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Abstract
This essay analyzes online activist media addressing the red-tagging and trumped-up criminal 
charges against members of the Cordillera Peoples Alliance in the wake of the Anti-Terror 
Law in 2020. Engaging with critical scholarship on the archiving, colonial discourse, and 
representation of the Igorot body, I argue that these online activist media published on the 
organization’s official Facebook account deploy strategic essentialism by subverting the 
colonially othered and criminalized marker of the savage-terrorist. The Igorot body is rendered 
as a quasi-heroic figure of the Igorot warrior who invokes and appropriates traditional bodily 
customs on warfare and gender relations to embody a self-styled heritage of resistance and 
martyrdom that undergirds the performance of their self-acquittal against the charges of 
terrorism and the authority of the colonial archive. Concurrently, the protested/protesting 
Igorot body moves against the “sovereign trickster” by staging an online fetad or the traditional 
mass mobilization of communal support, consolidating power from the “networked publics” 
against the threat of state terrorism.
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INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND THE DISCOURSE ON PHILIPPINE (ANTI) TERRORISM

As the COVID-19 global pandemic overwhelms the Philippine public health system, 
the ratification of the Anti-Terror Law or Republic Act. No. 11479 has rendered 
bodies not just potential hosts to the virus but also the virulent case of terrorism. 
Initially aimed at addressing the increase in Islamic State militancy south of the 
country, President Rodrigo Duterte signed the bill on July 3, 2020, despite some 
local government officials in Mindanao expressing their disapproval of the law’s 
expansive power and critics citing its potential to aggravate the already worsening 
human rights condition in the country (Gutierrez). Former Supreme Court Senior 
Associate Justice, Antonio Carpio, points to the potential abuse of the ambiguity 
and overreach of the law in its description of what constitutes “terrorism,” including 
some provisions that could stifle freedom of speech, such as warrantless arrests 
and several days of detention without judicial intervention (Santos, “Extreme 
Urgency”; “Major Issues”). These concerns were proven in the first case of civilians 
formally charged under the law. On August 21, 2020, Indigenous Aeta farmers Japer 
Gurung and Junior Ramos allegedly shot at soldiers, killing Sergeant Rudil Dilao in 
Zambales. Arguing against this before the Supreme Court, the National Union of 
People’s Lawyers, one of the 37 petitioners against the law, stated how the firearms 
and explosives were “planted” by elements of the Armed Forces of the Philippines 
on Gurung and Ramos and were “falsely accused as members of the New People’s 
Army (NPA)” (Buan, “Shooting Soldiers”). On July 15, 2021, after spending almost 
a year in detention, their case was formally dismissed by the Olongapo Regional 
Trial Court as a case of mistaken identity due to inconsistencies found in the 
affidavits and the sworn statements from soldier witnesses, citing further that their 

“warrantless arrest was unlawful” (Buan, “Mistaken Identity”). 

Rights groups also claim that the law’s enactment had a “chilling effect” on 
activists (Patag) as criminal cases were soon filed against Indigenous Igorot 
activists Windel Bolinget and Beatrice Belen in August and October 2020, 
respectively. Bolinget and Belen are members of the Cordillera Peoples Alliance 
(CPA), a federation of Igorot Indigenous activists and progressive organizations in 
the Cordillera region established in 1984. Bolinget was charged by the Philippine 
National Police (PNP) for the murder of a fellow Indigenous activist in 2018 in 
Davao del Norte. Eventually, in July 2021, the Tagum Regional Trial Court Branch 
30 dismissed Bolinget’s case, but not without him enduring state surveillance of 
his home and office with a PHP 100,000 police bounty on his head and a shoot-
to-kill order if he resisted arrest or “nanlaban,” a narrative the CPA claims to be 
exhausted by the PNP to “cover up the killings of innocent civilians” (Marquez). 
Closely following this incident is the arrest and detention of peasant and women’s 
rights activists Beatrice Belen, after a composite team of the Armed Forces of the 
Philippines’ (AFP) 503rd Infantry Brigade and the PNP purportedly found hand 
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grenades in her home in Kalinga while she and her husband along with their 
grandchildren were escorted outside during the search. On February 12, 2021, 
after almost four months in detention, Belen was released following the court’s 
dismissal of her case. These cases concerning Indigenous peoples illustrate what the 
Commission on Human Rights (CHR) cautions as the severity of being “red-tagged” 
or branded as supporters/members of the Communist Party of the Philippines 
(CPP) and its military wing, the NPA, and their ongoing guerrilla activities in 
rural areas where the state’s counterinsurgency programs are intensified (Gavilan). 
Indigenous peoples, however, are also vulnerable to other forms of erasures. For 
example, the National Commission on Indigenous Peoples (NCIP) has recently 
issued a resolution denouncing the use of the term “Lumad” for the Indigenous 
peoples in Mindanao, stating that “it is not an Indigenous term . . . [and] marred 
by association with the CPP” (Moaje) despite scholars and the clergy working 
with the Lumad claiming otherwise (Gatmaytan). Similarly, in his weekly column, 
Rev. Ferdinand Anno criticized NCIP commissioner Gaspar Cayat for “peddling 
the line that it is ‘Communistic’ to name oneself ‘Igorot’” (“‘Igorotak’”). Overall, 
these tactics reproduce the discourse of the criminalized and red-tagged, which 
eerily mirror the same measures enforced in Duterte’s anti-illegal drugs campaign, 

“Double Barrel,” and its component house-to-house visitation, “Oplan Tokhang.” 
A 2020 human rights situation report from the United Nations Human Rights 
Council describes the “systematic human rights violations” done by the PNP, such 
as falsifying evidence, arbitrary detentions, and widespread extrajudicial killings 
of suspected drug personalities with “near-impunity” (UNHRC 2020). While the 
Supreme Court has already issued its decision regarding the 37 petitions against the 
Anti-Terror Law, such as striking down the so-called “killer proviso” under Section 
4, which was feared to give leeway to law enforcement to interpret dissent as an 
act of terrorism,” there are still several “unresolved” provisions remaining from the 
petitioners that the High Court said need actual cases for them to adjudicate (Buan, 

“Gesmundo Prevails”). But while the law remains enforceable, it also remains open 
to future legal challenges, which begs the question, how do vulnerable groups 
subject to a controversial law protect themselves against red-tagging and terrorist 
criminalization until then? 

