PAGE  
10

DRAFT: Not for Quotation without Permission from the Author

DABAO-KUO AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE PHILIPPINE STATE*
(Paper presented at the 41st Annual Conference of Asian Studies on the Pacific Coast, June 15-17, 2007, Honolulu, Hawaii.) 
Federico V. Magdalena, Ph.D.
University of Hawaii-Manoa

Dabao-kuo is the name Japanese colonists in the Philippines attached to Davao after Manchu-kuo, the state established by Japanese colonists and military in northeastern China during 1931-1945 (Hayase, 1999). In the Philippines, it is equivalent to “Little Tokyo” or “Japantown.”

Unlike Manchu-kuo, Dabao-kuo did not entail the use of force to “colonize” an area. The community of Japanese settlers (colonists), which accounted for only about 6% of the total population of Davao in 1939, dominated its commerce and trade shortly before World War II. Davao then became the largest producer of abaca, eclipsing the Bicol region.  Abaca was the Philippines’s second major export next to sugar, and later rose to number one export.

The significance of Dabao-kuo in Philippine history is that it helped trigger nationalism, which in turn configured the Philippine state at the turn of the 20th century. How that happened is what this paper is about.

Japanese presence in Davao started to be felt in 1903, when 23 Japanese pioneers came to try their luck in this region dominated by “wild” tribes and “warlike” Moros. This was followed by about 180 a year later, and by 100 settlers in 1905, when the Kennon Road project in Baguio was terminated. Thus began a Japanese exodus until 1941. Shortly before World War II, an average of 2,000 settlers came to this frontier yearly.


The Japanese population in Davao stood pat on its resolve to make a living, even under the harshest condition. On record, the planters were known to have constructed over 300 kilometers of road, most of it being used by the public for free, in contrast with the local government’s accomplishment of having put up only 100 kilometers of road. 
The Japanese community in Davao, although small compared to the total population there, paid at least half of all local and insular taxes.
 During 1931, of the ships entering the port of Davao, 12 were American, 16 were British, 1 was Dutch, 1 was

Norwegian, and 65 were Japanese (cited in Goodman, 1967:21). Further, according to a report in 1932 Japanese interests controlled all of Davao’s timber production, 80% of its 
hemp production and 50% of its copra production.
  In 1936, they occupied a total area of 60,116 hectares of land, which is more than half of the total area of Bataan province and 17 times that of Manila (Manila Bulletin, May 15, 1936, Box 29-9, Hayden Papers,).  Davao’s land was placed at about one million hectares. Thus, the picture of Davao’s development is painted as one of rising prosperity and growth.


However, in the 1930s this picture also took an entirely different configuration.  It was also ironically depicted as a “Japanese menace” to the security of the islands.
 Two such parallel events also contributed to the negative Japanese image in Davao.  One is the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931-32, coupled with the increasing number of Japanese in Davao and their overwhelming control of its economy. Otherwise known as Manchu-kuo to the Japanese, its occupation continued until 1945 when the Russians invaded it and handed it back to the Chinese government. The other development is the impending grant of independence to the Philippines by the United States, about which Filipino agitation intensified and formal hearings in US Congress began to be conducted in the wake of the Hare-Hawes-Cutting bill of 1932. Either way, Davao and the whole island of Mindanao, rich as they were in natural resources and quite vital in the national development, was seen as being penetrated by an alien group whose interest was inimical to that of the country.  Pedro Blanco
 sums up this apprehension in this manner:

Our only quarrel with the Japanese people is that we do not wish our country to become the receptacle of Japanese immigration and the field of Japanese enterprise.  We know too well what is happening in Korea and in Formosa, in Manchuria and in Mongolia.  We wish to preserve the Philippine Islands for the inheritance of our people for generations to come, even unto posterity.  How to attain this end most effectively, is for the Filipino people to decide.  Will it be with the help of Japan or that of America; among the latter, we already have many friends (Blanco, 1933:15).


