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ABSTRACT

The study aimed to assess the myth that the Philippine Early Bisayans 
originated from Borneo, through the comparative investigation of the 
material and non-material cultures of the Early Bisayans and the Bornean 
Dayaks as expressed in their epics. The comparative content analysis is based 
on the theory of Glasser and Straus (1967) while the comparative use of 
myths as data source to investigate historical events is from Oppenheimer 
(1999). The Hinilawod was used to observe the Early Bisayans and the 
“Story of Kichapi” for the Bornean Dayaks. From the investigation of both 
epics, the material and non-material cultures of the two peoples are evident. 
However, for comparative study, the overall data generated for the material 
cultures is insufficient to categorically declare the cultures as the same or 
different. From the available data on material culture, there is a slight 
indication that they are similar more than different. For the non-material 
aspects of the cultures, they are more different than the same in the social 
aspect, especially in the view of the nuclear family and the superior roles 
within. The political system is also pronouncedly different with the Early 
Bisayans' datu leadership and the absence of such among the Dayaks. The 
practice of beheading is very distinct among the Dayaks as an expression of 
political supremacy but absent among the Early Bisayans. Similarities are in 
their manners of livelihood, and epic structure. They are identical in the 
dominance of animism as the source of power, healing, control of 
environment and societal recognition. Given the findings from the 
observable data, the Philippine Bisayans most likely did not originate from 
the northwestern side of Borneo particularly from the Dayaks.
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INTRODUCTION

Rationale

The Visayan Islands in central Philippines are replete with mythology 
that links their beginning with 10 Bornean datus who are believed to have 
come from the Bisaya River in Borneo.

Sonza (1972) asked the question, "Did the Bisayas of the Philippines 
originate from Borneo? He suggests that there is a possible affinity between 
the Bisayas during the Spanish Period and present day Bisayas along the 
Sarawak coast. The Bisayas of northwestern Borneo has a history of 
migration. After the secession to Sarawak in 1890, migration of Bisayas 
from Brunei to Limbang followed (Blandoi, 2002 ). Brewsher (1956) 
recorded that the Borneo Bisaya had moved from one place to another within 
Borneo. According to Blandoi, while anthropologists and historians through 
the years posed the migration theory, the veracity was never ascertained. 
Malig (2006) a journalist, on the other hand, strongly opposes the "out-of- 
Bomeo" theory saying that the material evidence is overwhelming with the 
Ayub Cave findings by the University of the Philippines.

Borneo, located southwest of the Philippines, is the third largest island in 
the world and is located at the centre of Maritime Southeast Asia. The 
northwestern part of Borneo was home to a variety of indigenous tribes 
n a m e l y :  M u r u t s ,  D u s u n s ,  D a y a k s ,  a n d  I b a n s  ( f r o m  
http://aroundborneo.blogspot.com /2007/ll/dayak-natives-people-of- 
bomeo.html).

This study attempted to provide data that may clarify the historical 
affinity between the Philippine Bisayans and the Bornean Bisayans.

Statement o f  the Problem

This study was conducted to determine the truth to the myth that the 
Philippine Early Bisayans or the pre-Spanish period inhabitants of the 
Visayas (Misajon 2008) originated from northwestern Borneo.

Specifically, the study of the Early Bisayans of the Philippines through 
its epic Hinilawod and the Dayaks of Northwester Borneo through its epic 
Kichapi, aimed to:
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1. investigate their material cultures in terms of infrastructure, 

technology, personal, food, and religious items, and objects of value;
2. investigate their non-material cultures in the following aspects: 

social, economic, political, religious, and aesthetic;
5. determine similarities and differences between the material and non- 

material cultures of the Philippine Early Bisayans and Bornean Dayaks; and,
6. determine whether or not the Philippine Early Bisayans originated 

from the Bornean Dayaks

Theoretical Basis

The comparative study approach is a classic framework applied by Emile 
Durkheim, Alfred Weber, Baron de Montesquieu, and Alexis de Tocqueville 
in the social sciences. Glaser & Strauss (1967), however, sets the foundation 
of this analysis that allows the evolution of theories and concepts from groups 
in comparison.

