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“Maranao-ness” Reconsidered
The Impact of Islam on Maranao Dance

Kanami Namiki

ABSTRACT

This  s tudy examines  the  product ion and 
development of dances among the Maranao, 
a Muslim group in the Southern Philippines. 
It explores the changing dance traditions and 
expressions of ethnic identity of Maranao 
dancers in the face of Islamization. It  also 
draws attention to the role of local elites as 
mediators of the cultural and artistic practices 
and meanings between the national-center and 
local communities. Finally, it demonstrates how 
Maranao dances are sites of constant negotiation, 
accommodation, and resistance as local and 
national cultural authorities and artists struggle 
to define and gain control of the definition of 
what it means to be authentic.

KEYWORDS

Dance; Identity; Authenticity; Philippine 
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This paper examines the impact of Islamizat ion and 
Arabicization on the development of Maranao dances since the rise 
of orthodox Islam in the 1970s, by specifically looking at the case of 
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Sining Pananadem, an all-Maranao dance troupe of the Mindanao 
State University (MSU) in Marawi that emerged in the mid-1980s. 
Sining Pananadem was organized for the purpose of preserving 
Maranao cultural heritage and ethnic identity in the face of Islam’s 
increasing influence, but the emergence of the group was also closely 
related to the shift that occurred in the national cultural/artistic 
discourse in Manila. Due to the effects of new religious ideology, the 
Pananadem, in its efforts to preserve and develop Maranao dances 
with the support of the state while resisting the Islamization of 
Filipino culture, was made to consciously think and ask themselves 
what authentically Maranao is. The changes that occurred in the 
embodiment of Maranao culture and identity by the Pananadem 
through the years illustrate competing and changing definitions of 
what constitutes “Maranao” dances and what is “authentic” among 
Maranao directors, while showing how directors and dancers have 
been compromising Maranao traditional dances and new religious 
ideology and customs in the national context. 

This paper also wishes to draw attention to the Maranao people’s 
practice of dancing outside the university, which has been affected 
by Islam to a great extent. Some dimensions of the dances have 
been Islamized, and so-called “Muslim dances” that show Islamic 
identity and Middle Eastern cultural influence have emerged as 
an alternative expression of Maranao identity at the grassroots. 
This new dance culture differs from what is promoted by the local 
university, its performing dance troupes as well as the national 
center, which reveals to us a new understanding of and perspective 
on Maranao dances and the people’s changing sense of identity in 
the present world. 

STUDYING FOLK DANCE IN THE PHILIPPINES

Philippine folk dance has been studied and presented in 
different ways in the last century. Francisca Reyes Aquino’s 
pioneering work represents a strand of folk dance that propagates 
authentic dances by preserving their traditional characteristics. 
Aquino adhered to the dances’ original version because she believed 
that they expressed the soul of the Filipinos in the most natural and 
simple manner. Through the University of the Philippines Folk Song 
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and Dance Club, founded in 1937, and the Philippine Folk Dance 
Society, founded in 1949, the dances that Aquino researched about 
were taught to teachers and students nationwide. She published 
Philippine National Dances in 1946 and six volumes of Philippine Folk 
Dances, published between 1953 to 1975. Following Aquino’s lead, 
various universities elsewhere in the country organized folk dance 
troupes and encouraged research in and documentation of regional 
dances. These include Libertad V. Fajardo’s research on Visayan 
dances published in 1966, Patronila Suarez’s work on dances of 
Iloilo, 1971, Juan C. Miel’s studies on Samar dances, and the work 
of Teresita Pascua-Ines on Ilocano dances both in 1973, and Jovita 
Sison-Friese’s book on Pangasinan dances in 1980. 

Another strand of folk dance is the theatricalized and stylized 
variety best represented by the dances made popular by the 
Bayanihan Folk Dance Company of the Philippine Women’s 
University (PWU). Theatricalization of ethnic dances was a 
significant innovation of the Bayanihan in their attempt and desire 
“to raise ethnic and regional dance to the level of stage art.”1 This 
kind of transformation of local dances is a common practice among 
postcolonial nations where traditional dance performances are 
often seen as too raw, crude, rustic, and unrefined for modern stage 
presentation.2 Such transformations are therefore a way to keep 
up with the times and to show that the nation’s development and 
modernity is comparable to that of the western world. Through the 
process of theatricalization, simple folk dances of rural communities 
were adapted to the standards of modern theater. Values such as 
“precision, uniformity, neatness, colorfulness, brevity, youthfulness, 
and vigor” were emphasized and “virtuosic, athletic, dramatic, and 
spectacular” performances were produced.3 Traditional clothing 
was also adjusted to theater and transformed into more eye-catching 
and colorful costumes. At the same time, certain symbols were 
deliberately simplified, enlarged, and emphasized so that these can 

1Lucresia Urtula, The Bayanihan Experience (Manila: Bayanihan Folk Arts Center, 
1987), 12–15.

2Susan Reed, Dance and the Nation: Performance, Ritual, and Politics in Sri Lanka 
(Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2010), 14.

3Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Objects of Ethnography,” in Exhibiting Cultures: 
The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, eds. Ivan Karp and Steven D Lavine 
(Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, 1991).



4

Kanami Namiki, “‘Maranao-ness’ Reconsidered”

be seen from afar. On top of these, unique dance movements were 
stylized and “balleticized” 4 by adopting basic ballet movements, 
postures, and dance techniques, which demanded a straight body 
posture, with chin up, breast out, and pointed toes, among others. 
Two publications that document theatricalized and stylized folk 
dance include Philippine Dance: Mainstream, and Crosscurrents by 
Alejandro (1978) and The Dances of the Emerald Isles: A Great Philippine 
Heritage by Leonor Orosa Goquingco (1980).

Ramon Obusan, a former dancer and researcher from the 
Bayanihan, and founder of the Ramon Obusan Folkloric Group 
(ROFG), distinguished himself from the Bayanihan by emphasizing 
distinctiveness and ethnic differences in his manner of staging and 
performing ethnic dances. Obusan witnessed how his researched 
dances were being altered into a stage spectacle at the cost of 
authenticity. He admitted that the Bayanihan’s dance performances 
were effective in promoting a beautiful image of the Philippines, but 
they were far from the originals. He began to think of alternative 
ways of staging folk dances and established his own dance troupe. 
He incorporated elements he researched from the field, such as 
original dance steps, movements and postures. He was mindful of 
what Lowell Lewis refers to as the “cultural style” expressed by local 
dancers.5 Obusan also used antique costumes, textiles and ornaments 
or reproductions of them, and employed actual musical sounds 
and melodies used by local musicians. The ROFG aimed to enrich 
and diversify knowledge on the different traditions and artistic 
expressions of ethnic cultures in the Philippines. Obusan’s research 
and video footage of cultural performances collected through the 
years have significantly contributed to encyclopedic volumes on 
Philippine arts such as Tuklas Sining: Essays on the Philippine Arts 
(1991) by Nicanor Tiongson and video documentaries produced 
by the Cultural Center of the Philippines in the 1990s; The CCP 
Encyclopedia of Philippine Art (1994), published by the Cultural Center 

4Arkin and Smith, cited in Anthony Shay, Choreographic Politics: State Folk Dance 
Companies, Representation and Power (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 15.

5Lowell Lewis, cited in Susan Reed, Dance and the Nation, 524.
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of the Philippines; and a series of dance compilations published by 
the Philippine Folk Dance Society.6

For Obusan, authenticity is “what you see in the raw” in the 
field.7 He and his dancers are keenly aware that authentic dances 
cannot be captured and brought on stage. This is why the group 
refrains from using the loaded term “authentic” to describe his 
group’s philosophy and approach on staging and prefers using 
the phrase “close to the original.” Such a phrase is a reminder of 
the existence of the original outside the stage, performed by real 
culture bearers, in their actual location. The aim of this study is 
to understand and present what is happening to dance “on the 
ground,” among Filipino ethnic minority communities, the Maranao 
in particular.

This study developed out of my personal experience in and 
intimate relationship with the topic. I am a Japanese dancer who 
has been learning and performing Filipino folk dance as a member 
of the ROFG since 2000. My affiliation with ROFG allowed me to 
gain a deeper understanding of and insight into the workings of the 
dance company, in particular, and Philippine folk dance, in general. 
In this study I explore Philippine folk dance beyond Manila and 
examine the local production and development of dances from the 
perspective of local communities, particularly the Maranao. I look 
at local dance elites who are engaged in the local production and 
development of dances in cultural sites such as universities and 
local festivals. 