Allegations of illegal landholdings by the Japanese, unrestricted immigration to Davao, and connivance with local officials prompted the Philippine Legislature to create a Special Committee on September 12, 1932 to investigate the matter. The committee’s report noted four significant facts about the Japanese in Davao: (1) the lack of restriction on Japanese immigration to the Philippines and the direct route from Japan to Davao had contributed to a rising tide of Japanese immigration there;  (2) the Japanese population had reached  15,000; (3) many Filipinos in Davao had leased the maximum 1,024 hectares of land from the government and subleased them to the Japanese; and (4) the Chinese boycott of Japanese goods in reaction to the Japanese occupation of Manchuria allowed Japanese retail trade to flourish (Goodman, 1967:25).  


For one, US Vice-Governor General Joseph Hayden believed that "…the Japanese will continue their drive in the Philippines and … it is doubtful whether in the long run, American trade in the islands, especially that in cotton piece goods and other articles that can be manufactured much more cheaply in Japan than in the US, can permanently withstand Japanese competition" (Joseph R. Hayden, "Japanese Interests in the Philippine Islands," 1935, Box 28-4, Hayden Papers).

 The hottest issue in Davao during the 1930s was the acquisition or use of land by the Japanese.  While there was a law prohibiting acquisition of land by corporations wholly owned by foreigners, the Japanese did manage to improve their holdings by other means, such as by “marriage” with the native Bagobos, and by directly providing capital in the name of Filipino planters,
 among others. Some of these methods turned out to be dubious such as the use of pakyaw system. This system is described as follows:

The pakyaw contract provided that the Japanese was to be employed to clear the land, to plant abaca at his own expense, and, when the abaca was two years old, to be paid one peso for every “hill” of abaca planted by him.  If the landholder failed to pay the one peso per hill and such failure was standard procedure, the contract further provided that the Japanese was to retain possession of the land from ten to fifteen years, during which time he would continue to clear the land, cultivate abaca, strip the fiber, and receive from 85 to 90% of the profits, the rest going to the Filipino landholder.  Moreover, the Japanese cultivator was to bear all the expenses of land development and improvement and even pay the taxes (Goodman, 1967:5).

Through this system, the Japanese planters were able to acquire landholdings far beyond that which was legally allowed. Finally, the pakyaw system was considered illegal in 1935, thereby putting a stop to subsequent leases (Goodman, 1967: 53).  Even so, some native Bagobos who acted as leasers complained of the cancellation and brought the matter to authorities in Manila.  For obvious reasons, the government policy was a strategy calculated to reduce the impact of “Japanization” of Davao, while it allowed increasing control of the southern island by the Filipinos as part of the policy that came with the Jones Act of 1916.

The “Japanese menace,” although not publicly acknowledged as such
 became an issue that drew government attention and sapped its energy.  Some Filipino and American officials were concerned about it, but at the same time argued that the fault could be in the laxity of the law or non-implementation of the same, if not government ineptitude and corruption in the service.

After a visit to Davao in June 1932, Governor-General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. must have set the tone of this scare when he wrote a lengthy confidential letter to General LeJ. Parker on the Japanese issue.  He saw the Japanese making advances in every aspect of their endeavors because 

…their organization is compact and sound at every stage, their leadership able, their technical advisory aid the best obtainable and, if they dominate the commerce and agriculture of the Davao area, as assuredly they do, it is not because of numbers, for they are outnumbered twelve to one, but because of sheer demonstrated efficiency.” (BIA 6144/171-1/2. Letter dated Oct. 12, 1932)

But as agitation for Philippine independence increased both in the islands and in Washington, Gov. Roosevelt, as the highest American official in the Philippines and as a representative of the President of the United States, saw one disadvantage stand out more vividly than all others.  In his belief:

…. The situation in Davao presents a potential menace to the security of the Islands.  That the Japanese are firmly entrenched there, that they are extending their influence, that they dominate the hemp and lumber business in that region, there is no shadow of doubt.  That they are planning future expansion with further extension of their control over hemp, coconut, timber and cattle is probable.  And finally, that in the event of the withdrawal of American sovereignty there will be an immediate and positive advance along all lines there is likewise little doubt.  The weakness, richness, and proximity of the Islands present altogether too lucrative a stake for Japan to ignore, and should American protection be withdrawn, then Japanese economic exploitation and political penetration will at once become a very real threat. (Roosevelt to Parker, 1932, BIA 6144/171-1/2.)


