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Abstract

This paper discusses the archaeological evidence related to the early dispersals of the
Sama Bajau, an Austronesian language speaker to Sabah, Malaysia. A brief review of
the current archaeological data and findings will be presented and discussed along
with the various issues and problems of the present state of knowledge and views on
the Austronesian diaspora in Sabah. The Sama Bajau is an indigenous group
of Austronesian language speakers residing in the Sulu-Sulawesi Seas and beyond. Many
archaeologists and scholars believed that the Sama Bajau together with the other
indigenous ethnic groups in Southeast Asia are the descendants of the Austronesians
who migrated to Sabah and elsewhere in Island Southeast Asia and the Pacific region
since the Neolithic period, dated 3,000-4,500 BP.
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Introduction

Archaeological research and discoveries in Sabah, Malaysian Borneo since the late
1950s have provided ample evidence for the arrivals and existence of prehistoric
human societies and cultures dated from the Palaeolithic to Neolithic and early
historical periods (Chia, 2006, 2017). The archaeological evidence is found mostly in
cave or rockshelter sites, and occasionally open-air sites. Hunter-gatherer societies
arrived and occupied Malaysian Borneo during the Palaeolithic period as indicated by
evidence found in Niah Caves (Harrisson, 1958; Majid, 1982; Barker et al., 2002) and
Gua Sirih (Datan, 1993) in Sarawak as well as the sites of Tingkayu, Madai, Hagop Bilo,
Tomanggong, Balambangan, Gua Samang Buat and Mansuli in Sabah (Harrisson &
Harrisson, 1971; Bellwood, 1988; Abdullah, 2013). These early sites contained mostly
stone tools, faunal remains and sometimes human remains. At the West Mouth, Niah
Caves, the earliest Homo sapiens skull in Malaysia was discovered and radiocarbon
dated to around 40,000 BP (Harrisson, 1959; Barker et al., 2002). Some scholars have
affiliated this so-called ‘Deep Skull’ to the early inhabitants of Australia and mainland
East Asia, often known as the Australo-Melanesian (Brothwell, 1960; Wu, 1987;
Krigbaum & Datan, 2005). More intact and complete flexed burials were also found in
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West Mouth, dated to the late Palaeolithic, perhaps as early as 20,000 years ago
(Harrisson, 1967; Brooks, Heglar, & Brooks, 1979). Another site with Australo-
Melanesian human remains dated about 16,000 bp is located on Balambangan Island,
Kudat, Sabah (Ignatius, 2000; Majid et al., 1998).

The focus of this paper, however, is on the later period of human arrivals in
Sabah, traditionally known as the Neolithic period, which is believed to occur around
3,000-4,500 BP based on the discoveries of technologically-new archaeological artifacts
such as earthenware pottery, polished stone adzes, stone bark beaters as well as shell
or stone ornaments and food remains. Burial practice during this period is
characterized by extended burial as opposed to flexed burial during the earlier
Palaeolithic period. Neolithic sites are usually found on the top layers of cave and rock
shelter sites representing either burials, habitation or camp sites. Many scholars
believed that the Austronesian language speakers are the carriers of this Neolithic
culture and the descendants of the Austronesians who migrated to Island Southeast
Asia since the Neolithic period, dated 3,000-4,500 BP. The Sama Bajau is one of the
indigenous groups of Austronesian language speakers residing in the Sulu-Sulawesi Seas
and beyond today.

Austronesian arrivals and existence in Sabah

The Austronesian language family covers about 1200 languages spoken by
populations that inhabit more than half the globe, from Madagascar in the west to
Easter Island (Pacific region) in the east and from Taiwan-Micronesia in the north to
New Zealand in the south. The Austronesian dispersal is one of the most dynamic
series of events in the Holocene prehistory in Southeast Asia and Oceania which is
associated initially with a spread of Neolithic technology and culture as well as rice
agriculture (Bellwood, 2016).

In Sabah, a majority of the archaeological evidence dated to the Neolithic
period can be seen as small-scale migrations of Austronesian language speakers to
Sabah (Chia, 2016a). The archaeological evidence also suggested that the Austronesian
migrations, perhaps on a larger scale, occurred after the Neolithic period, that is during
the later Metal or early historical periods, as indicated by many more sites with
cultural materials such as metal artifacts, megaliths and wood coffin burials in Sabah.
Some of these cultures such as the wood coffin burial tradition had continued until
today (Chia, 2013).