While my preliminary research in the Maranao region began in 
2010, the fieldwork for this present study was mainly conducted in 
2012 until early 2013 in two field sites, namely Marawi City in Lanao 
del Sur, and Tubod, in Lanao del Norte. I had previously visited 
Marawi for the first time in 2003. Back then, the area was on high 
alert, and highway check points with armed soldiers and policemen 
were everywhere. When I was planning to do preliminary fieldwork 
in 2010, security was my biggest concern. A few years after doing 
my fieldwork, war broke out in Marawi in 2017.

6This series is entitled Sayaw: Dances of the Philippine Islands, published by the 
Philippine Folk Dance Society in 7 volumes from 1999–2010.

7Balce, Maria Nerissa, “Folk Dance Research Today,” Kultura 1, no. 1 (1988): 52–56.
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THE SHIFTING IDEA OF 
“MARANAO” DANCES AND TRADITION

The Maranao have long been recognized as Muslims, but 
their serious adherence to orthodox Islam is a relatively recent 
phenomenon, emerging only in the late 1970s. When Maranao 
dances and tradition were reinvented and modernized in the 1960s 
by the pioneering Darangan Cultural Troupe of MSU-Marawi, 
within the larger scheme of constructing a national culture and 
heritage, the influence of orthodox Islam was not so strong yet. The 
Maranao then still observed folk Islam, a syncretic form of Islam and 
pre-existing local, animist beliefs, customs, and practices handed 
down through generations. As many Maranao elders claim, the 
women never wore any veil or kumbong on their heads and instead 
took great pleasure in styling their hair in the traditional way, called 
the pinalot. 

However, there was a resurgence of Islam in the 1970s as the 
Ulama, or Muslim scholars, returned from their studies in the 
Middle East.8 It was they who introduced orthodox Islam, providing 
renewed insights and interpretation of Islam and the holy Qur’an. 
This “coming of Islam,” as local Maranao scholars have argued, has 
drastically changed the cultural landscape of the Maranao, especially 
the city of Marawi, which has now become not only the lone Islamic 
City in the Philippines but also the center of the most conservative 
practice of Islam in the country. Mosques and madrasah religious 
schools began to proliferate, and women started to cover their faces 
with kumbong. Some of them even preferred wearing a black dress 
that covered the entire body, exposing nothing except for the eyes, 
a style that the younger generation called “ninja.” Clearly, with 
the current Islamization, the Maranao have become increasingly 
reoriented to orthodox Islam, either abandoning some aspects of 
their traditional culture or allowing the latter to be substantially 
transformed by Islamic practices and Middle Eastern culture.

The troupe Sining Pananadem, which literally means 
“reminiscence of arts” in the Maranao language, was founded 

8Many Muslim Filipinos were sent to the Middle East to study Islam since the 
1950s with support from the Middle Eastern Islamic countries.
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in 19869 at MSU-Marawi. Its purpose was to preserve Maranao 
tradition and arts as part of the the Maranao people’s cultural 
heritage, especially in the face of the increasing influence of an 
orthodox Islam that denied and disregarded some dimensions 
of age-old Maranao tradition and cultural practices. Headed by 
Samo Balt, a former staff and researcher of theater group Sining 
Kambayoka, founded at MSU-Marawi in 1974, the Pananadem 
consists of Maranao dancers who only performs Maranao dances, 
songs, and rituals. 

The 1980s saw the height of Islamization, and Balt recalls the 
difficulties of setting up the troupe. She remembers that upon 
the foundation of the Pananadem, some mosques began to warn 
parents after prayer against their daughters’ possible affiliation with 
this dance troupe, which they claimed went against Islamic ways. 
Furthermore, Balt recounts how she invited some old singers with 
whom she conducted research to join the troupe, and many of them 
were unwilling to accept the invitation because of Islam. 

The Pananadem, which, as a fledging dance troupe received 
no financial help from MSU, was only formally organized and 
supported by the university in 1989, when it was discovered and 
brought to Manila by Ramon Obusan of the ROFG and the CCP. 
In 1988, the Pananadem, which was then called the Lanao Arts 
Group, produced its first major production entitled “Pananadem” 
(Reminiscence), from which the troupe’s name was derived. The 
production showcased a collection of the less popularly known 
Maranao arts and traditions in oratory speech, singing and 
reciting, playing of musical instruments, as well as dancing.10 On 
this occasion, the troupe and the Lanao Arts Council11 invited the 
CCP for its performance at MSU-Marawi. One of the members of 
the outreach program team from CCP was Obusan, who became 

9According to Samo Balt, the first director of Sining Pananadem, the troupe was 
organized in 1986, but the CCP Directory and Guide (1998) states that it was organized 
in 1984. Here, I follow Balt’s claim although I am not sure if her memory is correct. 
Balt, personal communication, April 23, 2012.

10Based on Obusan’s research collection: a video footage labeled as “Sining 
Pananadem 1988 at the MSU.”

11The Lanao Arts Council, or Marawi Arts Council, was created as a coalition 
for the mutual support and development of dance/theater troupes based at the MSU-
Marawi (CCP Directory and Guide, 143).
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involved in various projects of the CCP after his dance troupe was 
elevated as the center’s resident folk dance company. Impressed 
by the unique performance of a group composed of all Maranao 
performers, Obusan brought the Pananadem to Manila in 1989 
and invited the troupe to various national dance programs held 
by and at the CCP. Since then, the Pananadem enjoyed a gradually 
increasing national presence, especially in the early 1990s. 

Figure 3.1. The Sining Pananadem performing a Maranao wedding 
rite. Taken from Ramon Obusan’s research collection.

During this period, the Pananadem produced several dance 
productions such as Kapranon and Kariala,12 which showcased a 
variety of Maranao dances, songs, musical instruments, rituals 
and games, all within a story reflecting the cultural life of the 
Maranao. Kapranon, named after a vocal genre of a lamentation song, 
features the sorrow of a girl who is left behind by a suitor due to 
an unsuccessful negotiation of the dowry and who is subsequently 
taken ill. This production depicts the customs and practices 
performed at different stages of the growth of a Maranao from 
childhood to adulthood as well as healing rituals: including children 
lullabies and games, courtship practices, marriage proposals and 
the negotiation of dowry. Similarly, Kariala, which means “feast” or 

12It is uncertain which year these productions were produced exactly. According 
to video footages of Obusan, “Sining Pananadem 89/90 at MIA” & “Sining Pananadem 
89/90 at Concert at the Park,” Kapranon was presented in 1989 and Kariala in 1990. 
However, the CCP Directory and Guide states that Kapranon was presented in 1990.
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“merry making,” depicts marriage-related customs and practices 
(see Figure 3.1.), as well as celebrations in which a variety of folk 
entertainment are presented.13

These dance productions showcased unique Maranao customs 
and practices. However, what were presented in its performances 
as “Maranao” were rather different from the national definition 
of Maranao culture, which favorably shows it as a pre-Islamic 
heritage with no perceivable Islamic influences. As listed in Table 
3.1, the repertoire of the Pananadem in the late 1980s and the early 
1990s covered popular Maranao dances and bodily practices that 
have been documented, named, and codified since the 1960s, 
including new dances created by the Darangan Cultural Troupe 
over the previous years but with new interpretations. However, the 
Pananadem also presented a folk Islamic cultural repertoire which 
has helped shaped a unique Maranao culture.

DANCES DANCE DESCRIPTION

Kalalag sa Darangen
(Kaganat sa Darangen)

A Maranao girl using handkerchief walks 
and recites the journey of Bantogen, a 
portion of the Maranao Darangen 

Kapagadir/kapagapir Fan dance. The many ways of using fans.