Both American officials and Filipino nationalists view the Davao question as a grave concern for an independent Philippines. The common perception was that an independent Philippines was an answer to Japan’s prayer.  Pedro Guevara, Philippine Resident Commissioner to Washington for many years, was quoted to have said: “Only a blind man can fail to see that Japan desires to dominate the Philippines, with their undeveloped resources and strategic location.” “First will come Japanese economic investments,” he said, “then immigration, finally political rule” (cited in Anderson, 1939:266). Once independent, the country could not possibly count on the United States for help in case of an external attack. Uncle Sam was unlikely to come to the succor of the Filipinos since he could not be held accountable for something he had no responsibility.  Unassisted, the Philippines could not possibly defend itself.

In 1939, the “Japanese threat” was called to public notice again by American Congressman John Alexander, who proposed to the US Congress to investigate Japanese-Philippine relations.  In that resolution he charged that “certain Philippine public officials have leased large sections of land in Davao,” that “certain officials of the Philippine government” have been “bribed by Japanese persons and companies” and that “President Quezon has repeatedly  appointed to high  public office Japanese-minded persons,”among others (Goodman, 1967:87).  Although the resolution was vetoed, Congressman Alexander would later be vindicated in his argument:  “It was my theory, based on the need for Japanese industrial expansion and their action in Manchuria and China, and their penetration of the East Indies and the Philippines, that they were about ready to make an attempt to grab the entire area” (Goodman, 1967:88). 

Quezon did not let this thing pass. He retorted that “the question of the Japanese colony in Davao took place under the American administration,” and that “the situation created in Davao has been created not only under the American flag but by American administrators.” In a speech delivered in Davao, he said:

Now, my countrymen, I am not going to pay more attention to that nonsensical and absurd speech of Congressman Alexander.  I am going to tell you that we are facing a practical question in Davao.  Many of these plantations are admittedly legal.  Some of these plantations, it is alleged, have not been acquired legally by them.  If it were true that some of these plantations have been acquired illegally by the Japanese, it is the fault of the Filipinos in Davao who allowed themselves to be used by the Japanese (Quezon Papers, June 28, 1939).

These statements had been corroborated by other speeches made by Quezon, the most telling of which was his remark, as quoted by the press, denying that there existed a Japanese question in Davao. No less than former Governor General of the Philippines and later Quezon’s adviser during the Commonwealth era, Francis Burton Harrison,  revealed this in his diaries in 1936: “He said ‘there is no Davao question,’ and that the press had been guilty of irritating public opinion both in Japan and the Philippines.” He went on further to say that “there is nothing in Davao which threatens Filipino rights nor the economic position of the country.” However, Harrison insisted that “if there is no Davao question there is a Davao situation, which is not to be sneezed at” (Harrison, 1951:104).  Quezon was nonetheless fully aware of the issue, but that he was cautious about offending the Japanese sensibility and in portraying to other nations a Filipino sense of justice in dealing with foreign nationals.  On January 13, 1936: “The President (Quezon) stated “…that the Japanese question resolved itself into a dilemma—either to avoid showing them that the Filipinos were antagonistic to the Japanese, or else let them occupy the islands industrially” (Harrison, 1951:41). 