Indeed, bodies become simultaneously biological and politically discursive 
when anti-terrorism and anti-illegal drugs measures complement each other, 
heightening the surveillance of bodies online and onsite. This paper then examines 
the vulnerable bodies of Indigenous peoples, specifically Igorot activists of the CPA, 
aiming to answer the extent to which Duterte’s necropolitical regime described by 
Vicente L. Rafael as “consign[ing] others as social enemies destined for abjection 
and disposal” (92) can heighten the visibility and vilification of the already 
abject and historically othered bodies of Indigenous Igorot peoples found in the 
colonial archive while simultaneously explaining how Igorot activists create a 
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counter-discourse through their online activist media against the logic of Duterte’s 
anti-terrorism that portray an Indigenous activist aesthetic against the sovereign 
trickster’s “aesthetic vulgarity” (42). Focusing on the interrelated cases of Igorot 
activists Windel Bolinget and Beatrice Bellen and select online activist media (digital 
campaign posters, art cards, illustrations, and screenshots) related to or produced in 
support of their innocence/release and published on the CPA’s online social media 
account on Facebook, I analyze how the organization’s use of strategic essentialism 
produces a counter-discursive activist media portrayed by the quasi-heroic figure 
of the Igorot warrior that performs self-acquittal by invoking and appropriating 
traditional bodily customs on warfare and gender relations, embodying a self-
styled heritage of resistance and martyrdom against the charges of terrorism and 
the authority of the colonial archive. Concurrently, the protested/protesting Igorot 
body moves against the “sovereign trickster” by staging an online fetad or the 
traditional mass mobilization of communal support, consolidating power from the 
networked publics against the threat of state terrorism. Besides building on the 
research on Igorot activism (e.g., Soriano; Solang; and Calabias) and Igorot media 
use and/or representation (e.g., Fong; Longboan; McKay; Tindaan; and Torres), 
this essay also aims to contribute to a growing body of Cordillera cultural studies 
and doing cultural studies about Indigenous peoples by Indigenous scholars in 
the Philippines. I will elaborate on this through the subsequent discussions that 
unfold in three main parts: the colonial discourse on the Igorot body and identity, 
contemporary (mis)representations of the Igorot, and the framing and analysis of 
online activist media. 

THE DISCURSIVE IGOROT BODY: THE OTHER(ED) IN THE COLONIAL ARCHIVE

Indigenous Peoples (IPs) or Indigenous Cultural Communities (ICCs) are 
recognized by Republic Act No. 8371 or the Indigenous Peoples Rights Act (IPRA), 
which outlines essential aspects of indigeneity such as their defined territory 
and distinct cultural identity but, most importantly, acknowledges how they 
are “historically differentiated from the majority of Filipinos” through colonial 
resistance (IPRA 1997). Specifically, the Igorot, or the popular collective identity 
of several ethnolinguistic groups in the Cordillera region, confront a myriad of 
issues that reinforces this distinction and resistance from development projects 
encroaching on Indigenous territories, legislative and institutional challenges 
to claiming ancestral land rights (for further details, see Prill-Brett 1994; Lynch 
1982; Molintas 2004), down to misrepresentations in public educational materials 
(see Magsambol 2021; Cabreza 2020) and in popular media (e.g., Tindaan 2010; 
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Torres). Many of these issues stem from colonial legacies and perhaps unintended 
consequences of freedom from over three centuries of Spanish colonial rule. Early 
colonial accounts of the Igorot are mainly from the purview of outsiders, such as 
missionary expeditions that speak of the unclean, barbarian pagans of the north 
(Scott, “The Word” 243) and colonial travel writings that exhibit a “rhetorical 
debasement” of Igorot traditional practices (Jularbal, “Travel Writings” 300). As 
noted by Luisa [Cariño] Igloria, the Igorot incipient in travel writings, military 
journals, and friar accounts are described as the hostile, cannibalistic, and pagan 
other in colonial discourse (194), which inevitably produced the imagery of the 
Igorot as “a paradigmatic Oriental, an inferior personage, that is peculiar and 
culturally backward” (Jularbal, “Travel Writings” 289). This discursive othering 
came headway in the American occupation of the Cordillera at the turn of the 
century. Colonial bureaucratic institutions constructed arbitrary social and 
political boundaries by remapping ancestral territories and paving roads deeper 
into the region, compartmentalizing the complex historical and cultural realities 
of the Igorot (Finin 14), while American public education took advantage of the 

“perfectibility” of the native subject (McKay 296). 