Kasadoratan
Dance portraying the movement of the 
royal princess. It comes from word “dorat” 
which literally means to attract attention

Kini-kini
A dance depicting the slow but graceful 
movements of Maranao ladies as they 
walk about

13The above descriptions are based on Obusan’s video footages of “Sining 
Pananadem 89/90 at MIA” and “Sining Pananadem 89/90 at Concert at the Park,” and 
typewritten records of dance programs and descriptions of the Kapranon and Kariala 
(Obusan research collection).
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DANCES DANCE DESCRIPTION

Malong-malong The many ways of using malong

Sagayan

War dance depicting the epic hero 
Bantogen in going to war with his 
escorts (1989)/war dance dramatizing the 
movements of the battle between enemies

Sagayan/Kapranon

A ritual performed by men preparing 
for battle. They wear costumes that are 
colorful interpretations of the Spanish 
armor. A soulful advice called Kapranon 
is sung by Bai a Labi (highest ranking 
female in a village) to the men before 
going to war)

Samana/Sayana
Dance imitating the movements of the 
Saudi Arabian women when celebrating 
the birth of Prophet Mohammad 

Singkil

Dance depicting the princess Gandingan 
when running, stepping, and hopping 
gracefully over trembling rocks and trees 
caused by an earthquake, while Bantogen 
tries to lead her to safety 

Tobao/Kumbong Many ways of using tobao and kumbong

Table 3.1. The Pananadem’s Repertoire of Maranao Dances. Note: This 
repertoire and dance descriptions appear on Pananadem’s program 
in 1989 and 1990. Taken from Ramon Obusan’s research archives.

To roughly describe these dance renditions, the Kini-kini features 
the art of walking, the signature movement of the Maranao ladies. 
The movement is also featured in the dance Kasadoratan, which is 
performed by female dancers while simultaneously exhibiting the 
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movement of a fan and a handkerchief, which they hold in each 
hand. This dance is similar to the Darangan’s Kasanduayan, but Balt 
choreographed it as a courtship dance in which a lady is courted 
by a man. 

In Pananadem’s Sagayan, the dance is usually performed along 
with the singing of a Kapranon by Ba’i a labi (the traditional title 
given to a woman in the highest rank) giving an advice in the song 
to Sagayan warriors (see Figure 3.2.). As for the Malong-malong, which 
was originally created by the Darangan troupe, the Pananadem 
produced their own version by adding new gestures and ways of 
using the malong. Pananadem’s Singkil is performed by a princess 
who is escorted not by a female attendant but a datu. Aside from the 
principal character, there are no other female dancers. The princess 
walks and dances around the bamboo poles, or sometimes sings the 
bayok before entering the poles which are set in crisscrossed manner 
and clapped in a uniform speed throughout the dance. 

Adding to the existing repertoire of Maranao dances, the 
Pananadem created new styles, such as the Kapag-adir/Kapag-apir 
and the Kumbong. The Kapag-adir/Kapag-apir is a fan dance based 
on the particular fan movements of onors and Singkil princesses. 
The Kumbong, on the other hand, is a dance which displays various 
Maranao styles and manners of wearing a kumbong. Although 
kumbong is now often associated with Islam, the ways and manners 
in which it is arranged are different from Islamic ways and thus 
uniquely Maranao: it is loosely fitted, and sometimes the ends are 
twisted separately and wrapped around the hairline, with some 
parts of the neckline or hair left exposed. 

What is distinctive to Pananadem’s repertoire is the inclusion 
of folk Islamic practices and arts embedded in Maranao culture. 
These folk Islamic arts and practices were previously perceived 
and understood as “Islamic,” but in the newly introduced religious 
doctrine and interpretation were labeled “un-Islamic” and thus 
redefined and redeemed as uniquely “Maranao.” Although dances 
that manifest Islamic influences were not included in the previous 
repertoire of Maranao dance, the Pananadem incorporated these 
folk Islamic traditions as Maranao in its performance.
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Figure 3.2. The Sagayan/Kapranon performed by Sining Pananadem 
in 1989. Taken from Ramon Obusan’s research collection.

One of the unique folk Islamic practices is the Samana or the Sayana 
(see Figure 3.3), a dance celebrating the birth of Prophet Mohammad, 
which is allegedly created and performed at the madrasah religious 
schools. Here, female dancers, in all-white costumes and veils, dance 
with white scarves in their hands while singing an Arabic religious 
song a cappella. According to Abdullah Madale, the practice of singing 
religious songs in the madrasah schools is relatively new and became 
popular only after the Second World War, when Arab missionaries 
began to come to the Philippines.14 While the Pananadem describes this 
dance as an imitation of the movements of Saudi Arabian women, the 
movements looked more similar to some of the figures and movements 
of Maranao dances. Such description then, I conjecture, could have 
just been a vision of what the people imagined to be Saudi Arabian, 
projected onto the realm of Maranao bodily language and expression.

In addition, also presented were the practice of reading/reciting 
the Qur’an by a woman and the Karawatib, a rite of chanting the 
name of Allah performed by a group of men. According to Cadar, 
in a study made in 1980, Karawatib, which denotes choral chanting 
as well as the act of surrendering to God and emulating Prophet 
Mohammad, is related to death and used to be performed during 
Kapamagarowak (rites similar to the Christian All Saint’s Day), at a 
wake, or a death anniversary. In Karawatib, men sit cross-legged on 
the floor and synchronously sway their bodies to the right and the 

14See Nagasura Madale, Muslim Filipinos: A Book of Readings (1981), 222.
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left while chanting. In its original practice, the Karawatib chanters 
are also known to gradually increase the tempo of chanting and 
virtually fall into trance. This apparently is a folk Islamic ritual of 
the Maranao, which was slowly vanishing at the time of its revival.15 

The preservation of Maranao dances and tradition have set 
the stage for the Pananadem to reconsider and redefine what 
constitutes “Maranao” in light of the new religious context and 
what distinguishes it from what is “Islamic.” The inclusion of folk 
Islamic Maranao art therefore provided an alternative to the national 
idea and category of Maranao dances, which had been defined in 
previous years. The dances presented by the Pananadem provided 
new knowledge about the Maranao and, from the beginning, fostered 
a sense of great curiosity among its national audience, which in turn 
intensified the national presence of this local dance troupe in the 
early 1990s. However, these folk Islamic dances, which may have been 
“Islamic” in the eyes of the national audience but not sufficiently so 
for orthodox Islam, were not adopted and promoted by national folk 
dance companies. In other words, these folk Islamic dances were not 
recognized nor integrated into what is officially known as the Filipino 
cultural heritage. Consequently, the national idea of Maranao dance 
as pre-Islamic tradition remains dominant up to this day.

CONTESTING VIEWS ON 
AUTHENTICITY AMONG MARANAO DIRECTORS

While the preservation of Maranao dances led to a rethinking 
of their character and function in the context of Islam, it also raised 
the issue of authenticity of the dances presented by the Darangan 
Cultural Troupe. According to Minang Sharif, a pioneer Maranao 
dancer of the Darangan16 and current advisor and consultant of 
the Pananadem, the Darangan had become “adulterated” and 
“modernized” when it was brought to the theater stage and 

15For a full account and detailed description, see Usopay Cadar, Context and Style 
in the Vocal Music of the Muranao in Mindanao, Philippines (Ph.D. dissertation, University 
of Washington, 1980), 170–173.

16She was a member of the Darangan in the early 60s when the troupe was still 
called the Pagana Maranao Cultural Troupe.
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accordingly conformed to external aesthetic standards. With the 
new technique demanding a chin-up, stomach-in and breast-up 
posture, Maranao intellectuals and dance pioneers began to show 
concern about how their dances had departed from the original, 
traditional bodily movements.

Figure 3.3. The Samana/Sayana. Taken from Ramon Obusan’s 
research collection.

 
Another problem for the Darangan dance troupe, Sharif said, 

was the decreasing number of Maranao dancers in the troupe. 
Although she did not explain the causes, one plausible reason may 
be the strictness of traditional Maranao custom. Traditionally, 
Maranao society prohibits a young woman from moving around 
or traveling without an escort or relative who can guard and keep 
an eye on her. This rule is meant to protect young women from being 
treated disrespectfully by men and prevent them from committing 
improper behavior. In fact, Macada-ag, one of the earlier Darangan 
dancers who used to perform the role of the Singkil princess, was not 
allowed to join the first Asian tour because her family was worried 
that such a trip would inevitably compromise her chastity.17 In 

17Their first Asian tour was comprised of a series of performances held on a 
cruise. There was a rumor at that time that a famous Filipino actress got pregnant on 
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consequence, the Darangan became predominantly composed of 
non-Maranao students, either Christian students or students of other 
ethnic communities, who took control over the way that Maranao 
dances were performed. 

