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Introduction 

Mid-space gatekeepers shape the trajectory and the landscape of hybrid peacebuilding in their sphere 

of influence at the grassroots as they can regulate the access of external actors, activities, products, 

ideas (Uesugi 2020). They are localized political, economic, social and/or military power holders who 

maintain extended networks across different stakeholders in a given society. By nature, they serve as 

a ‘boundary keeper’ and manage their horizontal (intercommunal), vertical (national-subnational) and 

diagonal (endogenous-exogenous) relationships with respective stakeholders. At the horizontal 

relationship, they control intercommunal gates with other interest/identity groups across geographical, 

tribal, ethnic, clan, faith, ideological and linguistic differences. At the vertical relationship, they 

control the top-down/bottom-up gates between the grassroots community under their auspices and 

their national leadership (Mitchell and Hancock 2012; Hancock and Mitchell 2020). At the diagonal 

relationship, they control endogenous/exogenous encounters or the intercultural gates between their 

constituencies and the outside intervenors/intervention. 

In Mindanao, four types of mid-space gatekeepers are identified: (1) political elite (warlord 

politicians); (2) rebel commanders; (3) customary/religious leaders (datu, ulama, ustaz, etc); and (4) 

executive members of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). They are not mutually exclusive 

categories, and it is often the case in Mindanao that political elite or rebel commanders (or their 

siblings or spouses) operate a NGO, and political elite and rebel commanders are close relatives. 

Among these four categories, the NGOs will be given a special focus in the following discussion of 

mid-space gatekeepers in Mindanao. While the NGOs can be considered as a category of mid-space 

gatekeepers by themselves, in the context of Mindanao, they often serve as an expedient platform on 

which outside agencies such as international organisations and international NGOs can interact with 

mid-space gatekeepers such as warlord politicians and rebel commanders.  

The concept of civil society was developed in the Western world and its associated term, NGO, was 

coined to represent one of the organisations that fall within the category of civil society, like others 

such as churches, academia, business, unions and media. In a daily conversation, civil society and 

NGO can be used interchangeably, and in the academic literature, NGOs are often labelled as a part 

of civil society automatically presuming that these actors are epitomes of liberal values. In this paper, 
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however, civil society is used to mean an abstract concept, while NGO is used to indicate a tangible 

institution. By referring the case of Mindanao, this paper intends to unpack the trite concept of civil 

society and to demonstrate that local NGOs do not necessarily embrace ‘liberal’ attributes, norms and 

values, but at the same time, their ‘illiberal’ characters do not necessarily lead to predatory behaviours, 

and that under conducive circumstances they can serve as ‘hybrid facilitators’ (Uesugi 2018) 

connecting various gaps that divide the society. In other words, potential of ‘illiberal’ local NGOs for 

making solid contributions to peacebuilding will be explored and a more nuanced understanding of 

the mid-space gatekeepers in conflict-affected societies, in particular, those of the NGO actors, will 

be proposed in this paper. 

In short, this paper has the following three objectives: (1) to challenge some prevalent notions in the 

academic debates on the nature of the civil society (NGOs) and its functions in peacebuilding; (2) to 

unpack distinct types of local NGOs in Mindanao; and (3) to identify the ways for international 

peacebuilding agencies to better work for peacebuilding with their local partners.  

Focus of the Paper 

Why do we focus on the civil society, especially NGOs, in Mindanao? Because they are common 

‘boundary partners’ for international intervenors in Mindanao, if not elsewhere. They are one of the 

first gatekeepers of many epistemological gates that exist at the exterior of ‘hinterland’ communities 

in Mindanao. In non-permissive localities in Mindanao, where outside actors, not only international 

but also national actors, find it difficult to engage with peoples at the grassroots due to security 

concerns or otherwise, local NGOs such as the Mindanao People’s Caucus and the Consortium of 

Bangsamoro Civil Society, have served as service providers on behalf of international organizations, 

international NGOs, and/or the national government. The local NGOs possess authentic and 

homegrown feature and are operated by the people from Mindanao. There are Filipino NGOs that 

operate both in Mindanao and outside of the Philippines such as the Community and Family Services 

International (CFSI). As long as they have sufficient capacity or network to allow them to act as a pilot 

or navigator deep into the terrain of ‘hinterland’ communities in Mindanao, they are also included in 

our object of analysis.  

It is anticipated that these local NGOs have a potential to bridge the tripartite gaps briefly presented 

in the beginning of this paper. They can work across different communities in Mindanao, such as 

between different rebel (MILF and MNFL) communities, and between a rebel community and a non-

rebel (Christian or Indigenous People: IP) community, and thus filling intercommunal gaps. They can 

also bridge vertical gaps that exist between the national and grassroots levels, and the diagonal gap 

that exists between the grassroots community and international intervenors. It is in the last ‘diagonal 

bridging’ capacity that this paper pays special attention to as its primary interest lies in the ‘hybrid’ 

interactions between the exogenous (international peacebuilders) and endogenous actors (local 
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communities). In Mindanao where access of international peacebuilders such as donors, international 

organisations and international NGOs to the conflict-affected communities have been either denied or 

difficult due to non-permissive environment, local NGOs have been identified as implementing 

partners who operate on the ground on behalf of the external actors. Although the fact that these local 

NGOs have provided aid and services to the people at the grassroots does not necessarily and 

automatically mean they have disseminated the liberal knowledge, practice, norms and values into the 

local communities. Local NGOs may operate and deliver assistance to the community in the 

‘hinterland’ according to the terms of reference defined by outside peacebuilding donors; however, 

their motives or objectives might be different from the liberal assumptions of their client. As will be 

discussed in the following, they can only operate within the existing local power structure and their 

effectiveness is dictated by the political terrain in Mindanao. In this paper, therefore, these contextual 

constrains will be depicted and the bridging function of the local NGOs will be examined by focusing 

on their relationship with other mid-space gatekeepers, and on the positive and negative impacts of 

their activities on the peacebuilding process in Mindanao. Before moving to the main task, the 

conceptual discussion revolving around the concept of civil society and NGOs in peacebuilding is in 

order.  

