the errors have led to dishevelments of Sulu history, and incorrect 

suggestions of etymology of names have been committed. Writings done by genuine unbiased 

Bangsa Sūg scholars and university professors are expected to provide objective outputs 

especially regarding the Ahalus Sūlūk’s teachings on Islamic spirituality, cultural ways of 

life and language, and love of the motherland. The openminded contemporary discernment 

of the Ahaluk Suluk beneƩcence is emphasized.

BENJAMIN. S. BANGAHAN

38































PEACE PROSPECTS



Sketches of Sulu: The 
Long Durée of Peace, 
Conflict, and Beyond

Abstract

After decades of intermittent warfare, insurgency, and clan conƪict on the island of Sulu—

one of the southernmost provinces of the Philippines—has slowly recovered. Locals and 

external observers alike highlight that the situation has been the most peaceful in recent 

history. However, some articulate that peace may be temporary and that Sulu’s history shows 

a conƪict trap. The recurrence of conƪict in Sulu is, however, not only a product of Philippine 

post-colonial history but also part of a longue durée that started with the very onset of one 

of the Ʃrst political entities in the nation state that is now the Philippines. The ebb-and-ƪow 

of conƪict throughout the centuries found its apotheosis in recent years with the last battles 

between the military and the networked actor, the Abu Sayyaf Group, which also resulted 

in the Ʃrst suicide bombings in the country. External linkages also inƪuenced both the long 

conƪict and its recent manifestation. But what caused organized political violence in Sulu to 

reproduce itself over the decades and what are its prospects for sustainable peace? This paper 

relies on historical records, Ʃeld notes over nine years, conƪict data, and interviews. It will 

also attempt to stay in the tradition of linking the small or micro-level conƪict to the bigger 

picture of recurrent cycles of history and the wider region.

GEORGI ENGELBRECHT

54

















































Democracy, Peace, 
and Security in Sulu: 
Then and Now

Abstract

This paper examines the evolving dynamics of democracy, peace, and security in Sulu, 

exploring the region’s historical trajectory and its ontemporary signiƩcance. As Sulu stands 

at a pivotal moment in its history, the focus on its role in the Bangsamoro movement and 

the establishment of an autonomous regional government highlights the intersection of 

local governance, identity, and peacebuilding. Through an exploration of Sulu’s past, and 

its future prospects outside the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao 

(BARMM), the paper addresses how these factors have shaped the region’s current 

political landscape. Central to this discussion is the role of democracy, with its emphasis 

on representation, justice, equity, and freedoms, in fostering a peaceful and prosperous 

future for Sulu. This study oƦers a critical reƪection on how the convergence of democratic 

principles can contribute to the creation of a more inclusive, just, and equitable society in 

Sulu, Mindanao, and beyond, underscoring the ongoing relevance of historical legacies in 

shaping contemporary governance and security policies.

AMINA RASUL-BERNARDO

78

























I. HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS

A. Earliest Inhabitants and Tribes

According to traditions and legend, Jamiyun Kulisa was the Ʃrst person to live in Sulu 

(Saleeby 1908, 152; Rasul 2003, 6). At the time, Sulu was known as “Lupah Sug” (Julkarnain 

2011). His wife was Indira Suga. They had a son named Tuan Masha’ika, who in turn had a 

son named Mawmin, whose descendants “multiplied greatly” and are the original ancestors 

of the current generation (Saleeby 1908, 152). The Buranuns were the oldest group (Majul 

1978, 53). Buranŭns, meaning “mountaineers” or “hill people,” often refer to the island’s 

original inhabitants (Saleeby 1908, 156). Thereafter, they were followed by Tagimahas (152), 

the second group that came and lived, and the third group, the Baklayas (Majul 1978, 53). 

Before Islam, three independent groups or kingdoms were on the island: the Buranuns in 

the mountains, the Tagimahas along the rivers, and the Baklayas along the coasts (41–

42). The fourth major group to come to Sulu was the Badjaos. The Badjaos did not stay in 

a particular place; they are asserted to have been scattered among the three earlier groups 

(53). Thereafter, the people of Sulu became four parties (Saleeby 1908, 149).

It is reported that a group of immigrants, known as Orang Dampuans from southern Annam 

[now Vietnam], had come to Sulu between 900 and 1200 AD. The fame of Sulu had reached 

as far as northern Borneo, and soon Banjarmasin [now the largest city in South Kalimantan, 

Indonesia] and Brunei, two of the important sub-states of the Empire of Sri Vijaya, sent 

traders to Sulu, which it developed into an emporium. Trading ships from Cambodia, China, 

Java, and Sumatra cast anchor at Sulu ports to savor their wealth and splendor (Agoncillo 

1990, 23). 

In 1380, Arabian scholar Makhdum came to Sulu (Agoncillo 1990, 23). He arrived after the 

Badjaos. He made his home in Buansa, “where the Tagimaha nobles lived” (Majul 1978, 42). 

He was later called “Tuan Sharif Aulia” (55). Another makhdum also came to Sulu, called 

“Karim,” whose proper name was Aminullah and entitled Sayyid un-Nikab and denominated 

as “Mohadum” (53). The Chinese called “Hoy-Hoy,” a local version of “Hue-Hue,” the 

Chinese term for Muslim, referring to Chinese Muslims who also came to Sulu (54).