Perhaps the most significant colonial institution that furthered the othering of 
the Igorot was the establishment of the Bureau of Non-Christian Tribes in 1901. 
According to its inaugural Chief of Bureau, David Barrows, the institution seeks 
to “conduct a systematic work in the anthropology of the Philippines, and the 
recommendations of legislation in behalf of these uncivilized peoples” (3). The 
Bureau is one of the few colonial institutions directly under the office of the interior 
secretary that was held until 1914 by Dean Conant Worcester, a former professor 
of zoology turned colonial administrator. Under his leadership, the Bureau led 
the photographic documentation of the “uncivilized peoples” and the activities 
of the colonial regime. Many of these photographs turned what was imagery in 
earlier accounts into a taxonomized collection of images that materialized the 
representation of Indigenous peoples, focusing on displaying the scarifications, 
tattoos, ornamentations, and other “artificial deformations” described by the 
Bureau (Barrows 12). In these photographs, Worcester would often use a white 
cloth backdrop to separate the native from their “natural habitat” to objectify 
humans for his scientific scrutiny (Capozzola) and, in some cases, a white American 
officer is juxtaposed against the naked native subject, suggesting that they look 
typical of the people they represent (Rice 44). To Worcester, the natives’ nudity 
or near-nudity is what makes them authentic, turning clothing (or lack thereof ) 
into “markers of savagery and civilization in the colonial Philippines” (Rice 41). 
Interestingly, anthropometry, or the measurement of body parts to scientifically 
typify race employed by Worcester and many other anthropologists of the time, 
was a technique that drew on the latest developments in criminology in Europe, 
such as the “mugshot” that emerged from the invention of the handheld camera 
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(Capozzola). In a way, the fusion of early criminology and colonial anthropology has 
stripped the native of innocence in every sense of the word. Following the wake of 
the photographic undressing came one of the largest World’s Fairs held in St. Louis, 
Missouri, in 1904, where an exhibition of more than a thousand native Filipinos, of 
which over a hundred were Igorots, was recruited by the colonial administration to 
perform cultural activities for the American public (Afable 445). The “Igorot Village” 
was said to have attracted the largest audiences from the purported nineteen 
million people who visited the Fair as the publicity of “headhunting” and “dog feast” 
staged several times a week gained notoriety, alongside other demonstrations of 
Igorot metalwork, weaving, traditional dances, and gong music (Afable 446). With 
the success of what other writers describe as “a human zoo” (Nayeri), the events 
at the Fair were continued and replicated, gathering over 200 more Bontoc Igorot 
men and women under one- to two-year contracts in “Igorot shows” between 1905 
to 1913 in several states in North America and Europe (Afable 448). 

The archive and its photographic and performative exhibitions demonstrate the 
abjection or the inflation of “grotesquery and otherness, to the point that what was 
once human becomes inhuman” (Balce 162). Indeed, when Worcester proclaimed 
in 1914 that the “[c]amera can be made to tell the truth” (qtd. in Rice 2), he revealed 

“American imperialism’s abject logic of reducing living beings to body parts and 
bodies . . . to convey the messages of empire” (Balce 181). The paternalism to speak 

“in behalf of” (Barrows 3) Indigenous peoples through these photographs form 
part of the ideological project of American benevolent assimilation staged on 
the native’s body that is also imbricated in the long tradition of Western society’s 
public shaming and spectacle of criminality and torture (Foucault 1-8), where the 

“tortured body . . . must produce, open for all to see, the truth of the crime” (Foucault 
35). The fascination over the native’s body in the frame and the Fair underscores 
the violent spectacle of this ideological project and what the “anthropological gaze” 
can elicit (Capozzola), such as the controversial statement from the late Filipino 
diplomat, Carlos P. Romulo, in his 1943 book Mother America: “The fact remains 
that the Igorot is not Filipino and we are not related, and it hurts our feelings to 
see him pictured in American newspapers under such captions as ‘Typical Filipino 
Tribesman’” (59). Years later, in 1968, Romulo explained how his statement was often 
misunderstood, and he meant to say that the Igorots were the real Filipinos since 
the Spaniards did not conquer them (Scott, “Cultural Minority” 356). Conversely, 
in 1958, House Bill No. 1441 was introduced in congress by Luis Hora of the third 
district of Mountain Province that sought to prohibit the use of the words Moro 
and Igorot, which were, according to the Congressman, “inventions of ruthless 
Spaniards . . . to degrade our people . . . when we were helpless and prostrate” and 
hoping to replace these terms with Muslim and Highlander instead (Scott, “The 
Word” 234). 
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The responses from Romulo and Hora demonstrate how colonial (mis)
representations of the Igorot (Filipino) body spoke for and were rebuked by the 
Filipino (Igorot). In the years leading to and immediately following the reclamation 
of Philippine sovereignty, the Igorot is at once sublimated (silenced/photographed/
archived) and subjugated (spoken for or against/displayed/captioned) within the 
overarching discourse of American imperialism and the Other. At crucial moments 
in the formation of the nation, the Igorot is an othered Other, a subaltern that has 

“no history and cannot speak” (Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak” 287). Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak articulates these dissociations as the Igorot occupying the 
differential space of the “subaltern” where its “identity is its difference” (“Can the 
Subaltern Speak” 285). The Igorot body became a discursive archive of colonial 
(mis)representation, embodying the debasing and othered image and imagery of 
the Igorot but, at the same time, becoming a site from which national discourses 
on independence, liberation, and representation are contested. In other words, the 
native’s body was produced to (mis)represent both themselves and the Filipino and, 
by extension, the nation. In the final sections of this essay, I will return to this and 
show how the Igorot body, in its portrayal in online activist media, returns to this 
state of national struggle and recognition as the colonial criminalization of their 
bodies is reiterated through red-tagging and its publicity. For now, the Igorot in the 
colonial discourse and archive has not so much been a subaltern unable to speak 
but has yet to be heard. Anna Christie Torres posits this similarly by arguing that, 
until recent critical mediations, “the Igorot has not been allowed to leap beyond the 
frame” (144). In the following sections, I elaborate on some contemporary attempts 
to wrest the Igorot from the archive through forms of Igorot media representations 
that illustrate the possibility of reclaiming the Igorot from the discourses of colonial 
bodily productions, laying the groundwork for the conceptual focus of this essay. 