 

Conceptual Discussion 

Civil Society in Peacebuilding 

To reiterate, this study examines distinct types of local NGOs that are active in the peacebuilding 

process in Mindanao. Through this, it will argue that the complexity and distinct nature of civil society 

that often have a critical impact on peacebuilding, have largely been neglected in the conventional 

peacebuilding debates. The contemporary peacebuilding practice and relevant studies are usually 

framed by the liberal notions of social governance and, accordingly, they tend to exclude the civil 

society actors that do not fit such an epistemological framework or misjudge the nature of local actors 

due to the propensity inherent in liberal assumptions.  

As has been extensively discussed, the liberal themes have dominated contemporary peacebuilding 

programmes since the early 1990s and the promotion of democracy was one of its key agenda (to 

select a few, see Paris 1997; Richmond 2006; Futamura and Notaras 2011; Mac Ginty 2011). The 

(re)establishment of civil society was set as “the most essential guarantee against the recurrence of the 

state repression of the past” (UNTAC cited in Hughes 2003, 138) and many international organisations’ 

policies were “explicitly geared towards working with NGOs in which the operations and programmes 

are undertaken” (Pouligny 2005, 495). Especially, the promotion of local civil society was pursued in 

many peacebuilding initiatives as a core objective. In these initiatives, civil society as its core 
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component are assumed “the best hopes for a genuine democratic counterweight to the power-brokers” 

(Pouligny 2005, 496), and a service deliverer supplementing the state functions (Omach 2016, 81). 

Among different civil society organisations and actors, international peacebuilders have implemented 

a wide range of activities such as financial support, reform of relevant legal framework, trainings and 

education, and protection/advocacy, aimed to nurture local NGOs (Lee and Park 2018).  

Such a trend in peacebuilding was developed relying on liberal assumptions on social governance and 

the roles of civil society in conflict resolution and peacebuilding (Marchetti and Tocci 2009). It is 

beyond the scope of this study to trace back the philosophical origins and genealogy of the concepts 

of civil society. However, for the purpose of the below analysis, it is worthy to highlight a few key 

features of the academic debates on civil society, that are frequently reflected and adopted in 

peacebuilding practice. While detailed discussions vary, most academic studies on civil society share 

a common understanding of it as an “arena of un-coerced collective action around shared interests, 

purposes and values” (the World Bank 2006, 2).  

More specifically, the studies on democratisation and democratic governance highlight a few key 

features of civil society. For instance, civil society denotes a group of actors that are independent of 

the state, business sector and family. The distinction is highlighted in that civil society represents the 

collective wills of individuals often against the state power, does not pursue profit, and engage in 

public activities. Studies particularly emphasise the role of civil society to countervail the political 

authorities to protect the individual human rights and the rule of law based on “the capacity of 

individuals to organize themselves collectively” (Belloni 2001, 168). In this regard, NGOs’ 

independent capacity to monitor and challenge the state’s suppression was often articulated as a most 

important feature. 

In addition, it is widely assumed that civil society offers public space where marginalised social groups 

can express and pursue their interests. Reflecting liberal-pluralist concept of social relations it was 

believed that reciprocity, moderation, and toleration are (or should be) nurtured in this space. When 

seeing civil society as a space, the actors in the business sector or family can be part of the civil society 

when they act to provide public goods. Moreover, in forming such space, civil society is assumed to 

be “consistently trusted far more than government” (Magnoni 2015). In terms of its functions, civil 

society is expected to play key roles for “protection of citizens, monitoring of relevant issues for 

accountability, advocacy/public communication, socialization within society, building community, 

intermediation/facilitation between citizens and state, and service delivery” (Paffenholz 2009, 64).  

NGOs in Peacebuilding 

In light of such an understanding of the concept of civil society, the following sheds light on NGOs, a 

distinct cluster of civil society organisations and one of the most active and relevant actors in the field 
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of peacebuilding. Many seminal documents on international peacebuilding argue that NGOs are 

critical actors who can promote sustainable peace. In these documents, NGOs are often assumed to 

have comparative advantages in promoting peacebuilding in conflict-affected areas. According to 

Goodhand (2006, 115), “they are mid-level actors with linkages upwards to political leadership and 

downwards to communities; they have the potential to play a bridging role between identity groups in 

contexts characterized by extreme horizontal inequalities; they have the ability to work across lines 

and gain access to communities living on the wrong side of a conflict; they have relatively high conflict 

levels and can work in high-risk environments; and at their best they can be flexible, adaptive and 

innovative”. 

Nevertheless, as time went by, NGOs—a peacebuilding champion among the civil society 

organisations—present limitations and problems in many peacebuilding processes. For instance, in 

some cases, local NGOs have not achieved what they intended, having “little leverage to break the 

nationalist monopoly of power” (Belloni 2001, 177) and being ineffective in facilitating social 

reconciliation (Paffenholz 2009a). In other cases, the roles of NGOs were rather counterproductive for 

peacebuilding, polarising social divisions and buttressing the state’s military approaches (Omach 

2016). A large number of empirical studies examine the reasons behind such limited or 

counterproductive roles of NGOs in peacebuilding. Some of them explain the pitfalls of the externally-

driven process for promoting civil society, relying on international resources. As the externally 

introduced standards that were imposed during the process were ‘alien’ to local people and were not 

compatible with local contexts, studies argue, the new organisations and mechanisms fail to settle in 

(Richmond 2006; Lee 2011). Some studies pay attention to the nature of NGO operations. According 

to them, ‘NGOisation’ tends to be tamed genuine civil movements, and turns them into more 

professional and commercial activities that fit the international aid agencies’ expectation (Orjuela, 

2004; Kaldor, 2003). Paying attention to the motivations of local actors, other studies discuss the 

problems of mushroom NGOs that were quickly established without solid ground within local 

communities, frequently pursuing selfish interests only (Özerdem and Lee 2016). 

