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Abstract

The Sama-Bajau are dispersed over a wide maritime area in Southeast Asia,
including the Sulu archipelago of the southern Philippines, the coasts of
Sabah in Malaysia, and eastern Indonesia. With an approximate population
of 1,100,000, many of the Sama-Bajau live along coasts and on islands, and
their livelihood is based on activities such as fishing, cultivation of coconut
palms, and marine trade.

Scholars have discussed the population movements of the Sama-Bajau in
connection with their historical origins. I find it less significant to seek the
“true” original place of the Sama-Bajau from the historical essentialists’
viewpoint, as the Sama-Bajau and the neighboring communities might have
constantly converted their ethnic self identification from non-Sama-Bajau
into Sama-Bajau, or vice versa. As J. Warren [1981] proved, the Sama-
Bajau population has consisted of ethnic groups of varied origins in Sulu
Archipelago. Nevertheless, it is still significant to trace the population
movement and local networks of the Sama-Dilaut in order to explore the
dynamics of the social histories of maritime Southeast Asia. Such local
networks created and reorganized as the maritime folks have been
embedded as its essential social components in this maritime world.

Research on the origins of the Sama-Bajau first appeared in historical
geographer D. E. Sopher’s The Sea Nomads [Sopher 1977 (1965)]. Sopher
examined the cultural characteristics and geographical distribution of all of
the boat-dwelling groups in Southeast Asia, including the Sama-Bajau. He
advanced a hypothesis that these boat-dwellers originated in the Riau
Lingga archipelago in the seas to the south of the Malay Peninsula.
According to this hypothesis, the Sama-Bajau gradually migrated away
from Riau Lingga, from the 14th to the 17th centuries, traveling via the
western coast of Borneo, and dispersing among the Sulu islands and along
the coasts of Sulawesi [Sopher 1977(1965): 345-359].
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A. K. Pallesen’s linguistic study [Pallesen 1985: 245-247] and H. A.
Nimmo’s ethnography [Nimmo 1968: 42-50] both on the Sama-Bajau in
Sulu archipelago, however, disputed Sopher’s hypothesis, and suggested
that the Sama-Bajau belonged to a language group that was different from
those of the other boat dwellers. Further, these studies concluded that the
Sama-Bajau originated in the south-western part of Mindanao, the
Philippines, and after the 10th century, spread southwards and to the eastern
part of Insular Southeast Asia.

Pallesen’s and Nimmo’s works are based on the then latest data gained
through their long-term fieldworks and, therefore, their postulation that
posits Mindanao as the Sama-Bajau’s original place is seemingly more
convincing than the Sopher’s assumption. However, their discussions are
also insufficient, since their works pay little attention to the Sama-Bajau in
Indonesian Archipelago who occupy one third of the total Sama-Bajau
population, and apparently lack comparative point of view. We cannot
examine the maritime movements of the Sama-Bajau without referring to
those of the Sama-Bajau in Indonesian Archipelago.

The purpose of this paper is to list the basic data regarding the distribution
of the Sama-Bajau with special reference to those who live in and around
Sulawesi for the sake of the future reconstruction of the social history of the
Sama-Bajau maritime movements. The data are based on the censuses as of
2000 of the Philippines, Malaysia and Indonesia and my fieldworks
conducted from 1995 through 2007. The data in this paper includes 1) maps
showing the distribution of the Sama-Bajau in the Philippines, Sabah,
Malaysia, and Indonesia, 2) a map showing the classification of the
Sama-Bajau according to the cultural proximities and shared historical
networks, and 3) maps showing the main Sama-Bajau villages (desa) in and
around Sulawesi followed by the lists of the village names as well as the
Sama-Bajau population.
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