Mythology as a precursor of historical facts has proven itself by the 
excavation of Troy, made famous in Homer's epic poem the Iliad. From this 
lead, a German entrepreneur by the name of Heinrich Schliemann set out in 
1870, to discover the ancient city and validate the story of Homer. By 1873, 
he had unearthed the city of Troy, one of archaeology's most famous 
discoveries (from http://library.thinkquest.org/3011/troy.htm). Likewise, the 
legendary city of Atlantis oft referred to by the Greek philosopher Plato is 
claimed in 2004 to be located off the coast of northwestern Africa particularly 
west of the Canary Islands. Bemie Bamford, an aeronautical engineer spotted 
it as an "aerial map" of a city through Google Earth. The underwater image 
can be found at the co-ordinates 31 15T5.53N 24 15'30.53W (from 
h ttp ://n ew sb izarre .co m /2 0 0 9 /0 2 /b e rn ie -b am fo rd -g o o g le -o cean - 
uncoveres.html.)

For Southeast Asian concerns Oppenheimer (1999) asserts that the 
presently submerged area of Southeast Asia was once the cradle of ancient 
civilization. He challenges the conventional view of prehistory through his 
assertions, using mainly data from myths, legends and folklore, backed by 
combined evidence from genetics, oceanography, archaeology, and 
linguistics. The richness of early oral and written literature as evidences of 
culture and environment has also been posited by the renewed 
anthropologist Felipe Landa Jocano (1975).
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Significance o f  the Study

The findings of this study have regional, national and international 
significance. The Visayans of today, who are descendants of the Early 
Bisayans may determine their Bornean origin as closer to fact or fiction. 
On the national and international levels, the findings will provide insights to 
further comparative studies of cultures in Southeast Asia.

Scope and Limitation

The study was limited to one epic from Sarawak and one epic from the 
Visayas. For both, only their English translations were studied. A request was 
made through the Central Philippine University Luce Library for the nine 
books to be purchased. After two months, only one title was received since all 
the other books were out of print. The book “Nine Dayak Nights” which 
contained the epic, “The Story of Kichapi” became the only available 
material to study the myths of the people of northwestern Borneo.

METHODOLOGY

The only existing collection of epics of the Early Bisayans, Hinilawod 
was taken as the representative literature. In an earlier research (Misajon, 
2008), facets of Early Bisayan culture were noted after studying the text of 
Hinilawod, an epic of the Sulod people of Panay, studied and translated by 
Jocano (2003). Manuscripts of Sarawak, Sabah and Brunei mythology were 
sought from the internet, libraries, Asian centers, a university in Brunei and 
an embassy but merited no reply. Clues from blogs on Bornean myths were 
also followed. Finally a publisher in Singapore, Select Books Pty Ltd was 
identified for an assortment of books on northwestern Bornean mythology. 
“The Story of Kichapi” from the only available book, Nine Dayak Nights 
was chosen as the corpus for the Dayak culture.

Initially, separate readings of both epics were made for a macro view of 
the stories. A second and prolonged reading was done for both to determine 
and understand content and details. Material and non-material culture were 
identified and listed down.

A final reading of the manuscripts was done for further content 
comprehension and counter checking of classifications. Verification was
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done for overlooked or vaguely classified data. Material and non-material 
cultures from both epics were identified and listed down.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The two epic manuscripts of the Philippine Early Bisayans and the 
Bornean Dayaks provide information about their material cultures (Table 1). 
The 48% generated for the frequency count for “Insufficient Information” 
shows that the comparisons cannot be accurately completed. The 23% for 
“Different” shows that the material cultures have pronounced “no likeness”. 
The 9% for “Identical” shows that there are very few items of exact sameness 
and the 20% for “Similar” shows likeness at a lesser degree than “Different”. 
Taken individually, the small percentages show that the cultures are more 
different than identical or similar. But if these categories shall be taken 
together, it will generate 29% which will make the cultures more with 
similarities than differences (Table 2).

For Infrastructure, the elevated structure of houses is identical but the 
compartments are different. Caves are also used as dwellings in both cultures. 
Man-made stone structures are not referred to among the Dayaks.

Technology range from identical to similar. Work tools are identical such 
as fishing net, and axe. Weaponry show similarities for knives, daggers and 
shield but different in the use of blowpipes. Communications is identical 
through the use of gongs and mobility is similar through the use of boats but 
different only in designs. Philippine Early Bisayans have colorful vintas 
while Dayaks use canoe boats. The coconut shell is an identical kitchen tool.

Personal items show “no likeness” especially in clothing. The Philippine 
Early Bisayans exhibit an elaborate taste for clothes and jewelry both for the 
male and female, but for the Dayaks, absence of information may mean that 
they have very little regard for this. Clothing is just simple or functional. 
Extra-textual (not found in the manuscript) information like a picture 
validates this. A girl only uses a skirt to cover herself. The upper body is bare. 
(Geddes, 2002)

Objects of value like precious metals and stones are distinct among 
Philippine Early Bisayans but not among the Dayaks.