This is problematic for Maranao scholars like Balt who 
believes that being Maranao, or, to put it more precisely, being of 
pure Maranao blood, is the essential precondition in expressing 
or embodying the artistic and kinesthetic aspects of “authentic” 
Maranao sensibilities. As Balt points out, 

Maranao dance is different from, for example, [the] Singkil 
danced by Christian dancers. If you are going to compare, 
you can usually detect that that is a Christian dancer, and 
that is a Maranao dancer, because of the gracefulness … The 
way [the Maranao] act, the way they move, the way [they 
cast] their eyes, it’s different from the way other people are 
doing, other Christian dancers are doing. No matter how they 
force themselves to be [Maranao], for example, [no matter 
how] Christian dancers or the other tribes are trying to be 
Maranao, it could not be. It’s really different [that] the way 
they really move.18

As shown above, Balt clearly makes a distinction between, on 
one hand, Maranao body movements and expression, and, on the 
other, those executed by Christian Filipinos. She argues that the 
gracefulness projected by and embodied in Maranao movements 
and the movement of the Maranao body cannot be totally replicated 
by others. This is the reason why it is imperative that the Pananadem 
has to be exclusively composed of Maranao dancers. 

In describing the characteristics of Maranao body movements, 
most Maranao scholars, dance directors, and dancers of the old 
generations compare the placidity and fluidity of the dances with 
the calm waters of Lake Lanao. Aside from this analogy though, 
the quality of “gracefulness,” which they often use to describe 
these dances, is not really explained further. In my understanding, 
the notion of gracefulness seems closely related to the slow 

that very same cruiser, which was the reason why her family decided not to allow her 
to join the tour. Macad-ag, personal communication, April 13, 2012.

18Balt, personal communication, April 23, 2012.
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movements of kini-kini, which literally means “walking gracefully,” 
or, specifically for women of rank, to “walk as a lady (kini).”19 Kini-
kini, which originally refers to the art of walking that involves 
certain hip movements, is now understood as a coordinated or 
synchronized movement of the whole body: foot, hip, body, arms, 
and head together with the direction of the eyes. This horizontal 
walking movement is quite unique among other ethnic groups, 
which exhibit more vertical, bouncy movements.

When I was watching Obusan’s videos of Pananadem dancers 
performing, one thing I noticed is that the hip movements are not 
consciously and exaggeratedly pushed to the side, which is different 
from how we, dancers of national folk dance companies, move our 
hips. One reason for this may be that kini-kini, as it is described in 
many sources, is a walking movement that exaggerates the swaying 
of the hip, which is precisely what I also practically learned under 
the ROFG. However, the hips of the Pananadem dancers move more 
naturally as they sway the torso from side to side walking with no 
extra movements. Learning to walk from an elderly lady, I found 
that the hip simply follows the motion of the upper body: if you 
fully swing your right arm back, the shoulder follows the arm; the 
body follows the arm to face diagonally to the left accordingly; when 
the torso faces diagonally to the right, then the hip (pelvis) follows 
the torso to face diagonally to the right; when you swing your right 
arm front, the torso and hip follow the arm to face diagonally to the 
left. The whole torso thus moves as a single unit, which is contrary 
to my initial version of kini-kini, in which the upper body (from the 
waist upward) moves separately from the lower body, particularly 
the hips.

The movements of the old Pananadem dancers looked raw 
and unstudied. They were not something which were consciously 
taught and instructed, but rather were innately registered in their 
bodies. The dancers moved with natural grace. Apparently they 
did not show any stylization and adjustment to theatrical dance 
styles and forms, and no conscious chin-up and chest-out or hip-
sway movements were observed. Such rawness was what attracted 
the interest of Obusan, who considered the “authentic dance [to be] 

19Howard McKaughan and Batua Al-Macaraya, Maranao Dictionary (1996).
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what you see in the raw.”20 And it was this authentic quality that 
made the Pananadem unique and distinctive from other dance 
troupes. However, this kind of “rawness” in dance movements gave 
the impression of being amateurish or backward, which many local 
people did not like to associate with Maranao dances. Sharif was 
one of them. 

Sharif considered herself modern having studied in Manila 
and often associated herself with the Bayanihan. She studied at 
the high school of PWU, where the Bayanihan Dance Company is 
based, even if she had no actual involvement with the Bayanihan. 
With this background, she held a rather syncretic attitude that 
combined traditionalist and modernist views: while she treasured 
and emphasized the authenticity of Maranao dances, she sought to 
adapt them to the modern stage. She expressed her dissatisfaction 
with Pananadem’s first performance, describing it as “very crude, 
raw, parang estudyante” (like a student). She felt the need to improve 
the troupe’s stage performance and for this reason got herself 
involved with the Pananadem as an advisor and consultant.21

I could not tell the degree of stylistic and choreographic changes 
that the Pananadem had undergone with the intervention of 
Sharif, before Obusan provided artistic direction and partially re-
choreographed the Pananadem’s performance for its presentation 
to the Manila audience in 1989. However, if one compares the 
Pananadem’s Marawi performance in 1988 with its Manila 
performance in 1989, one will notice some significant changes. 

A major change was the structure of delivering the performance. 
In the 1988 performance, which consisted of a lot of singing and 
playing various Maranao musical instruments, the music was 
always accompanied by certain bodily movements, similar to 
the way in which traditional Maranao artists performed in the 
traditional context. To cite an example, a singer carries a tune as she 
slowly walks around, while gracefully manipulating and changing 
the position of the malong, as performed in the Kapamalong-malong, 
or moving a fan in her hand, as seen in the Kaganat sa Darangen. 
Moreover, when making their entrance and exit, women always 
walk in the kini-kini style, regardless of whether they are singing, 

20Cited in Balce, “Folk Dance Research Today,” 54.
21Sharif, personal communication, April 19, 2012.
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playing music or dancing, by fully but gently swaying their one 
arm (usually the right) while holding the malong with the other 
arm (usually the left). In other words, they do not just walk in and 
out the stage. No matter how long it takes to reach the musical 
instruments or a place on stage, they walk in the kini-kini style. And 
it is in following the traditional Maranao etiquette and protocol of 
singing a song and playing music that adds an authentic quality to 
the performance. 

The performance in Manila, however, omitted such walking 
upon entrance and exit to avoid excessive slowness and got 
straight to dance and music proper. Their costumes also became 
standardized through the use of a landop malong, which specifically 
characterized Maranao clothing, unlike the different designs of 
blouse and malong used the previous year. Accordingly, the use or 
non-use of kumbong was also standardized; even so, its use in the 
previous year seemed to have depended more on personal decision 
and choice, as some dancers wore kumbong in adherence to Islamic 
custom, while others wore the traditional hairstyle of the Maranao, 
or pinalot. 

One of the Pananadem dances that markedly changed was 
the Sagayan. In 1988, the Sagayan started the performance with 
a dance, with no preparatory chant ritual at the beginning. The 
movements were simple and down-to-earth, with the dancers 
stamping continuously onto the ground and to the beat of the music, 
while occasionally clashing shields with their partners. Then a 
Bai a Labi entered the stage and sang. The warriors stood still as 
they listened to the Bai a Labi and slowly exited when the song was 
done. However, in 1989, the Sagayan began with a ritual, a practice 
that the Darangan troupe always had in their own staging of the 
performance. A warrior chanted while wearing not a headgear but 
a tobao, along with a shield and a sword. The stamping movements 
of warriors were mostly replaced by gymnastic movements, such as 
leaps, jumps, and turns, which were clearly preferred on the modern 
stage. As for costumes, male dancers used to wear a blouse and 
pants of the same color, with a shortened malong wrapped around 
and a tobao on their head. However, in 1989, colorful layered-skirt-
like costumes and colorfully decorated headgear were used, which 
seems to have been merely borrowed from the ROFG. 
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Although some aspects of Pananadem dances may have changed 
and have been standardized as the troupe performed on a national 
stage, it is believed that the Pananadem has retained the kinesthetic 
authenticity of its Maranao dances, unconsciously expressed by 
Maranao bodies, as Balt claimed. However, it may be difficult to 
maintain and transmit an authenticity profoundly ingrained in the 
body of a dancer, especially among dancers of the present generation 
who, unlike the previous ones, have not had a first-hand formation 
and experience with so-called “real cultural bearers” of the Maranao 
tradition. Moreover, the dancer’s body has become more modern, 
as she continues to live in a modern environment. She has become 
exposed to the outside world and lives in the same living conditions 
as lowland Christians. She has also become more familiar with and 
immersed in the western concept of dance, learning it in school 
and attending dance workshops organized by institutions such as 
the CCP, which has, consciously and unconsciously, cultivated a 
different mindset in the younger generation. As a matter of course, 
the dances of the Pananadem inevitably began to change. 