Moreover, Quezon much have realized the consequences of inaction on Mindanao, if he would not develop it for Filipinos, and if it were taken over by other nations.  He “tried to push the development of Mindanao by laying a five-year plan for road building” as a determined effort to “open up the south as part of the rights of the (Filipino) race to land and to existence.”
 These rights he considered even “superior to the rights of nationalism (Harrison, 1951:44).  On June 6, 1936, Harrison took note of Quezon’s move:

(Quezon) addressed the Assemblyman, asking for funds for the development of Mindanao.  He used maps, and said that an electric railway was to be built from Misamis via Bukidnon to Davao, the water power for this project coming from the falls in Lanao.  Only four or five of the Assemblymen had ever been to Mindanao before.  The gathering seemed to be willing to vote the money, but wanted to know how they were to get the colonists. Quezon replied ‘Open roads, and they will come of themselves.’
Such a move was consistent with an earlier scheme Mindanao meant to “hem in the Japanese expansionism” without officially declaring “war” on the Japanese interests.  Such was the message enunciated in Commonwealth Act No. 4197, passed by the legislature on February 12, 1935. With it, the government appropriated P1 million for the establishment of elaborately planned agricultural colonies designed to improve upon the previous programs of the American colonial government. Although this did not amount much to hold back the growing Japanese industry, it did create a pattern for further action.  Its singular feat is that it set in motion the resettlement program that encouraged succeeding governments to pursue with more vigor. 

For his part, Quezon contemplated of other plans beside road building and resettlement.  During a visit to the area on June 30, 1936: “Quezon said of Davao that he intended to persuade ten rich families from Negros, Bulacan and Pangasinan to take up a thousand hectares each, and establish modern hemp haciendas there to show the Filipinos that they can cultivate better than the Japanese,” as Harrison carefully noted in his diaries (Harrison, 1951:104). It was not not clear whether this plan pushed through. While Quezon believed that the Japanese holdings of some 15,000 hectares in Davao did not amount much compared to its total land area, their future expansion could be held in check by “waiting for the expiration of their leases and then by refusing to renew them” (Harrison, 1951:141).

Four years later, on June 3, 1939 the government passed Commonwealth Act No. 441 creating the National Land Settlement Administration (NLSA) and appropriated P20 million for its operations. This broad program of development would facilitate the settlement and cultivation of unoccupied lands in Mindanao.
  It added more teeth to limiting the possibility that the Japanese colony extend to the nearby areas outside Davao, while at the same time it aimed at conquering the Moro country for the national interest. 

At the helm of the administration of NLSA was General Paulino Santos, former Director of Prisons and one time Chief of Staff of the Philippine Army. The NLSA gave preference to Filipino young army reservists over other applicants for settlement in Mindanao to distribute these “young men with military training in strategic locations in order to neutralize the Japanese in Davao, many of whom were reported to be Japanese Army or Navy reservists” (Goodman, 1967: 115). Three strategic areas were identified and subsequently opened for settlement: the Compostela-Monkayo valley at the northeastern part of Davao, the Kidapawan plains, and the Koronadal valley, both at the west and southwestern side. These settlements would “hem in” the Japanese to where they were located, and thereby prevent their possible expansion in the future.

Between 1939 and 1941, the government also appropriated more funds for the construction of roads and highways, notably the so-called Sayre highway,
 between Misamis and Bukidnon. The road construction effort bore immediate fruits for the grandiose project of resettlement.  Just as soon as a road was established, Filipino settlers used it to clear the land for themselves even without the necessity of government assistance. Logged-over areas left by lumber companies also offered opportunities for making new kaingin (clearings) for the landless adventurers. Thousands of voluntary settlers came this way and altered the landscape of what was once a frontier in the southern Philippines.

Also, by 1940 the now-Filipino controlled legislature passed the Immigration Act that allowed an annual quota of 500 immigrants from all nations, except the U.S. Japan was most severely affected by this measure, considering that at least 2,000 Japanese immigrants had annually entered the Philippines. The Japanese Consul General in Manila naturally protested against this action, others called it anti-Japanese. 