While appreciating the validity and academic significance of the above findings, this study encourages 

to turn our attention to the limited and biased understanding of local NGOs by the dominant 

scholarship and practice of liberal peacebuilding. The NGOs in conflict-affected areas have been 

developed in varied ways, based on distinct motivations, resources, and underlying values. Hence, the 

organisations that may look to have similar operational features and to pursue similar objectives 

eventually present strikingly different types of outcomes. In this regard, the limited achievements of 

the NGO activities are not necessarily due to their lack of capacity or malicious intentions as discussed 

in the existing critical literature. Instead, it may reflect NGOs’ pursuit of indifferent objectives in the 

given contexts in the conflict-affected societies, which can be different from (and often contradictory 

to) the objectives of liberal peacebuilding. However, conventional studies failed to acknowledge such 
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distinction categorically assuming that all NGOs do (or should) pursue liberal agenda. 

Hence, it is important to have a nuanced examination of such different features of NGOs. In fact, a 

few studies have discussed the importance of appreciating different types of civil ‘societies’ in 

different cultural areas and in different periods of time. A lack of such acknowledgment is risky of 

leading researchers to exclude the existence of various social arrangements and actors that may make 

significant contribution to peacebuilding, simply because they are apparently too different from the 

dominant image of civil society in the Western world (Pouligny 2005, 498).  

In fact, a significant number of researchers in Development Studies explored how to move beyond the 

conceptual binary of civil vs. uncivil, and unpack complex nature of the civil societies in conflict-

affected areas. For instance, Marchetti and Tocci’s work (2009) proposes four types of civil 

organisations’ identities in divided societies, by focusing on the structural hierarchy and inclusivity: 

civic/post-national, multi-cultural, assimilationist, and ethnicist/racist. Salamon and Anheier (1996) 

proposed comparative definitions of NGOs according to the nature of research while DiMaggio and 

Anheier (1990) explained how the features of NGOs change with the influence from “history, legal 

definitions, culture, and state policies on the functions, origin, and behaviour of NGOs” (cited in 

Coston 1998: 359). Moreover, there were studies to unpack the civil society-state relations, moving 

beyond the conventional assumptions. Simillie and Helmilich (1993) and Coston (1998) distinguished 

different types of NGOs in relation to their positionality vis-à-vis the state, namely repression, rivalry, 

competition, contracting, third-party government, cooperation, complentary, and collaboration. 

Nevertheless, little empirical examination has actually been conducted in Peace and Conflict Studies, 

especially in the context of peacebuilding in Asia.  

A Typology of Local NGOs in Mindanao 

Our study is a modest step to address this knowledge gap. NGOs can be classified by the type of their 

main stated objective/activity such as development, humanitarian, human rights and democracy 

promotion. However, the common practice in Mindanao is that the focused areas of many local NGOs 

have been donor driven and they have not been consistent. Many of the local NGOs have been 

assembled and set their mission to meet the donors’ preference and priority, which may not be related 

to the expertise they have. A close look at the reality in Mindanao suggests that local NGOs should be 

categorised into three based on their attributes: conventional, proxy, and faith-based NGOs. The 

organisations in these types were established based dissimilar social capital, with different objectives, 

and with different interests/concerns in the peacebuilding processes in their areas. More detailed 

characteristics and features of local NGOs in Mindanao will be elaborated further in the following 

sections.  

Here, however, a brief sketch of them as well as the nature of their relationship with their constituency 
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and outside actors will be discussed here. As we are interested in a potential functions of a hybrid 

facilitator, matching external supply with local demand, and bridging gaps between external 

interveners and the grassroots population. Local NGOs that will be examined in this paper should have 

two following two critical capacities. First, one of their common advantages over other organizations 

rest on their ability to work in conflict zones and deliver services and goods into ‘hinterland’ 

communities. They also need to have a close relationship with international donors that are willing to 

bring money, resources and projects into the localities. This linkage with outsiders particularly with 

international actors is an essential feature of conventional NGOs operating in Mindanao. Because of 

these attributes, they may serve as ‘agents’ of international or national actors. As have mentioned, it is 

also a quite common practice in Mindanao that mid-space gatekeepers such as local political elite, 

rebel commanders and customary/religious leaders by themselves establish or involved in NGOs. This 

close tie with mid-space gatekeepers is an important feature of proxy NGOs. Unlike conventional 

NGOs, they do not always share ‘liberal traits’ and are not necessarily motivated by altruistic reasons. 

Sometimes principal agents of proxy NGOs have ‘illiberal’ posture and operate illicit business driven 

by egoistic motives. While some of them engage with criminal activities and rule their community in 

a predatory manner, others are seen as magnanimous by their followers and can maintain patrimonial 

governance in their sphere of influence. Indeed, proxy NGOs act as a service provider for mid-space 

gatekeepers and contribute to their ‘locally grounded legitimacy’ (Clements and Uesugi 2020) in the 

eyes of their constituent. In Mindanao, some NGOs are affiliated closely with the leadership of 

customary/religious leaders. This linkage with wider religious/faith networks of disciples both within 

and beyond their territory is a core feature of faith-based NGOs. They can nurture and exploit their 

extended clerical-lay networks and often tap on external resources/aids/support from either Muslim or 

Christian voluntary/charity associations outside of their areas of operation. There are other types of 

local NGO, one of which can be labelled as community-based NGOs. These organisations include 

clan-based groups, peer groups of young people, women’s association, neighbourhood organizations, 

cooperatives, and unions. They are not a permanent organization and often lack a formalized structure. 

To compare with the other types of local NGOs, they operate more or less autonomously without close 

connections with outside actors. Even when they do engage with outside actors, it is usually through 

conventional or proxy NGOs; therefore, community-based NGOs will be placed outside the scope of 

the following empirical analysis as the focus of this paper is on the hybrid facilitator’s function of the 

local NGOs navigating the liberal norms, values and practice into the hinterland in Mindanao.  

 

Case Study of Local NGOs in Mindanao 

War-ridden Mindanao has become a “theatre of action” (Aron 2003, 54) for lucrative peacebuilding 

enterprise in which different external and local actors involve in humanitarian assistance, development, 
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peacebuilding, human rights advocacy and democracy promotion. Among the major participants in 

the multi-stakeholder peace process are the local, national and international NGOs. These NGOs are 

carrying-out a vast array of roles and functions that are aimed at aiding conflict-stricken civilians and 

bringing about peace and development in the southern Philippines. They are mobilised as strategic 

service providers of different donor institutions including the government of the Philippines, which 

are unable or unwilling to establish a presence directly in the conflict zone owing to security concerns. 