RECLAMATIONS AND RECONSTRUCTIONS

Analyn Salvador-Amores considers the Worcester photographs as tools to 
recuperate and (re)produce new meanings. She argues that these photographs 
can be used to “recover, retell, and rediscover” narrative aspects of culture from 
cultural practitioners where these photographs can be used as “conversation 
pieces,” triggering an orality that these visual objects bear through photo-
elicitation techniques (“Afterlives” 55). This has not just subverted the archive’s 
imperial messages but has extended the use of these photographs, as Salvador-
Amores explains, from visual to oral history (“Afterlives” 55). The afterlives of these 
photographs point to the recuperative possibilities from native reinterpretation and 
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self-representation. Similarly, in the study of Cordillera picture postcards, Torres 
locates Igorot agency despite these being “cast in the same colonial mold” (143) 
through subtle displays of bodily resistance (clenched fists, unbuttoned shirts, facial 
expressions) that she reads as interventions in the often marginalized and exotic 
portrayals of the Igorot in some postcards. Despite these materials foregrounding 

“the same myths that misrepresent the native and legitimize colonial and capitalist 
paradigms,” we can find what Torres describes as forms of “ironic representation” 
that could render these materials vital in engaging with the continuous negotiation 
and contestation of identities (144). This contestation is also revealed in Ruth 
Tindaan’s analysis of the construction of Igorot identity through vernacular films 
that provide an “alternative representation” of the Igorot against mainstream 
portrayals (115). These contemporary media (mis)representations respond to 
what Deirdre McKay describes as the relegation of the Igorot in the “tribal slot” 
of the national imagination (“Rethinking” 303). Further, in other spaces of dense 
Indigenous interactions, especially on the Internet, Igorots seem to be critical of 
these notions of indigeneity. Several studies point to the potential of online spaces 
that pull the otherwise geographically distant Igorot communities into what 
McKay (2006) calls the “virtual village,” where Igorots are also observed collating 
their “resources of vast indigenous knowledge” through online cultural exchanges 
and interactions (Botangen, et al. 2310) which, according to Leizel Longboan, 
could replicate and extend Indigenous socio-political institutions that effectively 

“re-territorialize” Igorot indigeneity (339). Among Igorot activists, Cheryll Soriano 
notes a similar process of reterritorialization shown in the websites of the CPA 
and the Tebtebba, another known Indigenous organization. Soriano describes the 
organizations’ online spaces as “countering stereotypes about indigenous culture 
as dynamic and not static and of indigenous people as active and not passive actors 
in society” (40). Soriano emphasizes that there is “a genuine desire and value 
attached to being able to project . . . identity and history in a way that it could aid 
the understanding by external actors of their current struggles” (39). Focusing on 
the activist media of the CPA, Soriano shared that some members wanted to add 
images of them wearing Igorot traditional attire and playing traditional instruments 
to their organization’s website, including the desire for the production of songs and 
novels that are, according to one of the interviewees, “progressive in content” that 
reflect the “struggle and protest of the peoples of Cordillera” (39). These sentiments 
indicate how the CPA uses culture to advance its advocacy. These media self-
representations are attempts to reframe the Igorot, highlighting the reparative 
potential of the Worcester archive that is “integral in connecting, extending and 
integrating reflections of the past into the present” (Salvador-Amores, “Afterlives” 
76). Ultimately, scholars acknowledge that these attempts at self-representation are 
not made to erase the past since, as Jularbal observes, “there is no escape” from 
the Igorot as a colonial trope in contemporary times (“Main Ritual” 47). However, 
these attempts are ways to negotiate between an “empowering representation or an 
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oppressive misrepresentation,” the latter of which is a consequence of modernity 
and tourism, among other factors (Salvador-Amores, “Re-examining” 3). To 
reclaim the colonial archive may entail what Jularbal describes as a “decolonizing 
act” where the Igorot reshapes the tropes to their advantage (“Main Ritual” 47), 
turning them into symbols for discourses and negotiations of ethnic identity and 
ancestral land rights, and, most importantly, contribute to their self-determination 
(Salvador-Amores, “Re-examining” 2) amidst these recent contentions to their lives 
and identities. In these final sections, I discuss the recontextualization of “strategic 
essentialism” as a decolonizing act and aesthetic response against the threat of 
terrorist criminalization and red-tagging and from which I frame the subsequent 
analyses of the CPA’s online activist media.