CREATING THE ART OF DANCING: 
IN STEP WITH MODERNITY

Sometime in the 1990s, Balt took a leave from work for medical 
reasons and left the Pananadem, which led to a change in leadership. 
When she returned after several years of absence, she saw that the 
Pananadem had become “contemporary” and looked far different 
from the Pananadem that she used to know. In Balt’s view, the 
Pananadem had “lost its authenticity” and, because members no 
longer approached her for consultation, she ceased being involved 
in the dance troupe altogether. 

Today’s Pananadem, Balt complains, has made noticeable 
changes to the dance performances of the old Pananadem. Its 
repertoire has shrunk to a presentation of typical Maranao dances, 
such as the Singkil, the Sagayan, the Pag-apir (fan dance), the Malong-
malong, and the Kasadoratan, and does not feature any of the folk 
Islamic Maranao dances that have neither been officially recognized 
nor promoted by the national center as part of “Cultural heritage.” 
But I think that while the troupe may have lost the uniqueness of its 
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repertoire, its dance performances looked more artistic and refined, 
as it introduced new choreographies that enhanced theatricality. 
In particular, in the current version of Pananadem’s Singkil, eight 
bamboo poles are set in a square resembling the musical sharp 
sign, and a princess dances to the beat of the poles clapping. This 
clapping begins with a slow rhythm and later picks up speed, until 
it gets faster and faster. The sequence and the direction of the steps 
are all fixed, from the time the princess enters and steps into the 
spaces between bamboo poles, to the final moment where she ends 
at the center of the crossed poles. After finishing one cycle of routine 
work, she starts with the second, this time with a slightly faster beat. 
She continues performing several sets, each time faster than the 
previous one, and keeps going until she reaches the fastest rhythm 
to which she can dance without her feet being caught in the poles. 
This is, of course, designed to exhibit her nimble footwork, as well 
as the grace of her movements, while at the same time enhance the 
dance’s overall entertainment aspect. 

Although this new choreography may give the impression that 
the Pananadem invented it merely for the sake of theatricality, this 
particular set-up of bamboos in the Singkil was in fact based on 
findings of documented research in the early 1960s, which has been 
compiled in a university publication. Moreover, while the steps 
used in the present Singkil are different from the moving/walking 
forward steps performed in the old Pananadem, the former seems to 
have also been based on the manner of the Singkil dancing recorded 
in 1966.22 From this, it appears that the Pananadem was not merely 
inventing but reviving the older choreography and steps, which 
therefore further substantiates the authentic quality of their dances. 

Another example is the Kasadoratan. This dance, which features 
the kini-kini walk of female dancers each holding a fan and a scarf 
in their hands, is recreated and combined with the Malong-malong, 
which, as explained, presents the various ways of wearing a malong 
and, in this case, in the context of working in a field. While some 
dancers enter the stage holding an umbrella or bilao, others enter 
with a Maranao sickle (of course, not real) on their knotted hair. 
After briefly showing short dances with their hand props, the 
dancers put these objects on the ground and begin performing 

22Cadar, Throwback 1966: Maranao Dance—Kasayaw sa Singkil.
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the Malong-malong. Here, the objective is to show, for example, how 
women use the malong, which they wear normally as a skirt, also 
as a container during harvest for picking crops, flowers, and nuts 
from lower plants or higher trees, or as an umbrella or rain hood 
when it suddenly pours. 

Sining Pananadem, which is currently headed by Ali, a former 
dancer of the Pananadem, with Sharif as a consultant and advisor, 
has developed a different understanding of authenticity, and of 
preserving Maranao dances. The emphasis is on keeping up with 
the times while remaining authentic. The troupe, as Ali explains, 
cannot create new dance numbers, given its mission to preserve 
Maranao tradition; nevertheless, it has consciously added more 
artistic flair to the dance movements and steps, making Maranao 
culture more attractive and palatable to the audience. In fact, I heard 
that a variety of characteristic gestures and expressions of Maranao 
dances other than kakini-kini, a well-worn bodily expression, have 
come out. Here are some of them: 

Kapanirisiri

Kapanirisiri (“to glance sideways”) is a facial expression, 
especially characterized by the direction of the eyes. Current 
Pananadem dancers give it special attention and value when 
depicting the stereotype of a Maranao lady. The eye expression 
seems to be characteristic of Maranao women deeply rooted in 
their culture, and there are in Maranao language various terms 
referring to this “glance”: lilingay and sirip (to glance); ilailain (to 
glance at); dosong (to glance/look downward); langgoyo (to glance 
stealthily from the corner of one’s eye); layas (to glance quickly); siri 
(to glance sideways), and; siled (to glance to one side).23 The use of the 
eyes is also crucial in Maranao singing, and Cadar also mentions 
several manners of eye movements: “When singing, Maranao artists 
have their eyes generally downcast but punctuated by at least three 
other motion. First, there is the art of scanning with the eyes, or 
Kaplayalayas a Mata. Second, the eyes may ‘leer’ at someone—a lover 
or competing singer in the audience—in a sexy way but short of 

23McKaughan and Al-Macaraya.



22

Kanami Namiki, “‘Maranao-ness’ Reconsidered”

obvious flirtation, or Kapanirisiri. And third, there is the art related 
to eye movements called kapangrakurat, which involves letting eyes 
‘dance’ intermittently especially when making ironic points.”24 

Kating-ting

The hand movement, particularly the posture of the fingers 
or kating-ting, is another characteristic of Maranao dances that the 
Pananadem dancers point out. This movement bears a resemblance 
to the use of fingers in dances of Southeast Asian countries. With the 
kating-ting posture, the thumb and the index finger are held together 
while the other three fingers fan outward from the palm of the hand. 
All fingers are extended straight and never bent. This is the basic 
posture of the fingers when dancing, and it is mostly used in the 
Malong-malong. When dancing the Malong-malong, a dancer holds 
the malong with the thumb and index finger of both hands while the 
other three fingers fan outward to keep the posture of kating-ting. 
When a dancer is in basic standing position, the hand, in the kating-
ting pose, is positioned diagonally forward, at the lower right of and 
away from the body, with the palm facing down. Cadar also observes 
a certain posture of fingers when a singer holds a handkerchief, 
which he presumes is reminiscent of some hand gestures in South 
Indian dance dramas. The kating-ting posture, however, is not clearly 
perceived in the movements of the old Pananadem, and therefore 
could very well be an artistic style newly added. 

Okir 

Added to this, there is another important hand movement called 
okir, which originally refers to the serpentine or floral art designs 
and motifs used in any kinds of carving (see Figure 3.4). The okir 
is a gentle movement of rotating the wrist inward with the palm 
open, and used by both male and female dancers. In the female’s 
movement, the okir is used as a part of swinging the arm while 
walking: when one swings the arm forward, one makes an okir 
movement and then places the hand in the front to make a short 
pause before swinging the arm back. Graceful movements are 

24Cadar, Context and Style, 69.
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enhanced by smooth and gentle movements of the hands and arms, 
which are consciously controlled in order to show the beautiful arch 
of the back of the hands and fingers. You can see a man doing the 
okir in the Sagayan, as part of the chanting and preparation for battle. 

Figure 3.4. Okir design used as a decoration of old torogan, a 
sultan’s house.

Kakini-kini

Interestingly, kakini-kini was the last thing that the Pananadem 
dancers mentioned, which was curiously brought up only when I 
asked and apparently the least of their concerns. This was actually 
surprising, since dancers in Manila like me have always been 
conscious of properly executing kakini-kini, or kini-kini as simply 
called in Manila, and highlighting its hip gestures to represent 
the distinguished movement of the Maranao ladies. Curiously, 
this is also what the older generation of Maranao dancers and 
folklorists have given great value. However, the current dancers 
are not so concerned with this particular movement. In fact, the 
Pananadem today does not frequently show the kini-kini in their 
dance performances, and the dancers do not employ it anymore 
for entering and exiting the stage; they simply walk in and out to 
shorten the time of transition from one dance to another. Yet the 
dancers still try to display the characteristic slowness of forward 
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movements of the Maranao dance by always taking one or two steps 
forward and then a step back. 