The ongoing flow of foreign aid from various multilateral and bilateral agencies to finance the 

peacebuilding projects makes Mindanao a lucrative playground for many international, national and 

local NGOs in the Philippines, which has made them to converge in Mindanao and engage in 

peacebuilding activities due to the constant interest of the international community to support the 

peace process financially (see Adriano and Parks, 2013). 

As seen in other localities in different parts of the globe that have experienced intrastate and inter-

ethnic conflicts, NGOs and other external actors have the propensity to embark on democracy 

promotion as their primary modality for peacebuilding (Call 2008, Paris 1997, Richmond 2006, Mac 

Ginty 2011). According to Hemmer (2008, 71), “democratisation has become the prescription for 

peace in conflictual societies.” Peacebuilding through democracy promotion is demonstrated in the 

peace efforts of most international organisations and NGOs in the southern Philippines. These 

favoured actors are incentivised by different donors to carry out and implement the latter’s liberal-

democratic peacebuilding projects (Suleiman 2013) in war-torn communities. They are the strategic 

peacebuilding players who reinforce the idea that liberalism is intrinsically peace promoting. Their 

behaviour and actions are shaped by liberal peacebuilding principles, which Mac Ginty labels as the 

“software that drives the hardware” of different external actors, especially international NGOs (2010, 

396). Given this context, the case of Mindanao sheds light on the complexities and ambiguities of the 

role and value of NGOs in facilitating democratic transition and consolidation in the Bangsamoro 

peace process and peacebuilding in Mindanao. 

NGOs as Force for Good 

Then, how do the varieties in the interests, affiliation to local groups, the capacity that the local NGOs 

have affect the dynamics of local peacebuilding in Mindanao? The following section will tackle this 

question by roughly focusing on ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ impacts. As will be discussed in detail below, 

the two brands of positive and negative are used for an indicative purpose and do not imply simplistic 

and normative judgments of what these NGOs do.   

Decades of armed skirmishes between the security forces of the Philippine government and various 

insurgent and terrorist groups have led to extensive marginalisation and exclusion of largely powerless 

civilian communities in Mindanao. This dismal reality in the conflict zones is aggravated by the 

existence of dysfunctional governance and weak capacities of state actors to aid civilians during the 
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outbreak of armed hostilities. In the academic literature, NGOs are seen as an important prodemocracy 

force that protects and promotes the welfare and interests of groups that are experiencing 

marginalisation and exclusion (Banks, Hulme and Edwards 2015). The interventions of peacebuilding 

NGOs in Mindanao for marginalised groups may not have a solid impact on democratisation, but they 

are crucially important at least, to afford basic social protection to these war-stricken civilians. Foreign 

governments and international donor agencies are able to provide humanitarian and relief services to 

war-devastated communities through NGOs. Ethnographic field observation reveals that in Mindanao 

peacebuilding NGOs have mostly focused on helping three excluded groups: indigenous peoples (IPs), 

internally displaced persons (IDPs), and women and children. It is not the contention here that the 

issues of marginalisation and exclusion are exclusive to these groups.  

Indigenous Peoples (IPs) 

The members of different indigenous cultural communities in the southern Philippines are susceptible 

to the harsh impacts of armed conflicts. Aside from the Moro or Muslim people, the IPs who are 

residing in different localities in the Bangsamoro and its neighbouring provinces have been 

experiencing frequent displacements from their ancestral lands. Based on the report of the UNHCR 

(2015, 10), more than 8,000 IPs remain internally displaced and cannot return to their respective 

villages due to security issues. For this reason, relief operations of conventional NGOs have targeted 

the IPs as recipients of basic goods, such as food and clothing. At the same time, the marginalisation 

of the IPs, who are “minorities within the minority” in the Bangsamoro (Rood 2014), is a controversial 

and complex issue. They are the frequent victims of human rights abuses, especially land grabbing 

and extra-judicial killings, which are allegedly committed by some politically influential people in 

Mindanao. Conventional NGOs provide humanitarian relief assistance to displaced IPs, such as food, 

medicines and tarpaulins to make temporary shelters.i Very few conventional NGOs in Mindanao 

have the capacity and expertise to safeguard and protect the human rights of the members of the 

indigenous communities. It is also extremely dangerous for most NGOs to get involved in issues of 

land dispossession and extra-judicial killings confronting the IPs in the southern Philippines as these 

issues are closely linked with illicit business.ii 

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) 

Forced displacement of civilian populations and human victimisation are major consequences of 

violent civil conflicts (Newman 2004; Cohen and Deng 1998). In the southern Philippines, NGOs pay 

a considerable amount of attention to helping communities that are permanently and partially uprooted 

from their respective villages due to intermittent outbreaks of armed confrontation. According to the 

International Displacement Monitoring Centre of the Norwegian Refugee Council, an independent 

humanitarian NGO, over four million people in Mindanao were displaced between 2000 and 2005.iii 

As of May 2015, it was reported that about 119,000 people in the southern Philippines were still in a 
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state of displacement due to a series of military operations and retaliatory attacks from various non-

state armed groups. Around 70% of the IDPs are from the Bangsamoro, a region in Mindanao where 

most of the skirmishes are taking place. The table below shows that the phenomenon of war-induced 

displacement of people is also observed in other parts of Mindanao.  