Ingestible items are more distinct among the Dayaks with their elaborate 
presentations of rice-based foods and social and religious events that include
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eating. Food items are not distinctly observable among the Philippine 
Bisayans. Chewing betel nut is identical in the two cultures in ingredients and 
social purpose.

The identical animistic cultures put sorcery items as common in both. 
Both use potions and charms. The English translation of potions in Dayak is 
“medicine”, because these are perceived by the Dayaks as substance that 
brings healing as they attribute all illnesses coming from spirits. ( Geddes, 
2002) They both use containers and equipment in sorcery varying only in the 
kind used.

Table 1. Level of Sameness and Differences Between the Two Cultures 
from Hinilawod and The Story of Kichapi.

G e n e r a l  C a t e g o r y S p e c i f i c  C a t e g o r y I d e n t i c a l S i m i l a r D i f f e r e n t I n s u f f i c i e n t
I n f o r m a t i o n

I n f r a s t r u c t u r e

H o u s e ��

H o u s e  p a r t s ��

F o r t r e s s ✓

C a v e ✓

T e c h n o l o g y
/ T o o l s

W e a p o n s ✓

W o r k ✓

P e r s o n a l ✓

R e c r e a t i o n ✓

M o b i l i t y ✓

C o m m u n i c a t i o n ✓

M u s i c ✓

K i t c h e n ✓

C o n t a i n e r s ✓

S l e e p i n g ✓

F u e l ✓

P e r s o n a l  i t e m s

M a l e  c l o t h e s  ( r o y a l t y ) ✓

F e m a l e  C l o t h e s ✓

M a l e  H e a d g e a r ✓

F e m a l e  H e a d g e a r ✓

M a l e  b e l t ✓

F e m a l e  b e l t ✓

F a b r i c ✓

M a l e  J e w e l r y ✓

F e m a l e  J e w e l r y ✓

H a i r ✓

O b j e c t s  o f  V a l u e
H e i r l o o m s ✓

B r i d e  g i f t ✓

I n g e s t i b l e  I t e m s

F i s h ✓

C h e w i n g ✓

S m o k i n g ✓

V e g e t a b l e s ✓

R i c e ✓

P o r k ✓

F o w l s

S o r c e r y  I t e m s

H e r b s ✓

I n g r e d i e n t s ✓

E q u i p m e n t ✓

C o n t a i n e r s ✓

P o t i o n s ✓

c h a r m  s ✓

W e a p o n s ✓

G a r m e n t s ✓

o m e n s ✓

A r t ✓

T o t a l 4 4  i t e m s 4 9 1 0 2 1
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For the non-material aspects (Table 3), the two cultures vary in their view 

of the family. The Philippine Early Bisayans view the nuclear family as the 
main unit of kinship while the Dayaks view their community as the main unit. 
While parental authority is supreme among the Philippine Early Bisayans, 
among the Dayaks, Grandparent authority is supreme, with the Grandfather 
playing the most respected role. Respected individuals in the community are 
labeled “Grandfather” even without blood relations with the addresser.

Both cultures live by the produce of the sea as fishermen. The Philippine 
Early Bisayans are weavers while the Dayaks are carpenters and basket 
makers.

A stratified political system is observed among the Philippine Early 
Bisayans with the head called distinctly as the datu. A governing political 
system is not pronounced among the Dayaks rather a distinct extended family 
system.

The animistic nature of both cultures are almost identical with the power 
given to the spirit medium. Potions and charms are viewed as desirable for 
power, good health and general success in life. They only differ in their 
objects of worship, The Philippine Early Bisayans worship gods and 
goddesses while the Dayaks worship dead ancestors and spirits.

Artistry is visible in both cultures. The Philippine Early Bisayans exhibit 
it through personal items like clothing, jewelry and elaborate carved treasure 
chests. The Dayaks express this in dancing.

Table 2. Frequency Distribution of Levels of Sameness and Differences.

Levels of Sameness f %
Identical 4 9
Similar 9 20
Different 10 23
Insufficient data 21 48

Total 44 100
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Table 3. Comparative Summary of the Non-Material Cultures of the Early 
Bisayans and the Bornean Dayaks as seen from the Two Epics.