According to the Sulu Genealogy, ten years after the arrival of Karim ul-Makhdum, Raja 

Baguinda had arrived from Menangkabaw, Sumatra [now part of Indonesia] (Majul 1978, 55; 

Saleeby 1908, 149). Five years after Raja Baguinda arrived at Sulu, the Raja of Java [now an 

island also in Indonesia] sent a messenger to Sulu with a present of wild elephants (Saleeby 
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Creating Sulu: In Search 
of Policy Coalitions in the 
Conflict-Ridden Island

Abstract

The island province of Sulu has seen a military presence for decades, the result of a failed 

rebel uprising in 1974, when the capital town of Jolo was burned to the ground. It has not been 

able to fully recover since then. This paper seeks to recommend possible policy coalitions 

for local transformation in Sulu. It reƪects on how the military and civilians came together 

in a tacit and binding agreement to set the pace in changing the status quo. For the military, 

it meant doing more than what was expected of soldiers in a conƪict area; it meant dealing 

with people face-to-face and learning local history. Over the years, it has been shown—

though scarcely studied or investigated—that oƧcers with a keen sense of leadership and 

a wide understanding of history, politics, and society are more likely to shake the ground 

for better results. For civil society, it was an opportunity to seek congruence from an armed 

unit that was going to be their friend, not an enemy as it had been in the past; civil society 

was going to Ʃnd a substitute for the local government’s lackluster performance (if not 

outright incompetence) to restore a semblance of normalcy. Lastly, a proposal for a military 

governorship is examined, and a set of crucial conditions to implement the proposal are 

presented, based on the Ʃndings on the ground.
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Using Centrographic 
Measures and Density 
Gradients to Describe the 
Spatial Characteristics of 
Growth in Sulu, 1970-2020

Abstract

The spatial characteristics of local and regional growth are commonly perceived as changes 

in land uses, infrastructure, and other elements of the built environment. Often, because 

of the lack of quantitative data and other measures, these observations are anecdotal and 

not historically comparable, thus compromising the preparation of development policies 

and plans. In this paper, spatial statistics in the form of centrographic measures and density 

gradients are used to demonstrate how it can complement existing spatial analyses and 

improve local and regional planning. These measures and gradients describe spatial growth 

characteristics in Sulu, from 1970 to 2020, based on barangay- and municipal-level census 

data. They suggest increasing, but uneven, spatial integration within the province. They 

also reveal and unravel some complex patterns that are often underappreciated, if at all 

recognized, thereby oƦering alternative inquiries towards understanding the social and 

economic phenomena behind such patterns.
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The Paradox of Peace in 
the Sulu Sea

Abstract

Conƪict patterns in the Bangsamoro reveal a striking paradox: the highest levels of violence 

occur in the mainland provinces of Maguindanao and Lanao del Sur—where state authority 

is strongest—while the island provinces, especially Sulu, have remained relatively peaceful. 

Data from 2012 to 2024 show that mainland violence is driven by election rivalries, clan feuds, 

shadow economies, and identity-based attacks, whereas Sulu’s stability stems from local 

political settlements, elite bargains, and strong coordination between local governments and 

security forces. Cross-border trade networks and the weakening of extremist groups have 

further reinforced peace. Sulu’s experience demonstrates that durable stability may arise not 

from centralized state control but from negotiated local authority and historical autonomy. 

The Bangsamoro paradox challenges conventional theories of state-building, showing that 

peace can ƪourish at the periphery when local governance and sociohistorical arrangements 

provide legitimacy where formal state structures do not.

FRANCISCO J. LARA JR.
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An Overview of Transport 
Planning Process and Intermodal 
Logistics in the Context of 
Enhancing Development in the 
Sulu Archipelago

Abstract

The paper was culled from a presentation in the international conference on Lupa’ Sug and 

the Path of Ahlus s-Suluk, held in Jolo, Sulu, Philippines last April 23-25, 2025. It discussed 

the need to understand the requirements of enhancing development in the Sulu Archipelago 

in the context of BIMP-EAGA subregional economic cooperation. Initially, a brief overview 

of transport planning and intermodal logistics was given, followed by assessing the 

development of the archipelago followed by recommendations on how to integrate the Sulu 

Archipelago in Mindanao’s development framework and meeting its economic growth.
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Unfolding GEMS: Sulu 
Archipelago in the Context of the 
Mindanao Development Corridors 
(MinDC) and the Brunei Indonesia 
Malaysia and the Philippines East 
Asian Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA)

Abstract

The paper examines the Mindanao Development Authority (MinDA) as a central institution 

shaping Mindanao’s development trajectory and regional integration within the Brunei 

Darussalam–Indonesia–Malaysia–Philippines East ASEAN Growth Area (BIMP-EAGA). 

It analyzes how MinDA’s integrated peace and development framework and spatial 

development strategy seek to address the region’s structural inequalities while leveraging 

its comparative advantages in agriculture, energy, and trade. Within this broader context, the 

study highlights the strategic signiƩcance of the Sulu Archipelago as both a developmental 

frontier and a bridge linking Mindanao to the wider ASEAN subregion. Sulu’s evolving role 

within the Mindanao Development Corridors and the reconƩgured BIMP-EAGA Economic 

Corridors underscores emerging eƦorts to align local recovery with regional economic 

integration. By situating Sulu’s socioeconomic transformation within Mindanao’s planning 

and policy frameworks, the paper demonstrates how spatial and regional coordination can 

promote inclusive, sustainable growth in historically conƪict-aƦected island economies.
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