Table: Current number of IDPs in Mindanao (as of May 2015) 

Region Number of People Percentage 
 
Bangsamoro  81,000 68 % 
Western Mindanao 33,500 28 % 
Northern Mindanao 300 1 % 
Central Mindanao 4,000 3 % 
Total  118,800 

Source: Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (2015)  

 

The alarming phenomenon of internal displacement, especially in the region, is sufficient justification 

for NGOs to get involved in humanitarian relief operations, and in fact, many local NGOs operating 

in conflict-prone areas in Mindanao are focused on relief management and distribution of aid goods 

to displaced civilians. NGOs that perform multiple functions, such as governance, health and 

education, are also doing relief operations for communities displaced by war. The major contribution 

of local NGOs in peacebuilding in Mindanao has been the provision of humanitarian and relief 

assistance to conflict-affected civilians. Rey Danilo Lacson claims that relief operations have become 

the cottage industry of NGOs in Mindanao.iv These local NGOs do not have diversified expertise in 

peacebuilding, as their activities are exclusively focused on the distribution of relief aid to IDPs. 

Among the three types of local NGOs, the proxy NGOs not only provide relief assistance to people in 

evacuation centres, but also in communities that are vulnerable to intermittent fighting, particularly 

the towns in Maguindanao Province. For example, the towns of Mamasapano and Ampatuan receive 

relief aid on a regular basis from different international organisations via proxy NGOs.v Because of 

their connection with mid-space gatekeepers such as political elite and rebel commanders, proxy 

NGOs tend to give more assistance to communities that have more frequent experience of armed 

fighting over less conflict-prone localities in the Bangsamoro.vi  

The severity of internal displacement in Mindanao has been a constant source of motivation among 

all types of local NGOs to engage in humanitarian and relief operations. In the Bangsamoro, 

displacement of civilians due to armed conflicts is aggravated by the frequent occurrence of natural 

disasters, particularly flooding, which are not usually mentioned in media reports.vii Conventional and 

proxy NGOs are seen as an important complementary force that augments the manpower and financial 

capacities of local and national governments in responding to the needs of thousands of people who 
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have fled their homes and relocated to different evacuation centres. The provision of humanitarian 

assistance to IDPs is the greatest strength of local NGOs in the southern Philippines.  

Women and Children 

Women and their children are among the most affected groups and suffer the worst consequences of 

the cyclical phenomenon of protracted armed conflicts and natural disasters. The confluence of armed 

hostilities and environmental hazards often led to widespread displacement, malnutrition among 

children, poor health and unclean water supplies (UNICEF 2011). In conflict-affected areas in 

Mindanao, humanitarian assistance from the Philippine government, international organisations and 

international NGOs are heavily geared towards the protection of women and children.  

Relief goods, such as food packages and medicines, are usually given to displaced women who are 

acting as heads of the family while they are residing in evacuation centres. Some of the women work 

for cash and do voluntary service for humanitarian organisations and local NGOs involved in relief 

operations. In Mamasapano and Ampatuan, for instance, mothers are mobilised and encouraged by 

proxy NGOs to take part in nutrition programmes for children. They are tasked to cook and provide 

vegetables for malnourished children. Proxy NGOs assist them in the establishment of their own 

community and school gardens so that they can have a constant supply of vegetables to address the 

problem of malnutrition among children in their communities.viii Proxy NGOs operating in Mindanao 

under the auspices of some powerful mid-space gatekeepers who recognise the urgent need to promote 

the welfare of children, in their sphere of influence, who are affected by armed conflicts so that their 

legitimacy among their followers can be enhanced, a principal logic of patron-client relationship. The 

2009 Joint Emergency Nutrition and Food Security Assessment of the Conflict-Affected Persons in 

Central Mindanao of the UNICEF and World Food Programme (WFP) shows that the prevalence of 

acute malnutrition among children in war-ravaged communities is 9.6% (UNICEF 2011, 1).  

Conventional NGOs in Mindanao pay considerable attention to alleviating the plight of children living 

in evacuation camps and in villages, who have constant exposure to violence. Different types of 

activities, ranging from restoration of classroom buildings to psychosocial support for children, are 

undertaken by conventional NGOs. Their interventions for children affected by war are focused on 

education, health and sanitation. School children are the regular beneficiaries of relief goods from 

conventional NGOs working for different international humanitarian agencies.ix  

These activities of local NGOs for IPs, IDPs, and women and children may be palliative and do not 

have any significant and immediate impacts on democracy promotion. However, the provision of 

humanitarian assistance to conflict-ridden populations is a confidence-building measure, which is 

strategic for local NGOs in building a positive image and in reinforcing their legitimacy. War-weary 

civilians, especially children, are indirectly sensitised to the idea that NGOs and their external donors 
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are necessary actors in bringing peace to Mindanao. The constant exposure of people to NGOs and 

donor agencies is a long-term tactical mechanism for the diffusion of democratic norms and values in 

war-ridden Mindanao. 

Dark Side of NGOs 

All types of local NGOs helping to alleviate the suffering of powerless and conflict-stricken civilians 

in the southern Philippines. However, not all of them operate under the logic of the Western liberals. 

While the actions on the ground are seen very similar, their motive and objective as well as their logic 

behind their relief action might be quite different. Some governments and international organisations 

have raised critical questions about their legitimacy as peacebuilding and development organisations 

(Van der Borgh and Terwindt 2012). According to Abiew and Keating (2004), there is evidence that 

NGOs peacebuilding operations generate unintentional consequences. 

Reinforcing Pre-existing Conflict  

Mary Anderson claims that although “NGOs do not generate conflicts, they sometimes contribute to 

and reinforce violent conflicts pre-existing in societies where they work” (quoted by Smock 1997, 2). 

Such a claim is also true in Mindanao. For example, the current tension between the MILF rebels and 

influential local politicians in Mindanao has been exacerbated by unequal distribution of aid provided 

through local NGOs. Mid-space gatekeepers, particularly the mayors and governors, have accused 

some influential NGOs of favouritism in proffering favours to the MILF by channelling the aid through 

the Bangsamoro Development Agency (BDA), a proxy NGO established on behalf of the MILF. 