Archaeological sites which can be connected to early Austronesian migrations
include mostly sites from eastern Sabah such as Bukit Tengkorak, Melanta Tutup,
Bukit Kamiri, Agop Atas, Agop Sarapad, Hagop Bilo, Pusu Samang Tas and Pusu
Lumut. The earliest evidence of Austronesian arrivals, thus far, is on the coast of
Semporna Peninsula in eastern Sabah, radiocarbon dated as early as 3,300-3,000 BP
and represented by the coastal sites of Bukit Tengkorak (Bellwood, 1988; Chia, 1997,
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2001, 2003a, 2003b, 2005a, 2005b, 2006, 2008, 2009, 2015, 2016a, 2016b; Vandiver & Chia,
1997), Bukit Kamiri and Melanta Tutup (Chia, 2008, 2009, 2016a; Eng & Chia, 2010;
Chia & Matsumura, 2007; Chia, Arif, & Matsumura, 2005; Albert, Bujeng, & Chia,
2017). The finds and dating at these sites are typical of most Austronesian sites in
Island Southeast Asia. Further away from the coastal areas of eastern Sabah, sites
linked to the Austronesian movements include the limestone cave sites of Agop Atas,
Agop Sarapad, Hagop Bilo, Pusu Samang Tas which produced mainly paddle
impressed pottery and some red-slipped pottery as well (Harrisson & Harrisson, 1971;
Bellwood, 1988). All these potteries have a variety of impressed and incised designs
which are very similar to those found in other Austronesian sites in Island Southeast
Asia (Chia, 2003b, 2005b, 2006, 2007). Palaeoanthropological studies and comparison
of human remains in Semporna with other human remains from contemporaneous
sites in Southeast Asia also suggested widespread migrations of ancient populations
during the Neolithic and Metal Age (Chia & Matsumura, 2007; Chia et al., 2005).

In Semporna, archaeological research revealed ancient maritime-oriented
societies who lived and produced pottery in this region as early as 3,300 years ago.
Ethnoarchaeological research on the ancient pottery excavated from sites in Semporna
indicated that these potteries are similar to the present Bajau traditional pottery in
terms of types, functions, decorations and production techniques (Chia, 2003a;
Narayanen, 2010; Chia & Narayanen, 2017). In addition, the research has shown that
the ancestors of the Bajau potters came from the southern Philippines and had made
pottery for generations in Semporna (Narayanen, 2017). These parallels seemed to
suggest that the Bajau pottery shared a similar pottery tradition with Bukit Tengkorak
pottery tradition which dates back as early as 3,000 years ago in Semporna (Chia,
2003a).

Discussion and summary

In Sabah, the complexity of the history of Austronesian migrations and cultures to
Malaysian Borneo had resulted in much controversies and debates on the origin,
timing, identity and carrier of the Austronesian culture as well as the ethnogenesis of
the indigenous people of Sabah. Nowadays, genomic research, ancient DNA and
craniometrics studies are being employed to resolve such debates. However, many
issues and questions remain to be answered before we can have a better understanding
of the Austronesian dispersal to Sabah and Malaysian Borneo. As the data now stands,
I'am inclined to the idea that early small-scale Austronesian migrations and dispersals
reached the eastern coast of Sabah by around 3300 BP via the islands of Philippines or
Sulawesi (Chia, 2016c). Austronesian migrations to the west coast of Sabah and
Sarawak, on the other hand, probably occurred after 2000 BP or later (Chia, 2016c). In
a recent and comprehensive genetic study by Soares et al. (2016) using a combination
of mitochondrial DNA, Y-chromosome and genome-wide data had shown a common
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ancestry for Taiwan/ISEA populations was established before the Neolithic and two
minor late Holocene migrations, probably representing Neolithic input from both
Mainland SEA and South China via Taiwan. The latter is believed to be responsible for
the Austronesian language dispersal on small-scale migration and language shift
rather than large-scale expansion of rice farmers (Soares et al., 2016). I believe that these
small-scale migrations of Austronesians reached the coast of southeastern Sabah as
indicated by the archaeological evidence found in Semporna, Sabah, and they are
highly likely the ancestors of the Sama Bajau today. The earliest arrivals of
Austronesians occurred on the coastal region of Semporna Peninsula, southeastern
Sabah as suggested by archaeological evidence from the sites of Bukit Tengkorak,
Melanta Tutup and Bukit Kamiri which have been radiocarbon dated from 3300 BP to
the Metal and historical periods (Chia, 2008). The archaeological evidence from these
coastal sites also suggested that the early Austronesians were maritime-oriented or
fisher-foragers societies. They conducted long-distance maritime trade or exchange on
the east coast of Sabah as indicated by the occurrences of the Lapita pottery and
obsidian from Melanesia found in Bukit Tengkorak, Bukit Kamiri and Melanta Tutup.
This provided further evidence for the movements of people and trade items
westwards, over a distance of 3,500 km, from Melanesia to eastern Sabah around 3000
BP (Chia, 2003c; Tykot & Chia, 1997; Bellwood & Koon, 1989). On the west coast of
Sabah, however, there is thus far no archaeological evidence for the arrival of the
Austronesian by 3000 BP, but there are however some indications from a few sites such
as Pulau Burong and Sepirak Island that the Austronesians arrived much later during
the Metal or early historical periods. Many archaeologists working in Southeast Asia,
including the late Wilhelm G. Solheim II (2006) believed that the Sama Bajau is the
direct descendant of the Nusantao (or the Austronesians) because their nomadic and
maritime way of life paralleled the early Austronesians who inhabited the islands of
Southeast Asia, including the east coast of Sabah. Genomic research and ancient DNA
studies on the Austronesians are therefore crucial in order to understand the cultural
roots, history, and ethnogenesis of the Sama Bajau as well as other indigenous societies
in Sabah.
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