The hip movements of the kini-kini, which could be interpreted 
as a way of flirting or attracting a man’s attention, have become less 
emphasized and pronounced than before. Instead, more attention 
is given to the facial expression and gentle hand movements. Such 
changes in aesthetic and kinesthetic sensibilities might be related 
to the effects of present-day Islam on the younger generation. 
Accordingly, one can further conjecture that the notion of social 
class or the sense of aristocracy associated with the kini-kini has also 
been somewhat cast aside because of religion. 

The conscious creation and adding of arts refined the dance 
movements and enhanced the artistic qualities of the Pananadem. 
However, it subsequently changed the manner of dancing, from 
being unconscious to being conscious, requiring dancers to 
mindfully learn and acquire movements and gestures with which 
they may not be necessarily familiar. Their movements could 
therefore no longer be considered “raw,” which is probably another 
symptom of what Balt identified as “contemporary.” 

Compared to the old Pananadem, the dance rendition of 
the present Pananadem is obviously quite different, especially 
considering the troupe’s orientation toward modern or contemporary 
theater/stage dance performance. This modernization of the 
Pananadem might be negatively viewed by traditionalists and 
preservationists like Balt, but the troupe’s resolve to keep up with the 
times also seems to reflect the desire of the marginalized community 
to exhibit and achieve an artistic ability and development at par 
with national and international standards. Furthermore, the 
irresistible drive to modernize and be contemporary also manifests 
an urge to challenge the traditionalist and preservationist notion 
of authenticity, which not only rejects changes in dance but, more 
significantly, views tradition as something static and frozen at a 
certain point in time.

While Balt has argued that the Pananadem today has lost its 
authenticity, the bodily and facial expressions of present Pananadem 
dancers, it seems to me, still significantly differ from those of 
Christian dancers. The first time I watched a rehearsal and dance 
demonstration of the Pananadem in 2010 at its dimly lit rehearsal 
hall, I was impressed by the aura that the female dancers projected, 
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a natural charm coming from their shyness or coyness. For dancers 
in Manila, especially those from the ROFG who are well-trained 
in capturing and imitating local bodily movements, such dance 
steps and movements are in fact easy to learn and master. In fact, I 
was able to acquire their basic dance steps and bodily movements 
better and faster than the new trainees of the Pananadem, who 
seemed to have difficulties learning the new body techniques. But 
growing up in a different culture and environment, I felt from my 
experience that it would be more difficult for non-Islamic dancers 
to capture the Maranao sensibility, which is often reflected in their 
facial expression. 

In Maranao dance, female dancers do not fully smile, thus rarely 
showing their teeth. Always with downcast eyes, they never look at 
the audience. Female dancers in Manila do the same facial expression 
when performing Maranao dances but with a more conscious chin-
up and breast-out posture. The Pananadem dancers wear a half-
smile without opening their mouth, which has often been described 
as a way of smiling with one’s eyes. But with downcast eyes, both 
the emotion and attention are more directed inward. Although 
dancers have to pay attention to their fellow performers in order to 
synchronize their formation and choreography, one feels as if each 
one is dancing in her own world. 

This attitude seems to be commonly shared by many Maranao 
female dancers. When I observed Maranao girls dancing at a public 
event, their eyes looked to the ground, and they wore a shy look on 
their faces. This expression did not just come from choreography or 
from what their dance trainer told them to do; rather, it was their 
natural posture and reaction, having been brought up to live a life 
of modesty and being unaccustomed to dancing in the presence of 
a large crowd.

NEGOTIATING BETWEEN RELIGION AND 
TRADITION: DANCERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

Currently, MSU-Marawi supports three dance and theater 
troupes, namely the Darangan Cultural Troupe (which I heard is no 
longer as active now as when I was doing field research), the Sining 
Pananadem, and the Sining Kambayoka. The Kambayoka, which is 
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composed of students of Maranao and other ethnicities regardless 
of religion, is a theater troupe supervised by a Maranao director, 
and which stages plays that feature local themes and folklore, as 
well as performances of dances of Mindanao’s ethnic communities. 
Currently, the two dance/theater troupes play active roles under 
the support of MSU, especially the Kambayoka, which often travels 
to perform in Manila or abroad. However, in performing for local 
communities, both dance troupes, particularly the Maranao dancers, 
have had to face and deal with various issues and pressures, coming 
from religious authority, among others. 

Unlike in Indonesia and Malaysia, where some traditional 
practices or popular culture have either been banned or have become 
the topic of heated debates, there had so far been no restrictions 
imposed on the practice and performance of Maranao dances.25 
While there are no specific regulations or clear instructions coming 
from religious authority with regard to dance, the university-based 
dance/theater troupes have occasionally received negative reactions 
and pressure from Maranao scholars and religious leaders. 

According to the husband of Sharif, an Ulama, it is well known 
that while Muslim scholars and religious leaders have no objection to 
the preservation of old Maranao tradition and culture, they strongly 
prefer that dancers comply with Islamic customs. In representing 
Maranao culture, dancers often do not wear the kumbong, to show 
their traditional hairdo, as it was done in the past. But in the eyes 
of religiously conservative people, this practice has been perceived 
as undesirable for young ladies and has led to strong requests for 
female dancers to wear the kumbong. The Pananadem has received 
such comments, especially when it performed for a group of 
religious leaders. Naturally, the troupe decided to wear the kumbong 
so as not to offend the religious sensibilities of its audience. 

Another major concern of the religious conservatives is the 
exhibiting of unmarried young women on stage. As a rule, Islam 
does not allow young ladies to attract or flirt with men, and so while 
religious leaders encourage children to dance it prohibits female 
adolescents to engage in such activities. Apparently, Macada-ag 
agrees with this view, which is curious considering her profile as a 

25See Wim van Zanten, “The Discourse on Islam and Music;” and Margaret 
Kartomi, “Art with a Muslim Theme” and “Art with a Muslim Flavor.”
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former Darangan dancer, who, in theory, is expected to be supportive 
of the activities of the Pananadem or the Darangan. In her case, she 
admits that while she enjoyed her Darangan days, in retrospect, 
after she learned about the richness and beauty of Maranao culture, 
she now feels ashamed for performing on stage. She confessed that 
she was ignorant of Islam at that time, and that only after learning 
more about and better understanding her religion did she come 
to realize the fault of her ways; in her opinion, a young woman in 
college should never dance and fall into the risk of attracting men, 
and dancing should be left to elementary or high school students. 

Other problems in staging have also emerged, especially for 
the Kambayoka, which does not perform an exclusively Maranao 
cultural repertoire but also the dances of other ethnic groups in 
Mindanao. For example, part of their repertoire is a frog dance 
called Binakbak of the Talaandig, a Lumad indigenous group in 
central Mindanao. When I watched the dance together with a 
Maranao folklorist, he immediately reacted disapprovingly to 
the erotic movements of the male dancers, which were associated 
with mating behavior. The performance was clearly unique; it not 
only made a significantly distinct presence among ethnic dances, 
it had also become one of the signature dances of the Kambayoka. 
Unfortunately, the troupe’s director was requested to remove it from 
their repertoire. 

The costumes of many Lumad groups have also been problematic 
for Maranao women, since articles like short-length blouses and 
knee-length skirts leave many parts of the body exposed. When 
Maranao dancers perform the dances of Lumad groups, they wear 
flesh-colored body tights under the costumes, although I do not 
know if this is really acceptable. Sumayan, the artistic director 
of Kambayoka, confesses that he worries about Maranao women 
dancing but cannot tell them not to perform. 

Religion has always been the biggest concern for Maranao 
directors and dancers, but dancers also have to deal with their 
tradition and custom that similarly impose restrictions on dancing, 
particularly, on the physical contact with an unrelated member 
of the opposite sex. Unlike in folk dances of lowland Christians 
that have lots of couple dances, female and male dancers do not 
usually dance together in Maranao performances. Female dancers 
are careful in making sure that they remain untouched by male 
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dancers, a concern that has clearly affected Maranao students in 
their choice between joining the Pananadem or the Kambayoka. 

In my interviews with dancers, I found that the more religiously 
conservative female students tend to join the Pananadem, while the 
more open, liberal students go to the Kambayoka. In contrast to the 
Pananadem, Kambayoka employs more acting than dancing, which 
often puts its members in situations where physical contact with the 
opposite sex is inevitable. For many of the Kambayoka members, 
such physical contact is only permissible for as long as it takes place 
in the context of a performance and has to be strictly avoided once 
off stage. Even Christian students show respect to Maranao women 
by avoiding contact with their bodies. 