Because the MILF is currently negotiating a peace deal with the Philippine government, the MILF-

affiliated NGOs are seen more legitimate implementing partners than those under the influence of 

warlord politicians. Consequently, governors and mayors of Mindanao are threatened with the rise to 

power of MILF leaders. These mid-space gatekeepers are in control of private armies, which they can 

use to destroy the present peace process if it is detrimental to their current interests and power.x  

The MILF-affiliated NGOs, such as the BDA, tend to focus their peacebuilding programmes on 

fostering economic development in rebel communities and building the capacities of MILF leaders for 

democratic governance. Hence, mid-space gatekeepers perceive these peacebuilding interventions of 

foreign donor agencies and international NGOs as a boon to the MILF for their commitment to 

resolving the Mindanao conflict through a peaceful political settlement.xi International NGOs also 

seek to deliver aid and facilitate peacebuilding dialogues at the grassroots. In Mindanao where 

clientelism prevails, however, their interventions sometimes bring about unintended outcomes at the 

level of the community. Abiew and Keating (2004), argue that peacebuilding aid challenged through 

local NGOs may reinforce tensions among competing groups and rival clans when it is provided to 

some groups and not to others. This is inevitable as conventional NGOs need to obtain permission 
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from the mid-space gatekeepers to gain access to their area of control, which often requires them to 

partnership with the proxy NGO affiliated with a particular mid-space gatekeeper concernced. 

In Mindanao, competition over which proxy NGO to win the bid provokes tensions among political 

clans, particularly at the barangay or village level. For instance, a political clan in Maguindanao, a 

province in Mindanao, is alarmed and threatened when international NGOs collaborate and negotiate 

with the proxy NGO of the rival clan. Outside resources channelled through proxy NGOs are often 

seen as a political commodity that can be used to increase the popularity of local politicians to the 

detriment of their political opponents. International NGOs and their donors are not aware that they are 

causing intergroup tensions, which are dangerous due to the prevalence of horizontal violence driven 

by rido or family feuds.xii Even within a rebel community, for example, various factions exist, each 

competing for their legitimacy and influence. Hence, working with some proxy NGO and not with 

other proxy NGO may cause serious unintended consequences. 

This is not a peculiar problem of the proxy NGOs. Conventional NGOs operating in conflictual 

societies can also reinforce pre-existing conflict and intergroup tensions; they are sometimes also 

prone to compromise their independence and neutrality when providing emergency relief services to 

war-ridden populations. This dilemma is due to extreme competition for political power among 

various mid-space gatekeepers on the ground (Abiew and Keating 2004). Conventional NGOs are 

working under pressure from their donors to deliver aid services for people in the conflict zone. To 

meet donors’ demands and expectations, they are sometimes compelled to accept some uncomfortable 

trade-offs by working with powerful mid-space gatekeepers, such as warlord politicians and rebel 

commanders in the conflict zone. These mid-space gatekeepers are taking advantage of NGOs’ 

peacebuilding efforts to bolster their public image and enhance their prestige and legitimacy. They 

typically claim credit for permitting conventional NGOs to operate within their bailiwicks or 

controlled territories.xiii In societies that are fledgling democracies, NGOs are susceptible to operating 

within the “reserve domains” and “patronage networks” of mid-space gatekeepers (Van der Borgh and 

Terwindt 2014, 21).  

Sustaining Patrimonialism  

As discussed in the previous section, it is inevitable for local NGOs to interact with power structures 

in the conflict zone. In some instances, they may be compelled to choose sides, and hence, sacrifice 

their neutrality (Van der Borgh and Terwindt 2012). By allowing the negative meddling of l mid-space 

gatekeepers in their peacebuilding operations, local NGOs create contradictions in their roles as civil 

society actors and liberal peace agents. They are expected to facilitate democratisation that advances 

social justice and eliminates all forms of patrimonialism, the patronage system and clientelism (Szántó 

2016, Offiong 2013). In reality, local NGOs cannot escape the detrimental influence of these informal 

institutions. Some NGOs do not have explicit awareness that they are already operating within the 
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clientelistic networks of powerful mid-space gatekeepers. Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith (2002) assert 

that it is hard for NGOs to spot and eliminate extant patronage networks. In the southern Philippines, 

ethnographic evidence shows that NGOs are reinforcing and sustaining the power, prestige and 

legitimacy of mid-space gatekeepers, particularly warlord politicians and rebel commanders who are 

using patronage structures in the preservation of their powers.xiv In partial or weak democracies like 

Mindanao, clientelism dictates the policy about “who gets what” (Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith 2002, 

6). Because not only proxy NGOs but also other types of NGOs utilise clientelistic structures on the 

ground to help civilians, they have to grant consent to the mid-space gatekeepers for exploiting their 

peacebuilding efforts. These mid-space gatekeepers are in advantageous positions to hijack the 

projects of NGOs in extending political favours and material incentives to their loyal clients. Non-

supporters are often marginalised and excluded. For non-proxy NGOs, consent from the Ampatuan 

clan is crucially important to operate in their bailiwicks in Maguindanao, and permission from the 

rebel commanders is an imperative to deliver peacebuilding projects in MILF-controlled communities. 

In this process, proxy NGOs act as bridge between the respective mid-space gatekeeper and the non-

proxy NGO.  

Moreover, some NGOs being suspected as proxy NGOs in the southern Philippines have been accused 

of being involved in unscrupulous transactions in connivance with local politicians and rebel 

commanders who are mid-space gatekeepers. These dubious activities of proxy NGOs include 

misappropriation of peacebuilding aidxv and deliberately serving the political and economic interests 

of mid-space gatekeepers in the conflict zone.xvi Consequently, proxy NGOs’ peacebuilding efforts 

have minimal impacts in promoting democracy in Mindanao; instead, they reinforce and sustain the 

power of and confer anomalous legitimacy on mid-space gatekeepers who are mainly warlord 

politicians.                 

