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Kinship, Islam, and Raiding in 
Maguindanao, c. 1760–1780
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Introduction

The late eighteenth century was a dynamic period in the his-
tory of insular Southeast Asia. It marked the expansion of 
“indigenous” commerce and the consequent resurgence of 

various Malay-Indonesian polities. Indeed, Anthony Reid has called this 
the “second stage of trade expansion” that followed the initial “Age of 
Commerce” (1450–1680).1 The period’s commercial and political dy-
namism was manifested strikingly, even if viciously, in the proliferation 
of maritime-based raiding. Although such raiding forays have tradition-
ally been part of the formation of complex archipelagic chiefdoms,2 the 
marked incidence of raids during this period is quite exceptional. The 
infamous maritime raids that fanned out for instance from Sulu and 
were documented by James Warren’s numerous works, are understood 
as a means to acquire slaves to gather export commodities as trepang (sea 
cucumber) and edible bird’s nests.3 But these raids, some recent studies 

1. Anthony Reid, “Global and Local in Southeast Asian History”, International Journal 
of Asian Studies 1.1 (2004). See also: Leonard Blusse, ““Changes of Regime and 
Colonial State Formation in the Malay Archipelago, 1780–1830 – an invitation 
to an international project” (ARI Working Paper No. 41: Asia Research Institute 
–Singapore, 2005).

2. Laura Lee Junker, Raiding, Trading and Feasting: The Political Economy of Philippine 
Chiefdoms (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1999).

3. James Francis Warren, The Sulu Zone, 1768–1898: The Dynamics of External 
Trade, Slavery and Ethnicity in the Transformation of a Southeast Asian Maritime 
State (Singapore: Singapore University Press, 1981); idem, Iranun and Balangingi: 
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argue, were propelled more by a “deeper” cultural logic of competition 
for social pre-eminence than by any immediate economic need.4 

 While the scholarly literature sheds light on the possible causes 
for maritime raids, it remains less clear on how raiding relates with the 
broader social and political life. One might ask: how did maritime raid-
ing shape or had been shaped by contemporaneous notions of social 
organization? More concretely: if maritime raiding was traditionally 
constitutive of polity formation and expansion, then how did it relate 
with familial and religious affiliations – widely conceived as important 
aspects of early modern Southeast Asian polities? 

 Some studies of pre-modern insular Southeast Asia have highlighted 
such “soft”, “cultural” affiliations that complement or even supersede 
“hard” military power. Leonard Andaya’s work of the early modern 
Moluc can kingdoms serves as an example of how warfare in general plays 
a secondary role to “cultural myths” in an otherwise violent process of 
state building. He argues that the shared myth of origins among the vari-
ous Moluccan kingdoms provided the “basis for common action without 
political coercion in vast areas encompassing many different cultures 
and peoples”.5 William Cummings’ view of Gowa’s early modern expan-
sion in south Sulawesi likewise privileges socio-cultural over explicitly 
economic or military factors. To him “Gowa’s imperial expansion was 
fundamentally a matter of establishing, cementing and perpetuating 
social relationships”, especially through inter-elite marriage alliances.6 

 But while these studies tend to focus, if not isolate, the social from 
the strictly military, this chapter explores the link between actual raiding 

Globalization, Maritime Raiding and the Birth of Ethnicity (Singapore: Singapore 
University Press, 2002).

4. See David Henley, “Review of the Sulu Zone; The world capitalist economy and 
the historical imagination (Amsterdam: VU University Press, 1998) by James 
Warren”, Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde 156.4 (2000); Heather 
Sutherland, “Review Article: The Sulu Zone Revisited”, Journal of Southeast Asian 
Studies 35.1 (2004).

5. Leonard Andaya, “Cultural State Formation in Eastern Indonesia”, in Anthony 
Reid (ed.), Southeast Asia in the Early Modern Era: Trade, Power and Belief (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1993): 23. This argument is elaborated in idem, 
The World of Maluku: Eastern Indonesia in the Early Modern Period (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai’i Press, 1993): Chapters 2 and 3. 

6. William Cummings, “Re-evaluating State, Society and the Dynamics of Expansion 
in Precolonial Gowa”, in Geoff Wade (ed.), Asian Expansions: The Historical 
Experiences of Polity Expansion in Asia (London: Routledge, 2015): 215.
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and the notions of the “social.” It examines how the endemic practice 
of sea-based raiding might have been conceived and instrumentalized 
by social actors in the context of intensified and perhaps unprec-
edented economic and ideological flows in the region. It focuses on 
the Maguindanaos and their activities in the Dutch-claimed territories 
around 1760–1780 when records of their forays become more conspicu-
ous in the archival sources. It argues that alongside the increased capac-
ity for raiding was the parallel existence, perhaps even intensification, of 
trans-local identities that likely facilitated and consequently shaped the 
contours of raiding. 

Two underexplored elements appear preponderant: Islam and kin-
ship. While the sources (mostly Dutch) are not particularly keen in 
describing – much less explaining – how these two social formations 
played a role in raiding,7 they nevertheless provide useful information 
to extrapolate their dynamics. But before proceeding to these points, a 
brief contextualization is in order. 

Maguindanao has been Sulu’s traditional rival and occasional ally in 
the region. Notwithstanding its being surpassed by Sulu as the leading 
polity,8 it was able to participate in large-scale expeditions to North 
Sulawesi and Maluku between c. 1760 and 1780. Maguindanao’s in-
tensified incursions into areas dominated by the Dutch appear closely 
connected with the presence of the British in Maguindanao and the sur-
rounding region. British traders have been intermittently present since 
the arrival of several East Indiamen in Sulu in 1761 under the escort 
of the famed mariner Alexander Dalrymple.9 In 1762 Dalrymple suc-
ceeded in negotiating the cession of the island of Balambangan off the 
coast of north Borneo to serve as a British outpost for acquiring goods 
destined for the China trade. Maguindanao benefitted from the British 
presence in Balambangan and Sulu where indigenous traders exchanged 
7. Most of the sources for this essay are culled from the archives of the Dutch East 

India Company (VOC) in the National Archives of the Netherlands (The Hague) 
and Indonesia ( Jakarta), henceforth NA and ANRI, respectively. 

8. Laarhoven places the decline in 1773 “when the British tried to intercept the 
Chinese junk trade with the southern Philippines through a competing port at 
Balambangan, and the subsequent rise of the Sulu state as regional emporium.” 
Ruurdje Laarhoven, The Triumph of Moro Diplomacy: The Maguindanao Sultanate 
in the 17th Century (Quezon City: New Day Publishers, 1989): 181. 

9. Howard T. Fry, Alexander Dalrymple (1737–1808) and the Expansion of British 
Trade (London: Frank Cass & Co., 1970): 140.
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