Sometimes people in the audience react unreasonably or crazily 
to a performance, which scares female performers. According to a 
senior dancer of the Pananadem, there was an incident in the past 
in which a female kulintang player was abducted. Traditionally, 
the kulintang is originally played by an onor, a female artist, and 
some believe that it is customary for men in the audience to give 
money during a performance, placing a bill either on the artist’s 
shoulder, or her hair or kumbong, or pinning it on her clothes.26 In one 
incident, a man gave an onor so much money that he claimed her as 
his possession and took her away. Learning of this terrible instance, 
a female dancer and kulintang player of the Pananadem began to fear 
that something like this would happen to them. Consequently, the 
Pananadem, according to the audience, has drastically reduced the 
appearance on stage of women playing the kulintang. 

Performing in the local community, university-based dance/
theater groups have become vulnerable to the evaluation of local 
audiences, which include both the traditionalists and religious 
leaders. It is interesting to note that the Maranao audience, especially 
the elders, are quite vocal and outspoken and do not hesitate to make 
comments about the way their Maranao tradition and arts should be 
represented or embodied in a performance. I heard that there were 
occasions in the past in which a performance would be interrupted 
by some members of the audience who either remarked or behaved 
rudely. Nevertheless, despite possible tensions, a dialogue with 

26According to Abdullah Madale, however, giving money is a relatively modern 
practice. Madale, personal communication, April 12, 2012.



Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 8.2 (2018): 1–39

29

the local community can provide a valuable source for dance/
theater troupes in producing performances that are meaningful to 
the people and which truly represent what they wish to preserve 
and remember.

The practice of Maranao dances clearly requires dancers not 
only to have the know-how but also the flexibility and openness 
to negotiate with the world surrounding them. And such capacity 
has proven to be vital not only vis-à-vis the Islamic religion but 
also in relation to age-old Maranao tradition. Maranao dancers 
show a complex sense of cultural and religious identities on stage 
and off stage. Off stage, and even during rehearsal, female dancers 
are seen wearing the kumbong, in observance of Islamic custom. On 
stage, however, they choose not to wear the kumbong unless they 
receive a request to do so, in order to show their traditional hairdo 
and, as such, remain faithful to their older culture. For Maranao 
dancers, it is one of the few opportunities where they can express 
and take full advantage of their ethnicity. And as female dancers 
of the Pananadem reveal, it is also the first chance that has been 
given to Maranao women, who are generally shy to perform in 
public, to express their interest in dance. This reserved character of 
the Maranao has clearly been shaped by tradition and the religious 
environment, and so it is on stage that dancers are allowed to 
enjoy another self, temporarily leaving the real life with all its 
social restrictions.

MARANAO PEOPLES’ DANCING 
OUTSIDE THE UNIVERSITY

Under the tutelage of MSU-Marawi, official Maranao dances 
and traditions have been protected and promoted by dance troupes 
such as Sining Pananadem, mitigating the impact of Islam. However, 
beyond the control of the university are events organized by the 
local government, such as the Araw ng Marawi or the Foundation Day 
celebration of Marawi City (see Figure 3.5). In such cases, Maranao 
dances are more vulnerable to external influences, to Islam and 
Middle Eastern cultural influences alike, and the official definition 
of Maranao dances are not always approved of and sustained by the 
townsfolk who participate in the celebration. 
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The belief that a public display of Maranao dances should be 
performed by children or high school students instead of young 
ladies at the university seems to prevail in the local community today. 
When I watched public cultural presentations sponsored by several 
barangays,27 I noticed that many of dancers were elementary school 
children. Aside from the enjoyment it obviously brings, children have 
been trained to dance as part of a strategy to preserve and transmit 
the traditional culture to the next generation. However, this has 
inevitably changed certain aspects of Maranao dances. For example, 
in the Sagayan, whenever a small boy, with a moustache drawn on his 
face, appears on stage playing the role of the brave hero Bantogen, he is 
received by the audience with loud cheers. However, the smallness of 
his build fails to faithfully portray the masculinity that is the essence 
of the Sagayan as a warrior dance. The same problem can also be 
pointed out with regard to female dances, such as the Singkil, which 
require a feminine elegance. This only proves that the children’s age 
is not ideal for performing some of the characteristics of Maranao 
dances, which Maranao scholars and university dance troupes 
themselves have identified and defined. Thus, insisting on having 
these dances performed by children may bring yet another change 
to Maranao aesthetics and kinesthetics in the future.

Figure 3.5. Araw ng Marawi, April 15, 2012

27The smallest political administrative unit, which is smaller than town or village.
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Figure 3.6. The Kapamalong-malong performed by school girls at Araw 
ng Marawi in 2012.

In addition, the costumes used at these events are not particularly 
traditional Maranao attire, especially those that are worn by girl 
dancers. All girls were required to wear veils while performing 
the Maranao dances, and these veils were color-coordinated with 
their costumes. Costume is one of the most important elements 
that make Maranao dance distinctive, yet the children did not wear 
the traditional Maranao malong. Instead, girls wore either a loose-
fitting, knee-length satin tunic and loose trousers, or a long satin 
dress, which are associated with Islamic rather than Maranao attire. 
These satin costumes are now commonly used when school children 
dance. Even in the Malong-malong dance, as shown in the photo 
above (see Figure 3.6), the malong that was used did not particularly 
manifest any characteristic Maranao design or style. 

One can perhaps argue that the reason why school- and 
community-based dance groups are not using the traditional 
Maranao malong is because a real one is quite expensive, but there 
are also mass-produced commercial malong with printed Maranao 
design that are more affordable, so one can speculate that there are 
other motives at play. The use of non-Maranao malong clearly gives a 
totally different visual impression, one that is more easily identified 
with Muslim, not Maranao, culture.
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The obscuring of Maranao ethnic identity in dance, which 
betrays the changing and differing views of people outside the 
university, was also reflected in the Sagayan presented at the opening 
ceremony of the Araw ng Marawi celebration. A small group of 
Sagayan performers, consisting of boys and adults, were specially 
invited by Marawi City. Interestingly, they did not come from Lanao 
del Sur but from the province of Sultan Kudarat, which meant that 
the performers were Maguindanao. In other words, the Sagayan 
performed at this celebration was not Maranao but most probably 
a Maguindanao version. On stage, two boys performed not with 
a shield in their hands but with a sword and bamboo castanets 
which they played while dancing. The dance was characterized by 
a belly dance-like body movement, which involved the gyrating 
of their hips, as well as the wiggling of their shoulders to the 
beat of the drums. No mock fighting was performed; rather, each 
boy danced with their respective swords, albeit synchronously. 
Furthermore, what was unique to this Sagayan was that the boys 
were accompanied by a foreign animal called an unta, a camel-like 
figure operated by dancers.28 

While this Sagayan was markedly different from what Maranao 
scholars and university dance troupes define and promote as 
Maranao Sagayan, the dance could still be clearly identified as the 
Sagayan from the unique costumes worn by the performers. At 
first, I thought it ignorant and insensitive to bring Maguindanao 
Sagayan to the stage during a Maranao festivity, but then I realized 
that such ethnic distinctions were merely ideological constructions 
that have been created and emphasized by national and local state 
dance troupes. The Sagayan was originally a common practice 
among the Muslim peoples in Mindanao, regardless of whether 
they were Maranao or Maguindanao. Thus, promoting and staging 
the Sagayan with no reference to a particular ethnicity challenges 
the dominant notion of ethnic differences and identities, and brings 
back to consciousness the notion of Muslim commonality and unity 
that have been previously put aside. 

At the grassroots level, we can see the increasing influence of 
Islam on Maranao dance and the strong sense of Muslim identity 
that the Maranao people have today. Accordingly, there is an influx 

28Videos of Maguindanao Sagayan with unta are available on YouTube.
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of Middle Eastern culture into the local community. At the Araw ng 
Marawi, for example, I witnessed a group of teenage girls, dressed 
in a pair of long tunic and pants, dancing to modern Arabic music, 
using hip motions to execute unfamiliar dance movements. There 
were no traces of Maranao cultural elements in the dance and 
costume, except that the young female dancers performed shyly, 
with downcast eyes throughout their performance, and occasionally 
laughing at themselves. Like the youth of lowland Christian Filipinos 
who are inclined to dance to western pop music at the local festival, 
the Maranao youth now dance to Middle Eastern popular music. 