FRAMING IGOROT STRATEGIC ESSENTIALISM 

Returning to Soriano’s research, strategic essentialism, or what she describes as 
“the abuse of indigenous identity to advance certain objectives,” seems to evoke a 
negative charge when abuse tends to overshadow what she alternatively raises as the 
CPA’s “genuine desire” in using this to communicate their political goals effectively 
(39). Spivak defines “strategic essentialism” as the “strategic use of positivist 
essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest” (“Subaltern Studies” 205), 
but was also rebuked by her in an interview: “my notion simply became the union 
ticket for essentialism. As to what is meant by strategy, no one wondered about 
that” (Danius, et al., 35). While I cannot claim to disabuse the contemporary uses 
of Spivak’s notion in this essay, I foreground the strategic in the deployment of 
essentialist traits of the Igorot trope in my analyses of the CPA’s online activist 
media. To be sure, there is a danger to homogenizing identities that can be used 
to “challenge other Indigenous subjectivities that do not fit the script of strategic 
essentialism” (Keme 110), which could also lead to other “discursive risks” such as 
limiting Indigenous identification to marginality (Gomes 14). However, any attempt 
to identify (or essentialize) as Indigenous necessarily entails being “performative 
enacted for different audiences at different times, with varying latitudes of 
discipline and freedom” (Clifford 48). That is why Soriano also acknowledges 
activists’ heightened use of Igorot culture as their way to “contextualize the cultural 
and historical basis of their political claims” (42). In other words, Mary Bernstein 
encourages us to examine “whether the essentialism is strategic,” that is “influenced 
by social, political and cultural factors and how activists themselves understand the 
sources of their identities” (67). Turning to the CPA, the Igorot traditional beliefs 
and practices or what they call Indigenous socio-political systems (ISPS) have 
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values that “serve the people’s needs and interest” and “the progressive people’s 
movement nurtures and facilitates the appropriate transformation of ISPS . . . to 
be responsive to indigenous people’s aspirations and struggles” (Solang 34). While 
the organization does not necessarily brand their progressive use of Igorot culture 
as strategic essentialism, this sort of mandate of appropriation of ISPS to serve 
their political aims seems to reformulate the strategy by positioning Igorot culture 
as either inherently progressive or predisposed to progressive uses and ends. This 
reformulation ultimately reflects the aims of strategic essentialism, which are to 

“resurrect, restore, and dignify” colonially subjugated culture (Keme 68). Strategic 
essentialism is the CPA’s response to their undressing in the archive and its 
spectacle in the Fair reiterated in the Duterte regime’s terrorist criminalization 
and red-tagging of Igorot activists. Once again, the Igorot body becomes a site of 
national contention. Before moving into the final sections of this essay, the term 
naked deployed as a critical analytic also goes beyond its literal sense to reflect the 
vulnerabilities of institutional erasures discussed earlier alongside the ambiguous 
category of terrorism under the Anti-Terror Law. In other words, the subsequent 
analysis reveals how the Igorot body is laid bare, subject to criminal fabrications 
and the violent framing behind it. But more importantly, how the Igorot reframes 
this. 

THE IGOROT WARRIOR: SUBVERTING THE SAVAGE-TERRORIST 

In almost all cases of red-tagging and criminalization, the CPA has alleged that 
its members have been unknowingly placed under surveillance. Their personal 
information, including their names, affiliations, and photographs, was printed on 
posters mostly made of tarpaulin hung along public pathways such as overpasses 
and bridges or plastered on the façade of walls and buildings. Under their names 
and faces are captions labeling them members of what the government considers 
terrorist groups such as the CPP-NPA. These terrorist media are also found online, 
mostly under dubious social media accounts on Facebook, of which some fake 
accounts were linked to military officials (Davidson and Fonbuena “Facebook”). 
Indeed, this process of laying bare personal information restages the colonial 
visual rhetoric of native nudity in a way that magnifies the visibility of Igorot 
activist bodies, stripped off due process rights and the presumption of innocence 
online and onsite to face, once again, a social castigation/persecution, and, worse, 
subjected to what human rights group, Karapatan, claims as the “heightened risk, 
including of being targeted for killing” (Davidson and Fonbuena). The red-tagged 
Igorot body is subject to another form of authentication where the purveys of the 
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archive, the Fair, and the state converges to magnify a different form of savagery 
found in the label of a terrorist. The logic of Worcester’s native authenticity is 
corrupted further by deploying Duterte’s logic of rendering almost all of his critics 
and political rivals into “the abject figures of criminality like drug dealers and users” 
(Rafael 54), vulnerable to his “Double Barrel” plan. The “organized and inauthentic 
behavior” of fake Facebook accounts (Davidson and Fonbuena) authenticates both 
the criminalization of the Igorot activist body and the criminal techniques that 
informed the production of the Worcester photographs. Perhaps more importantly, 
the authenticated bodies and fabricated charges of terrorism illustrate the savagery 
as well, initially seen from the lens/gaze of colonizers and from which Igorot bodies 
were framed naturally, as now used once again by the state to embody the arbitrary 
conditions of being and becoming a terrorist. The savage-terrorist becomes the 
renewed visual logic of what it means to be an Igorot activist in the time of Duterte.  

Fig. 1.Poster of an urgent appeal to drop the cases against Windel Bolinget shared by the 
Cordillera Peoples Alliance.