In conclusion, there is reason to believe that Japanese presence (Dabao-kuo), or the “menace” it caused the Philippines, was a factor in the efforts of the government to colonize Mindanao as it also handled the “Moro problem.”  In a reciprocal way, it served the national agenda of consolidating Philippine territory, perfecting the “three stars” symbolic of nationhood. The issue, which became moot and academic by 1960, unquestionably settled the completion of that identity. The frontier was finally won!
What happened to Dabao-kuo after the war?  It literally disappeared from public view, because of the backlash caused by the war. All the Japanese settlers were repatriated back to Japan, but their countless descendants were left to their Filipino mothers. Called nikkei-jins, these descendants suffered from persecution, prejudice and discriminatory practices so much that their identity as mestizo hapon (part-Japanese) was obliterated. Many among them even denied such an identity to avoid such negative treatment. Scholars call this phenomenon “ethnocide” or the erasure of an ethnic group. It was a painful and sad experience, indeed.
The 1990s, however, saw a sudden change. Not only have Filipinos forgotten the sad memories of the war, but that Japan also began to recognize its “other part” left to fend for itself in various parts of the world.  In 1990, it passed an Act known as the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition (ICRC) that allowed nikkei-jins to enter Japan under a special permanent status.  Such had an enormous effect on Filipino nikkei-jins.  From 387 in 1992, the number increased to 1,024 a year later, then to 5,467 in 2000. 

Today, more Nikkei-jins are seeking such a status.  In Davao alone, about 5,000 have been registered under any of the three categories (A, B and C) and are hopeful that someday they will be recognized by Japan and given permanent residency visa.
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�According to F. Ohmori (in his letter to Gen. Burnett, Nov. 7, 1938, BIA 26712/18, henceforth Ohmori Letter), the Japanese paid between 50 and 70% of the taxes totaling P821,300 in 1937-38, with sales tax accounting for 300,000 and customs tax P371,300.





�This trend continued somewhat until 1934, when 80 percent of the abaca production in Davao is accounted for by the Japanese, with an annual production of 500,000 bales of hemp (BIA 28876, Jan. 1, 1935).





�The word “menace”relative to the Davao issue was probably initiated by high-ranked American officials in the Philippines, notably Gov. Gen. Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. (see his letter to Parker, 1932, BIA 6144/171-1/2).





�Blanco was an American-educated Filipino from Columbia University and University of Pennsylvania, who advocated a Dominion status of the Philippines, hence continuing protection under the United States.


�This was referred to as “Filipino dummies” for Japanese planters in subsequent investigation of the land issue in Davao headed by Secretary of Agriculture Eulogio Rodriguez.  They were the ones who applied for government leases, or made it appear that they owned the land, and then allowed the Japanese to cultivate the land for a fee (names of such dummies are documented in Hayase, 1984:Appendix 5).  Horn (1941:267) said they acted as “front men” to the Japanese capitalists, who did all the work, the Filipinos being paid from 10-15% of the profit. 





�Other than the investigation on “illegality of Japanese landholding” by Eulogio Rodriguez, who served as Secretary to Governor-General Frank Murphy, other Filipino officials were favorably disposed to the Japanese. Commonwealth President Manuel Quezon was himself allegedly pro-Japanese.  Quezon was quoted by the press as saying that “there is no Japanese problem in Davao” (Horn, 1941:272), which he denied categorically. In truth, he was just being “diplomatic” and avoided open confrontation with Japan. He assured the Japanese Consul that he would “study the matter” and “give full consideration to the acquired rights and interests of the Japanese,” while respecting the position of the United States on the Davao question (Goodman, 1967:57).





� In particular, Quezon contemplated the construction of a 130-kilometer railway between Davao and Cagayan de Misamis, and harness the Maria Cristina Falls for generating electricity.  The first project did not materialize, but road construction proceeded nonetheless in a calculated way from 1936 to 1940.





�Between 1932 and 1937, the government resettled 18,612 Christian families (including their members) for homesteading in Mindanao (see First, Second and Third  “Annual Report of the President of the Philippines to the President and the Congress of the United States,” for the years 1936, 1937 and 1938, BIA 2074-520, -527 and 518A). At this time, three major sites were developed for the agricultural colonies: the Compostela-Monkayo region in Davao, the Kidapawan valley, and the Koronadal valley, the latter two areas located in adjacent Cotabato. All these efforts were calculated “to confine the Japanese within limits of their present holdings” (Hayden, 1942:721).





�Francis Sayre was the American High Commissioner (replacing the title Governor-General) of the Philippines at that time.  