Propagating Extremism  

Finally, a controversial dark side of some NGOs in Mindanao is their participation in the propagation 

of Wahhabi and Salafi extremist ideology (Germann, Hartunian, Polen and Mortela 2016). In 

Mindanao, peacebuilding NGOs are mobilised for counter-terrorism campaigns of the Philippine 

government in line with the interests of some Western states. Nonetheless, this war-torn region of the 

Philippines has been infiltrated by Islamic NGOs, such as the International Islamic Relief Organisation 

and Muslim World League (see Abuza 2003, 22,92), which are allegedly supporting terrorist 

organisations in Mindanao. These Islamic NGOs are said to be taking advantage of the growing 

disaffection and disillusionment of young people in the Bangsamoro to engage in mujahidin and 

terrorist activities. The mid-space gatekeepers such as imams and ustadz who are influential religious 

leaders on the ground are the local agents tapped by Islamic NGOs in radicalising young people.xvii 

Moreover, these Islamic NGOs are accused of financing terrorists in Mindanao by using local 
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humanitarian NGOs as a front that provides relief and livelihood assistance to poor Muslims in 

Mindanao (Germann et al. 2016). They are also financially supporting various madrasah (schools) 

that are an ideal venue for dawah or Islamic propagation. Madrasah are influential local institutions 

which inculcate sometimes radical Islamic values among the local Muslim population in Mindanao, 

especially among children and youth.xviii The use of faith-based NGOs for Islamic propagation is 

common in societies with a substantial Muslim population (see for example, Riaz 2014). These 

Wahhabi-Salafi-inspired NGOs are forces against liberal democracy; they are active in the conflict 

zone to propagate a militant version of Islam in the southern Philippines. 

 

Limitation of NGO as Liberal Agency 

Within the framework of Western liberal perspective, combating corruption through governance 

reforms, fighting human rights abuses, and monitoring the conduct of elections are among the typical 

functions of NGOs involved in peacebuilding. As discussed, local NGOs operating in Mindanao are 

engaging in humanitarian and development work, offering life sustaining assistance and helping to 

alleviate the suffering of the conflict-affected civilians. As such, they not necessarily expected to serve 

as a liberal norm entrepreneur. Nor did they involve explicitly in human rights advocacy in war-torn 

communities in Mindanao. This section will explore why local NGOs have not been undertaking 

human rights promotion in Mindanao. The case of Mindanao offers the insight that local NGOs are 

generally weak due to their limited capacity to perform those critical and sensitive liberal 

peacebuilding functions as well as contextually and culturally different aims of the organisation as 

discussed in the previous section. The current system in the southern Philippines that is based on the 

dominance of mid-space gatekeepers is not favourable to the existence and emergence of rights-based 

NGOs. This type of NGO is perceived as a grave threat to the political status and powers of Mindanao’s 

strongmen. xix  Owing to the absence of a security guarantee and a hostile stance of mid-space 

gatekeepers towards opposition, rights-based NGOs in Mindanao are unable to employ their 

methodological strength of naming and shaming erring government officials and human rights 

violators (see Franklin 2015; Meernik, Aloisi, Sowell and Nichols 2012). 

According to Kenneth Roth, the Executive Director of Human Rights Watch, the principal power of 

rights-based NGOs lies in their ability to scrutinise powerful people in the government who are 

allegedly committing human rights violations to stir up anger among people. He adds that the tenacity 

of human rights NGOs does not lie in “their rhetorical voice but their shaming methodology—their 

ability to investigate misconduct and expose it to public opprobrium” (Roth 2004, 63). NGOs need to 

possess courage and agency not only to criticise mid-space gatekeepers, but also to demonise them if 

necessary, to generate public outrage. Nonetheless, the naming and shaming methodology prescribed 
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for NGOs is too dangerous for those operating in communities where there is no guarantee of security. 

Mid-space gatekeepers are likely to harness their coercive powers to intimidate rights-based NGOs 

and to stop them from performing their conventional liberal peacebuilding functions as evidenced by 

a dearth of NGOs working on human rights in Mindanao. 

The complex power structure and precarious political environment in Mindanao obstructs the 

potentials of conventional peacebuilding NGOs to execute their watchdog, human rights protection 

and election monitoring functions. These sensitive and critical functions are vital in democratising 

war-prone societies and also in facilitating the opening up of democratic spaces that threaten the 

existing regimes in the southern Philippines. Democratisation is likely to invite and motivate other 

groups that might vie for political power against traditional political rulers. Opening up political spaces 

generates “systemic incoherence” due to the existence of opposing forces “when elements of 

democracy and autocracy are combined” (Davenport and Armstrong 2004, 541). NGO’s liberal-

democratic activities breed insecurity on the part of mid-space gatekeepers whose power and interest 

might dwindle when previously subordinated groups gain some degree of power due to the emergence 

of new political spaces in the conflict zone of Mindanao.  

Earning the antagonism of Mindanao’s mid-space gatekeepers is not favourable to the interest and 

continued existence of NGOs that are participating in lucrative peacebuilding operations. Access to 

conflict-affected communities of Mindanao is a source of strength for local NGOs as major 

peacebuilding players. Their presence and network on the ground make them appealing to donors.xx 

The power of NGOs to provide emergency aid to war ravaged civilians is typically framed under 

human rights rhetoric. They claim that they are promoting the economic, social and cultural rights of 

powerless groups to reinforce their credibility (Roth 2004) and ‘locally grounded legitimacy’ 

(Clements and Uesugi 2020) in conflictual societies. Nonetheless, naming and shaming the powerful 

mid-space gatekeepers in Mindanao to advance the state of democracy in the conflict zone is not 

tactically feasible. These mid-space gatekeepers have the power to make the politico-security 

environment in their respective domains very dangerous and unpleasant for a harmful NGOs. They 

can bar unwelcome NGOs from entering their communities if they intend to harm their power and 

status as political rulers. Although NGOs are legally allowed to enter any community in the Philippines, 

informal institutions under the control of mid-space gatekeepers in the conflict zone are powerful 

enough to block and prohibit the entrance of NGOs that may be harmful to extant forces and local 

beliefs. Hence, it is practical for most NGOs not to embark on critical and highly sensitive civil society 

functions like combating corruption in government or protecting human rights despite the existence 

of vibrant civil society in the Philippines. It is an imperative for national and international NGOs to 

preserve their access to conflict-torn communities in the southern Philippines. Otherwise, it would be 

hard for them to convince different donor agencies to give them peacebuilding funds, which is vital 

for their survival, particularly for national and community-based NGOs.xxi           
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Additional factors that reinforce the apparent weakness of conventional NGOs in performing their 

sensitive democracy-promotion functions are the lack of expertise and feeble democratic constituency 

on the ground. In Mindanao, very few NGOs have the expertise for good governance, human rights 

promotion and protection and monitoring of the elections. Instead, most of them have focused on 

providing relief and emergency aid to conflict-affected communities and displaced civilians. xxii 