In as much as these terrorist media reappropriate the tools and processes of 
colonial native photography, online activist media produced in response to the 
red-tagging of Igorot activists or the savage-terrorist also deploy and subvert this 
visual rhetoric and its techniques. In this digital poster of Windel Bolinget (fig. 1) 
produced a few days after formal charges of murder were filed against him in the 
Davao court, his photograph taken at a political rally, perhaps in the middle of 
a public speech, was used to illustrate not just the criminal fabrication but also 
used to evoke the fabrication in the colonial politics of native clothing. Bolinget is 
wearing the bahag or wanes, more popularly referred to as the g-string; hanging 
on his neck is the foaya, a necklace traditionally worn by the elite during ritual 
ceremonies, and crowning his head is a suklong adorned with rooster feathers and 
cloth. Bolinget’s visual similarity to what Worcester asserts as the authentic native 
cannot be denied. Bolinget is the incriminated terrorist and the naked colonial 
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savage. But Bolinget embodies a divergent politics of native clothing coming from 
the revitalization of Igorot culture and tradition following the end of the Second 
World War and the rise of a “new type of Igorotism, suggesting Filipino nationalist 
discourse could be informed and enriched through a fuller understanding of existing 
indigenous institutions” (Finin 241). In the 1960s, a resurgent intellectualization 
and radicalization of Cordillera culture, primarily due to the education of many 
Igorots in prestigious universities across the country’s capital of Manila, went hand 
in hand with an emerging nationalist student movement (Finin 216). It has since 
been commonplace to see Igorot activists wearing traditional clothing, embodying 
a cultural renewal that emerged at the height of political turmoil during the Martial 
Law era. While this cultural renewal and pride in showcasing traditional clothing 
is not limited among activists, these have subverted the othering inscribed in the 
nudity of the native in the colonial archive into potent embodiments of nationalist 
and Indigenous discourse. The politics of colonial clothing that has once fabricated 
a naked savage for public displays from which to assert racial hierarchy and white 
supremacy has now shifted to embody the radical resurgence of the Igorot as an 
activist at pivotal moments in the country’s history. An underlying theme of Igorot 
ritual sacrifice can also be read in the digital poster’s subversion of criminalization 
and coloniality. Juxtaposing the image of Bolinget against the appeals for his 
innocence does not just recall his sacrifice in turning himself in shortly after 
the PNP released a shoot-to-kill order in January 2021 (Cabreza, et al., “Baguio 
Activist”), but also the notion of sacrifice and mutual exchange that pervade almost 
every aspect of Igorot ritual ceremony. The sacrificial Igorot rendered in the 
digital poster alludes to scenes in an Igorot ritual where the animal chosen as an 
offering to ancestral spirits is commensurate to an exchange that might affect the 
fate of the host or audiences of the ritual. Bolinget, in ceremonial attire, ministers 
to his ritual sacrifice, where surrendering himself to police custody ensures the 
weight of his innocence and the appeal it now evokes. In a way, the revitalized 
customs and clothing that can be read in the digital poster is a repurposing of 
and resisting against the notion of Igorot pure culture, reclaiming the body from 
its static romanticism and colonial exoticism and the Igorot activists’ alleged 
crimes. The Igorot framed in the image and framed as a terrorist also emerges as 
a figure reminiscent of the Igorot’s warrior tradition, often portrayed in popular 
representations of the Igorot. The foaya necklace worn by Bolinget points to this 
tradition as it is not just worn during ritual ceremonies but also “associated with 
headhunting rites” (Fanged 175). Perhaps the most pervasive of all popular Igorot 
imagery, the “headhunter, no matter how unvalidated it is, is now widely received 
and is seen as an ethnic image of bravery, power, and fearlessness” (Jularbal, “Main 
Ritual” 47). Bolinget is fashioned into a symbol of native courage. The underlying 
motif and motivations of sacrifice are magnified as he is clothed in ceremonial 
significance, prestige, and warrior tradition befitting this battle for his innocence. 
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The discourses on the native body are reclaimed by subverting the naked-as-truth 
from the archive and the Fair into the naked truth of their innocence. 

EMBODYING RESISTANCE HERITAGE AND THE PEDAGOGICAL BODY

Fig. 2.An art card to celebrate the International Indigenous Peoples’ Heroes’ Day shared by 
Cordillera Peoples Alliance..

A few months after Bolinget’s criminal charges, the CPA posted this photograph 
to celebrate International Indigenous Peoples’ Heroes’ Day (see fig. 2). In the 
foreground, we see a group of Igorot wearing traditional clothes, their back turned 
against the viewer, perhaps looking toward the horizon or admiring the mountain 
scenery. The horizon is filled with faces suggesting that these are the Indigenous 
peoples’ heroes being commemorated. The heroes portrayed in this media were 
prominent figures in the history of Igorot activism. Most notable is Macli-ing Dulag, 
pangat (chief ) of the Butbut tribe of Kalinga, one of the Indigenous leaders who 
protested the Chico River dams project in the 1960s. The Philippine Constabulary 
assassinated him on April 24, 1980. His death is now commemorated as “Cordillera 
Day” by progressive organizations in the country and abroad. An excerpt from the 
caption of this commemorative art card reads: 

Countless heroes gave up their lives fighting for what they believed in. We have known 
many martyrs (people who were killed because of their beliefs) and heroes who were 
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much admired for their courage, outstanding achievements and noble qualities, while 
serving the people until their last breath . . . . [B]ecause of them, there will always be new 
seeds of resistance and awareness among the following line of leaders and activists in 
the people’s struggle. We cannot name all the martyrs and heroes in the Cordillera, nor 
can we write all their stories. But we can highlight some of them to represent the many 
men and women who dedicated their lives to the struggle and died serving the Cordillera 
people. (Cordillera Peoples Alliance 2020)

The emergence of the Igorot warrior is constructed around this self-styled narrative 
of the Igorot heroes and martyrs. Their lives also embody the moral precedence of 
sacrifice in the struggle. While this magnifies the inherence of sacrifice around 
activist media, it also reveals how pivotal historical events in the region became 
sites from which a different kind of fabrication is made: the construction of Igorot 
culture as traditionally a culture of resistance. While it is indeed true that there is 
a historically sustained colonial resistance by various Igorot communities against 
Spanish incursions and that, arguably, the same tactics could have been invoked in 
the Chico Dam struggle, to construct this as a narrative of heroism and martyrdom 
and not simply the resolve of Indigenous communities to protect their sovereignty, 
is a form of “invented tradition” as Eric Hobsbawm describes:

[A] set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a 
ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and behavior norms by 
repetition, automatically implying continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they 
normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historic past. (1)    

This commemorative art card invokes and imposes the CPA’s claimed resistance 
heritage that justifies the struggle with moral precedence reaffirmed by the 
martyrdom and heroism of the Igorot in the past. The Igorot warrior emerges from 
this history that shapes the CPA’s continued activism guaranteed by an invented 
militant tradition. However, in the face of Duterte’s own verbal/moral depravity, 
where he hurls insults and other disparaging comments at his critics on several 
occasions, the nobility behind the heroism of the Igorot warrior can be magnified 
and becomes the discursive foil to Rafael’s “pusong,” “a staple figure in traditional 
komedya and folktales” that Duterte embodies (80). Through his ability to gain and 
manage power by dispensing death and deceit, on the one hand, and dissipating 
criticism through charm and humor, on the other, Duterte is both sovereign and 
trickster (Rafael 81-82). The Igorot warrior embodying a quasi-heroic tradition 
stands as a figure whose noble intentions can perhaps unveil the trickery. 
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Fig. 3. A screenshot of the Facebook post by Cordillera People’s Alliance with Manila 
Bulletin’s photo showing the clash between the Igorots and the police force in a protest rally. 

In this screenshot of a photograph from an article in the Manila Bulletin posted 
by the CPA (see fig. 3), we can see the Igorot warrior facing his enemies in what 
appears to be a standoff between Igorot activists and police forces at a protest 
activity in 2017. The Igorot warrior armed with the kalasag and gayang (shield 
and spear) seems to be charging toward police forces in their full anti-riot gears. 
However, the explanation posted by the CPA in the comments section reveals 
how this was a performance of “a symbolic war dance,” a further “dramatization 
of the courage, resilience, and determination of the Igorot warriors.” On the one 
hand, captioned as “tribal wrath” and a “clash” between protesters and the police 
by the Manila Bulletin and, on the other, contextualized by the CPA as a symbolic 
performance of tradition, this screenshot illustrates the propensity of the Igorot 
body to both misrepresentation and reclamation. Nevertheless, this dramatization 
of the quasi-heroic figure of the Igorot warrior emphasizes how the CPA is aware 
that their claimed resistance heritage is not simply a fabrication or invention of 
tradition to validate their activism but a highly intentional aesthetic performance 
centralized on the mobilization of the Igorot body in protest. Indeed, in many 
campaigns of the CPA, both online and onsite, the call “Kaigorotan, lumaban!” 
(#KaigorotanLumaban) is as much a rallying cry as it is a verbal “cue” that stages the 
Igorot warrior. Beyond the aesthetic qualities of the Igorot body are its pedagogical 
uses, seen in the previous activist media (see figs. 1 and 2) as embodiments of 
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tradition that subverts its prior colonial misrepresentations, but also, perhaps 
more explicitly, in this statement (see fig. 4). 

Fig. 4. Statement of CPA on AKO-IP and Bogus IP Partylists shared by Cordillera Peoples 
Alliance.

The CPA released a statement denouncing the partylist “Ang Koalisyon ng 
Indigenous Peoples” (AKO-IP) as a “bogus” representation of Indigenous peoples 
and responding to the comment made by the partylist’s chairperson, Gil Valera, 
when he said that Indigenous peoples are afflicted “with ‘kamangmangan’” 
(“stupidity”) and that they “needed help so they can ‘become smarter’” (Villaruel). 
While the remark of Valera reiterates the debasing rhetoric of colonial discourse, 
the CPA’s digital statement with pictures of Igorot activists restages the optics of 
the World’s Fair by displaying Igorot bodies perhaps as exemplars against stupidity. 
The Igorot and their bodies that were once sites of colonial misrepresentation and 
debates on national representation reverse this dynamics of contention by staging 
their self-made representation to talk back and reclaim authenticity on their terms. 
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In the subsequent analyses, I focus on the portrayal of Igorot women’s bodies in 
some online activist media that further these acts of bodily reclamations.

BARING RESISTANCE IN THE FRONTLINES

Bontok Igorot anthropologist, June Prill-Brett, describes the distinction afforded 
to Igorot women’s bodies, especially during tribal conflict. Since women are not 
traditionally trained in warfare as it is one of the few spaces they are not allowed to 
participate, they can defend themselves during wartime if they are out working the 
fields by exposing their sexual organs to enemy warriors and cursing them “to go 
back to where [they] came from” (Prill-Brett, “Gender Relations” 18). She explains 
how it is considered “bad luck” for warriors to be exposed to women’s sexual organs, 
and thus, warring villages refrain from warning the women of impending war 
while they are outside to be able to curse their enemies when they approach their 
village (“Gender Relations” 18). This belief surrounding women’s bodies became 
a strategy famously used by the women of Bontok from the Mainit village, led by 
Petra Macli-ing, during the 1970s. Petra Macli-ing eventually became one of the 
founding members of the CPA. The peasant women confronted engineers from 
the mining company that intended to operate in their ancestral land, including the 
soldiers accompanying them (Ngabit-Quitasol). They trooped to the encampments 
and stripped naked where they dared soldiers “to harm the womb from where they 
came” and chanting: 

“Uray maid armas mi/ armas mi nan ima mi / estawes, esta-gawis/ ikmer mi snan fitfitli, 
fitfitlin na raraki/ estawes, esta-gawis!” (“We may not be armed/ but our hands are our 
weapons/ We use our bare hands to squeeze balls, the balls of men.”) (Ngabit-Quitasol; 
translation by the source)

This naked defiance extends the subversion of Worcester’s naked authenticity, 
where nakedness here is active, strategic, and politically decisive compared to how 
Worcester framed women’s bodies into what Rice describes as “voyeurism” that fed 
his “sexual fantasies” more than the otherwise ethnological and scientific purpose 
of his documentation (50). This embodiment of defiance marked by traditional 
notions surrounding the Igorot woman’s body is replicated and reappropriated by 
the activism of Igorot women. 
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Fig. 5. A poster for Betty Belen.