E arly  B isayan B o rn ean  D ayaks

Social

F am ily
G ender
C lasses

T he n u c le a r  fam ily  is  m an ifes ted  to  b e  a 
stro n g  un it w here  p a ren ts  are  d eep ly  
respected . A  stro n g  c lan  re la tionsh ip  is  a lso  
observed .
P o lygam y is p racticed . T h e  m an is 
p erce iv ed  a s  th e  lead er o f  th e  fam ily  b u t 
th e  w om an  p lay s an  acknow ledged  
do m in an t ro le . T h e  m ale  is p ic tu red  w ith  
streng ths and  w eak n esses a n d  is  recogn ized  
to  h ave  a  h ig h e r p lace  in  society . Societa l 
stra tifica tion  is  v e ry  c lea r w ith  no b les a n d  
servan ts.

W hile  th e  n u c lear fam ily  sy s tem  is 
o b serv ab le  it does no t ap p ea r to  be 
ve ry  stro n g  and  cohesive . W hat 
appears to  b e  stro n g  are  tie s  am o n g  
p e o p le  n o t necessarily  re la ted  b y  
b lo o d  b u t d raw n  to  be p a r t o f  th e  sam e 
com m unity . T h e  “ G randfather”  figure  
dom ina tes th e  cu ltu re  m o re  th an  the 
p aren ts. G enera lly , th e  w o m an  is 
pe rce iv ed  to  p lay  a supporting  ro le, 
b u t a  fem ale do m in an ce  is observab le . 
E x c lu siv e  sexual re la tio n sh ip s are  
o b serv ab le  bu t v io lab le. S erv ility  
genera lly  does n o t ex is t in this 
cu ltu re. T he inc lusion  o f  one  servan t 
in  the  co rpus is accom pan ied  by  an 
anno ta tion  th a t it is n o t the  norm .

E conom ic

L ive lihood

V ery  little  da ta  d irec tly  re fe rs  to  the  
econom ic  system  b u t th e  w o rk in g  to o ls  
p rov ide  clues. T h e ir  m ean s o f  live lihood  
are  fish ing , w eav in g  an d  carpen try . T rad ing  
is a lso  observab le  from  th e  p u rch ase  o f  
fo reign  m ateria ls

V ery  little  d a ta  d irec tly  re fe rs to  the  
econom ic  sys tem  b u t th e  w o rk ing  
to o ls  p ro v id e  clues. T h e ir  m eans o f  
live lihood  are  fish ing , farm ing , 
carp en try  and  basketry . T rad in g  is 
also  ob serv ab le  fro m  the  pu rch ase  o f  
fo reign  m aterials.

P o litical

G overnm ent

T here  is a  very  p ro n o u n ced  po litica l 
system , w ith  th e  d a tu  head in g  the  
com m unity . C om m unities estab lish  
a lliances w ith  o th e r  com m unities fo r 
m utual p ro tec tio n  P ro tec tio n  th rough  an 
asso rtm en t o f  w eaponry  is b o th  personal 
and  com m unal.

T h ere  is no  very  p ro n o u n ced  po litica l 
system , ra th e r  ex tended  fam ily  
system s. P ro tec tion  th ro u g h  an  
asso rtm en t o f  w eap o n ry  is personal. 
P o litica l v ic to ry  is the  behead ing  o f  
enem ies.

R elig ious

F a ith
R ituals

A n im ism  dom ina tes th e  sp iritua l life. T h e  
babaylan  o r  the p ries tess  is respected  and  
sough t by  th e  com m unity  for pow er, 
h ealing  and  con tro l o f  env ironm ent. 
C harm s, po tio n s and  ritua ls are  accep ted  as 
na tu ra l and  positive  aspects o f  successfu l 
living. T here  is a dom inan t c o nnec tion  to 
th e  sp irit w orld  b u t the  h ig h est pow ers are  
a ttribu ted  to th e  gods and goddesses called  
d iw a ta  w h o  are  w orsh iped  and p leased  fo r 
b lessings.

A nim ism  dom ina tes th e  sp iritua l life. 
T h e  h e ro ’s streng th  em anates from  
po tio n s called  m edic ines. T here  is a  
dom inan t b len d in g  o f  th e  supernatura l 
and the n a tu ra l env ironm ent. H ead s  o f  
dead  enem ies are  c onsidered  p rec ious 
and  th o se  o f  loved  ones as sacred . 
D ead ancesto rs an d  dem ons a re  
w orsh ipped  and  p leased .