PROLIFERATION OF ALTERNATIVE EXPRESSION: 
NEW “MUSLIM DANCE”

When I was searching on YouTube for a video of Maranao dances 
performed by native Maranao, I happened to find one entitled 
“Maranao dance.” When I played it, I saw a group of school girls 
wearing white long-sleeved blouses and Maranao landap malong with 
white kumbong and dancing with fans to the recorded music of an 
Arabic religious song called “Hamawi ya mismis.” Although the 
performance was based on the Maranao fan dance, the girls danced 
to Arabic music and their movements appeared to combine the fan 
movements of Maranao dance with the cha-cha and probably even 
Arabic dance. It looked similar to the Samana dance which was once 
presented by the old Pananadem, although I cannot be certain if 
indeed it was derived from the latter. 

Below is another example of so-called “Muslim” dances that I 
witnessed at different locality, in Nunungan, Lanao del Norte. A 
Muslim dance is a creative dance that can be arbitrarily created by 
combining any cultural elements of Maranao and Arabic dances 
such as dance movements, music, and clothing. Since there are no 
specific rules, styles and forms to be followed, Muslim dances show 
a variety of expression of the Maranao people. 

Araw ng Nunungan, Lanao del Norte

Nunungan is an upland Maranao municipality in Lanao del Norte 
and known as the most conservative, traditional Maranao community 
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in the province because of its geographical isolation. To get to the 
municipality, one has to take a rough, steep, and rocky uphill road. 
No public transportation is available. In order to get to my field site, 
I myself had to get on a huge army truck, which was owned by the 
mayor and used as a means of transportation for villagers. Military 
escorts accompanied the truck in case of an unexpected attack and 
ambush, attributed to rido or clan feuds. During the 2013 elections, a 
convoy of the former mayor used for his campaigns were allegedly 
ambushed by armed men employed by his political adversary, 
leaving more than ten people killed and several more injured. 
Nunungan is a small community with a limited supply of water 
and electricity. There is no signal for mobile phone either. Their 
lifestyle does not fully rely on electricity, and elderly people still 
use the malong in their daily life. I was fascinated by the vivid 
color combinations in the elders’ blouses, malong, and kumbong 
(see Figure 3.7), which are characteristic of the Maranao and 
different from those typically used in Marawi, which are of pastel 
color or same color combinations that keep up with the times.

Figure 3.7. Colorful dress of Maranao women in Nunungan.

I visited the municipality to see how the people observe the Araw 
ng Nunungan. As it was this remote Maranao town’s Foundation Day, 
I expected it to showcase its cultural, or “traditional,” dance. The 
celebration lasted one week, featuring various entertainments, such 
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as Maranao games, sports, Kakolintang (kulintang playing), Kambayoka 
(singing contest), and rinao-rinao (singing with guitar). The Rinao-
rinao or Kanggitar sa Rinao-Rinao is a modern version of singing bayok 
or other texts while playing a guitar. Several professional singers 
were hired all the way from Marawi. There were also some forms of 
Maranao folk entertainment that are still practiced and enjoyed by 
villagers today, although many of the younger residents with whom 
I spoke claim that they do not understand the classical Maranao 
language used by the singers.

On the last day of Araw ng Nunungan, where the formal ceremony 
was held, primary and high school students, all girls, presented 
dance numbers. Interestingly, most of their presentations were so-
called “Muslim dances” performed with Arabic music or/and attire 
(see Figure 3.8), except for one group that performed hip-hop. Only 
the Nunungan Cultural Troupe performed several Maranao dances, 
such as the Malong-malong, Kapag-apir (Nunungan people call it Apir-
apir), and the Sagayan, and only upon my request to the program 
committee. In other words, they would not have performed these 
Maranao dances for themselves if there were no visitors present. 
This implies that Maranao dances are perceived as a spectacle to 
be consumed by foreign spectators.

It seems that in the local community, Muslim dances are more 
popular than Maranao dances due to the former’s accessibility. 
Villagers usually have limited access to Maranao dances, since they 
are usually taught at the university as an extra-curricular subject, 
which only a limited number of students can take. In Nunungan, 
it is a student who studied at MSU-Marawi and learned under the 
Sining Pananadem that teaches Maranao dances. Villagers say that 
they originally had their own dances even before dancers of the 
Pananadem came to teach them, but that the troupe’s own version 
and interpretation of those pre-existing dances have prevailed. 
Although it is believed that Nunungan represents the tradition of 
old, “authentic” Maranao dances, so much so that the provincial 
government often sends its dancers to cultural and tourism events 
in Manila to represent Lanao del Norte, their dances are in fact 
modern, and, ironically, it is their connection and access to Sining 
Pananadem that enables Nunungan to have Maranao dances. 
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Figure 3.8. “Muslim dances” presented in Nunungan (2012)

Muslim dances are easily created and taught by school teachers 
by combining a Maranao dance with Arabic elements and dance 
movements. For them, this dance is regarded as “modern” in 
the sense that new Arabic elements and flavors are mixed up, 
while Maranao dance remains “cultural,” which is used almost 
interchangeably with “traditional.” It should be noted, however, that 
while school teachers only attain a certain amount of inculturation 
through their contact with relatives working in Middle Eastern 
countries, such as Saudi Arabia, they do not always have a sufficient 
knowledge of and familiarity with Arabic culture and dance. Thus, 
the Muslim dances that they create and perform are not so much 



Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia 8.2 (2018): 1–39

37

faithful depictions of Arabic life as projections of what they imagine 
“Arabic” elements and dance movements to be. 

Muslim dances, as I have witnessed in Nunungan, usually make 
use of Arabic-inspired costumes or Islamic clothing such as long 
tunics and trousers or long dresses. Some dancers wear a malong, 
though usually a modern, commercial variety that do not manifest 
any of the traditional Maranao motifs and design. Paperboard 
fans are often used as hand props. The figures and patterns of fan 
movements are very similar to Maranao dances, whereas the body 
movements are different. Curiously, the use of bouncy waltz steps 
makes Muslim dances more similar to the folk dances of Christian 
Filipinos. As for music, some groups use Arabic music that sounds 
like gambus, while others use “Mamayog Akun,” or what they call 
Muslim (Moro) music. “Mamayog Akun,” originally a Maranao folk 
love song, is now very popular as an instrumental music played 
at a faster rhythm by an electric organ. This “Mamayog Akun” is 
also available in CD at a local market in Marawi and often used as 
background music for the Kasadoratan, as well as for Muslim dances.

In Nunungan, the boundaries between Maranao and Muslim 
dances seem to be quite ambiguous. For instance, a Muslim dance 
that is performed with fans is, like its Maranao version, also called 
the Apir-Apir, and is danced either with the kulintang or Arabic 
music. Furthermore, a Muslim dance which dances to the tune of 
the “Mamayog Akun” clearly sounds like a Maranao dance.

On the practice of dance at the grassroots level, it is quite obvious 
that Islam has had a great impact. Thus, while people perform 
Maranao dances, the embodiment and expression of Islamic religious 
identity in dance, as seen in a local festival in Marawi City, has 
become more prominent than the presence of their Maranao cultural 
character. The use of Islamic clothing instead of the traditional 
Maranao malong in a cultural presentation clearly overshadows its 
Maranao-ness. Furthermore, a Sagayan performed by Maguindanao 
dancers dramatically reflects not only the unconcerned attitude 
of the Maranao toward ethnic difference or their complete lack of 
such an idea but also a religious identification that allows them to 
imagine their connection to fellow Muslims. 

Although there is a certain exchange and commonality in 
dance elements between the university-based dance troupes and 
the people outside the university, they do show different values 



38

Kanami Namiki, “‘Maranao-ness’ Reconsidered”

and ideas about what a Maranao dance should be. The Maranao 
dances of the university-based dance groups, which claim to 
correspond to the national definition, are detached from the real 
life and world in which the Maranao find themselves today. The 
authenticity of Maranao dances and culture, which is closely related 
to the idea of Maranao identity, always traces itself back to the past, 
particularly, to a pre-Islamic or folk Islamic past, or a time before 
Islamic resurgence. This does not always accord with the views of 
people outside the university, who are inclined not only to connect 
their identity and culture to the present but also to emphasize their 
Islamic identity. In other words, the official Maranao culture and 
identity represented on stage do not always capture the real identity 
relevant to the people themselves, a discrepancy that has inevitably 
led to the emergence of differing expressions and perspectives of 
their identity on the ground.
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