In this activist media produced in support of the release of Beatrice Belen (see 
fig. 5), we can see the Igorot woman, as a warrior in her own right, holding a placard 
during a protest activity. Belen’s placard translates to “Stop the militarization of rural 
communities!” Behind a faded backdrop of women in protest, Belen’s photograph 
used in this activist media visually reflect the traditional notions of women’s bodies 
against the threat of war, in this case, militarization. It also visually alludes to the 
late Petra Macli-ing at the forefront of leading her fellow peasant women to the 
military camps, ready to use their bodies for resistance. What surrounds her are 
texts advocating her release alongside the defiant note that      “[d]efending our 
ancestral lands is not terrorism!” Filled with allusion and tradition, this activist 
media has, in a way, bared Belen’s body and perhaps, can symbolically counter 
what Rafael describes as Duterte’s “aesthetic vulgarity” that centers his “phallus” as 
a comedic and coercive form of “intimate tyranny” (42). Placing the Igorot body at 
the forefront of the campaign creates a visual display of how the Igorot body and 
tradition bear resistance and could be bared in resistance against Duterte’s logic 
of terrorism, mobilizing the native’s radical nudity or the power inherent within 
Igorot women’s bodies to turn the tides of war. Similar to the Igorot warrior and 
the heroic duties it embodies in acting as a foil to Duterte’s tricksterism, the Igorot 
woman finds herself placed at the frontlines of activism as she transforms and 
reappropriates the traditional belief that “their sex would negate the men’s power 
in warfare” (Prill-Brett, “Gender Relations” 16) and thus emasculates Duterte’s 
necropolitical powers and beheads his phallus. While these activist media do not 
show the actual baring of breasts, the threatened bodies of Igorot women in the 
time of Duterte’s phallocentric tirades that proclaim the raping of women as his 
privilege that rightfully places them under his rule (Rafael 45) already renders 
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resistances staged by women as acts that could simultaneously aggravate their 
vulnerability and empower them. Ultimately, these activist media stage the self-
acquittal of the Igorot activists. By embodying and mobilizing their invented and 
appropriated traditions and bodily customs, the Igorot declares their innocence 
from and against the colonial (mis)representations and the fabricated charges of 
terrorism. Their self-acquittal frees them from the violence of terrorist framing 
and proclaims their activism as a counter-discourse to the continued threats of 
criminalization and red-tagging.

FETAD: MOVING AGAINST COLONIAL AND FASCIST FABRICATIONS

Fig. 7. An artwork created in solidarity with the activists and dissidents in the Philippines. 
Concept and original artwork by the artist Kevin Eric Raymundo, creator of the comics 

Tarantadong Kalbo. 

This essay demonstrates how the Igorot body could be reclaimed against the 
abjecting legacy of colonial discourse and the violence of red-tagging and terrorist 
criminalization in the Duterte regime and its Anti-Terror Law. The CPA has 
responded to numerous threats of red-tagging, most notably in the campaigns 
to defend Windel Bolinget and Betty Belen, by creating and publishing activist 
media on their official Facebook account. By critically foregrounding strategic 
essentialism in these online activist media analyses, I describe how the Igorot 
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body becomes a site for colonial and fascist counter-discourse that fuses Igorot 
bodily customs and their claimed resistance heritage to subvert their colonial 
misrepresentations and perform their self-acquittal. The state’s visual rhetoric of 
the savage-terrorist is subverted by the emergence of the quasi-heroic figure of 
the Igorot warrior portrayed in the activist media and becomes the discursive foil 
to Duterte as the sovereign trickster or, specifically to Igorot women’s bodies, can 
emasculate Duterte’s phallocentric authority. The proliferation of these activist 
media ultimately aims to consolidate the support of allies, concerned groups, and 
individuals and harness power from below that help mobilize against terrorism in 
their lives. But at a time of social and physical distancing and isolation caused by the 
pandemic, mobilizing support produces challenges that perhaps can be subverted 
by tapping into the potential of online virality. On July 21, 2021, a graphic illustration 
titled “Tumindig” by Kevin Raymundo, also known as Tarantadong Kalbo, became 
a viral hit on social media (Baizas). The illustration subverts Duterte’s famous fist 
bump, a popular gesture of support by Duterte allies, into several anthropomorphic 
fists bowing in submission while an upright fist, evoking an activist’s raised fist, is 
shown going against this display of subservience. Artists have since used this design 
as a template, adding their stylized upright fists as a sign of support. The CPA also 
reappropriated this by adding their raised fists representing the six provinces of 
the Cordillera region, each embodying the province’s distinct traditional textile 
patterns (see fig. 7). The call for unity and the creative responses from this viral art 
template also suggests how the tradition of fetad or the “mass mobilization and 
collective action for the defense of territory and life . . . during tribal war in the past 
and development aggression at present” (Solang 37) can be staged online, relying 
on the possibility of virality that can solicit support from the “networked publics” 
and its specific affordances from networked technologies (boyd 39) especially 
during conditions of isolation where online solidarity may inspire further actions 
to reclaim all bodies against fascist terrorism. 
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