A esthetic

A rts
L anguage
L iterature
D ance
C lo th ing
A dornm ent

A rtistry  is dom inan tly  v isib le  in  personal 
item s like c lo th ing  and jew elry . T he 
lite ratu re  is  rep le te  w ith  em otions a n d  
fo llow s the  s tructu re  o f  p o e try  ch an ted  b y  a  
m edium  o r a  p riestess called  babaylan. 
P o rtions o f  the  ep ic  are  repea ted  in the  
sam e fo rm a t M usic  is p re sen t in th is 
cu ltu re. A rt ga ins a  g reater va lue  w ith  the  
use  o f  go ld  and silver. T h e  orig inal tex t is 
in K inaray-a .

D ance  is th e  dom inan t artistic  
exp ression , fo llow ed  b y  
baske try .T here  are  n o  e labo rate  
references to  m ale  and fem ale 
c lo th ing  o r  jew elry . T h e  ep ic  w as to ld  
by  a m ed ium  o r a  h ig h  p riest called  
m anang . P ortions o f  th e  epic  are  sang 
and repeated . T h e  orig inal tex t is  in 
th e  B idayah  language.
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For an overall view, the levels of sameness of the material cultures were 

classified into identical, similar, different and insufficient information. To 
draw conclusions on similarities or differences, the data for “Identical” and 
Similar” were fused. This joint data were compared with the data on 
“Different” and Insufficient Information” to generate a macro view of the two 
cultures. The sameness or differences were based on numerical data in 
percentages. The non-material cultures were also laid together with the 
material culture for a greater macro view of the culture. Since non-material 
culture is non-quantifiable, the general sameness and differences were 
articulated through descriptions (Table 4).

Table 4. Comparative Summay of Findings between Philippine Early 
Bisayans and Bornean Dayaks.

T y p e  o f  
C u ltu re

L evel o f  

Sam eness
% C a te g o ry  a n d  D escrip tions

M aterial

C ulture

Identical

to  sim ilar features 29

Infrastructure e.g. houses

T echnology e.g. work, kitchen and com m unication tools 
Sorcery item s e.g. potions, charm s, ingredients and 

equipm ent
Digestible item s e.g . fish fo r food, betel nu t for chew ing

D ifferent 23 Personal item s e.g . fabrics 
O bjects o f  value e.g. heirlooms 

Sorcery item s e.g. garm ent and om ens

Insufficient

Inform ation
48 T echnology for personal and  recreational purposes 

Personal item s like cloth ing  and personal adornm ent 

Ingestible item s like variety  o f  food 
Sorcery item s like w eapons and herbs

N on-
m aterial

C ulture

Identical

To sim ilar features
N on-quanti

fiable

Fem ale dom inance is  recognized in both cultures.

L ivelihoods include fishing, carpentry, w eaving and 
trading.

A nim ism  dom inates both cultures.
A rtistry  is present in both cultures varying on ly  in  m edium  

o f  expression.
E pics o f  both are in  poetry form  and  chan ted  by  a  piritual 

m edium .

D ifferent N on-quanti

fiable

Fam ily  reference: one is nuclear, the o ther extended 

Fam ily role: one dom inated  by  parents, the o ther by  
grandparents

Social classes: one is stratified, the other is not 
Political system: one is w ith c lear leadership, the  other one 

is w ithout; victory over o ther com m unities is 
m anifested by  recognition o f  the datu, in the other, by  
beheading.
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SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

CONCLUSIONS

Generally speaking, the comparative data generated from the two epics 
are insufficient to draw definitive conclusions about the Bornean ethnic 
origin of the Philippine Bisayans. This is mainly due to missing citations in 
one of the epics. While several material items are cited in the Philippine 
Bisayans' epic, in the Bornean Dayak epic there are no mention of them. 
These may not necessary mean absence, rather of exclusion.

However, from the available data, the following conclusions are drawn 
about the two peoples:

1. Both have evident material culture in infrastructure, technology, 
personal items, objects of value, ingestible items and sorcery items.
Objects of value like silver, gold, and precious stones are however, not 
important in the Dayak culture.

2. Both have evident non- material culture expressed in the social, 
economic, political, religious and aesthetic aspects.

3. Both have a slightly similar material culture.
4. The non-material cultures of both are very different in the social 

and political aspects. There is similarity in the economic and aesthetic 
aspects and distinct likeness in the religious aspect.

5. The ethnic origin of the Philippine Early Bisayans is not from the 
Bornean Dayaks.

6. The Philippine Early Bisayans did not come from the Sarawak area 
of northwestern Borneo.

RECOMMENDATION

The following are recommended after the findings and the drawn 
conclusions:

1. Replicate the study using the epics of the people closer to the northern 
tip of Borneo, particularly Brunei and Sabah and the Philippine Bisayan epics 
to ascertain origin.
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