Moreover, it is also difficult for NGOs to execute those sensitive functions due to a weak constituency 

at the grassroots level. It is not easy for these peacebuilding organisations to mobilise local people 

affected by conflict to support their democracy-promotion efforts. The level of political literacy in the 

conflict zones is very low. Abstract concepts associated with normative liberal values like human 

rights and governance are not well known among most poor people in the Bangsamoro.xxiii It is 

extremely challenging for NGOs to build a constituency at the community level and mobilise people 

to support their democratisation project. Their naming and shaming effort is likely to yield success 

when local people support it (Roth 2004). War affected civilians in Mindanao cannot be expected to 

support and accept ideas that they do not understand. They do not have a sufficient level of political 

education to create social pressures that demand transparency and accountability from mid-space 

gatekeepers. It is also possible that people on the ground are even more dependent on the mid-space 

gatekeepers such as warlord politicians and rebel commanders than the NGOs, who will someday 

leave or dissolved once the situation becomes too stable to marshal sufficient peacebuilding funds. 

Moreover, NGOs operating in the conflict zone are not in a position as act as a “surrogate public” 

(Roth 2004 67) that can question the use of power of other mid-space gatekeepers on behalf of the 

relatively powerless civilians. They are not equipped with sufficient power to critique the policies and 

actions of mid-space gatekeepers in Mindanao. Instead, they are more inclined to preserve their 

working relationship with different mid-space gatekeepers so that they can continue to operate in the 

region.xxiv  

It is not safe and practical for NGOs in Mindanao to serve as a surrogate public because there is a 

strong tendency for mid-space gatekeepers to become suspicious of NGOs as another contender for 

power. Watchdog and human rights NGOs are potentially destructive to the power of mid-space 

gatekeepers. NGOs that have a direct presence in the conflict zone are the strategic actors that can 

transmit information to international organisations and international NGOs, which then use the 

information to sensationalise human rights abuses and corrupt practices of powerful mid-space 

gatekeepers (Meernik et al. 2012). These mid-space gatekeepers might earn international 

condemnation if they fail to control and prevent local NGOs from exposing their anomalous 

transactions and human rights violations (Mitchell 2004). Hence, these mid-space gatekeepers, 

composed of warlord politicians and rebel commanders in Mindanao, are cautious of the presence of 

NGOs that can act as a competitor over power and control in their respective bailiwicks. 
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Concluding Discussion 

Even the international NGOs that need support from the local agency have to compromise liberal 

values so that they can safely navigate the perilous political landscape in the conflict zone, let alone 

local NGOs operating at the grassroots. The Mindanao case presents a sharp contradiction to positive 

normative descriptions of NGOs in the development and peacebuilding literatures. The complex 

power landscape in Mindanao constitutes restrictions to NGOs to act as genuine democratic 

counterweight to the mid-space gatekeepers who tend to predominate in conflict-ridden weak or 

fragile states (Pouligny 2005, 496), countervail powerful individuals and groups to protect human 

rights and promote rule of law, and create spaces that serve as platform for the expression and pursuit 

of interests of marginalised groups. Most NGOs involved in peacebuilding are not homegrown in 

Mindanao and therefore, considered alien or outsiders by people in the conflict zone. They are not in 

the best position to perform critical and highly sensitive functions, such as serving as watchdog, 

protecting human rights and demanding transparency and accountability to mid-space gatekeepers, in 

the war-torn region. Consequently, they tend to focus their attention in relief operations and provision 

of livelihoods to the war-stricken population, particularly IPs, IDPs and women and children, and 

undermine the immediate importance of promoting human rights, rule of law and democracy.  

Nonetheless, there is high possibility that more NGOs will engage in performing sensitive functions 

of peacebuilding and democratisation once the current peace process bears some fruit. NGOs shy away 

from peace works that are threatening to the power and prestige of different mid-space gatekeepers. 

Total decommissioning of the MILF’s military wing, the Bangsamoro Islamic Armed Forces, and 

dismantling of warlord politicians’ private militias are necessary pre-requisites to create a safe 

environment for NGOs and other peacebuilding organisations, particularly fighting against human 

rights violations and creating spaces for deliberative democracy of powerless groups.   

This case study demonstrates the argument that it is imperative that external peacebuilders such as the 

international organisations and international NGOs should be aware of the apparent limitations of local 

NGOs in Mindanao to serve as a platform to facilitate genuine and transformative peacebuilding, and 

approach them and other mid-space gatekeepers strategically. Despite the limitations and the illiberal 

nature, however, local NGOs are indispensable service provider for both international actors and 

national/local governments. They are the primary interlocutor between members of the international 

community, especially donor agencies, and mid-space gatekeepers and ordinary civilians in the 

conflict zone. Through the help of local counterpart NGOs, peacebuilding funds and assistance from 

donors can reach the high-risk conflict zone. The value of NGOs, including proxy and faith-based 

ones, lies in their capacity to provide access to basic humanitarian assistance for war-ridden civilians 

and their ability to operate in perilous environment. Flexibility, adaptability and innovation are 

commonly observed among different types of NGOs in Mindanao. Although they are often criticised 
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for compromising liberal values, such as reinforcing patrimonialism and supporting informal 

institutions, working with illiberal actors boosts the agency of NGOs that allows them to navigate the 

complex power spaces in the conflict zone, which external actors such as donors cannot do. NGOs 

may bend, reshape and frustrate peacebuilding agenda according to the wishes of mid-space 

gatekeepers, which is not in consonance to the liberal template. Such strategy, however illiberal, may 

have critical impact on peacebuilding both in positive and negative ways. It gives local NGOs the 

comparative advantage over other peacebuilding actors as they can establish footholds and networks 

in the conflict zone, which is strategic to introduce long-term interventions of installing durable 

democratic regime in the Bangsamoro.  
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