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Pagkailab-ilab sa Binisdak: A Preliminary
Analysis of the Phonological Processes in
the Lexification of the Cebuano/Binisayâ
Gay Lingo
Brian Salvador C. Baran

Abstract
Ilab-ilab, so called by many of its speakers, is a salient gender-based sociolect or gay
lingo argot within the Binisdak/Cebuano/Binisayâ [ceb] speech community. The ety-
mology of the autonym is indicative of the primary characteristic of the lect: phonolog-
ical distortion via segment inversion. It is derived from the diminutive, reduplicated
form of the etymon balí ‘reverse.’ The study is a preliminary analysis on the mor-
phophonological processes and the lexicon creation processes or lexifying processes
of the argot by utilizing the reverse engineering and contextualization model. The
model reveals that the lexification processes in Ilab-ilab may be referred to as pragmatic
derivation where etyma from Binisdak undergoes a non-paradigmatic morphological
transformation and instead of gaining new semantic features, they gain the pragmatic
notions of [+VEIL] and [+MARK]. The data was gathered through both 100 wordlist
and 100 sentence list elicitation methods and revealed the 22 phoneme or allophonic
group inventory of Ilab-ilab which were modified from Binisdak/Cebuano/Binisayâ
via new phonotactics and non-lexifying processes. The lexification processes were also
analyzed and categorized into primary word-internal, primary word-external, substi-
tution, and secondary processes. Ilab-ilab heavily relies on the grammar of its source
language to produce a coherent string from the innovated lexicon and thus inevitably
interfaces with it, but because of the morphophonological processes, distortions are
inevitable. Ilab-ilab has a reduced and distorted grammatical marking and pronomi-
nal system while its negator and particle system has only been slightly transformed.
Vocative forms which originally signalled a change in pragmatic context are now being
used as etyma for lexification. All these structural components have the kavel function
which allows for the veiling of topics and the marking of speech community members.
In spite of all that, this study is but a preliminary analysis into a specific argot of the
Philippines and more studies on this topic are needed.

Keywords: Cebuano, gay lingo, phonetics, phonology, morphology
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1 Introduction: A Unique Cebuano/Binisayâ/Binisdak Gay
Lingo

As language is dynamic, linguists are constantly dealing with variation and finding
ways to study it in as natural a setting as possible. One of the ways in which language
varies is through dialectal variation (typically geographic in nature), and another is
through social variation which results from differing prestige and context (Un Nisa,
2019). The linguistic varieties produced through the former may more aptly be called
dialects, while the latter, sociolects. An example of the latter is the varying ways in
which one could say the word ‘say’ in Cebuano/Binisayâ/Binisdak [ceb]. In biblical
text, sumala would be preferred while in other formal functions matod may be chosen,
or perhaps nagkanayon when detailing a narrative. In non-formal settings, the Bisdak
will say ingon or even ana in very casual settings.

An interesting characteristic of sociolects is that they not only vary according to con-
text, as in the previous examples, but also according to human class such as gender
(O’Grady & Archibald, 2016). A group of salient gender-based sociolect spoken by a
speech community that identifies as gay (bayot) is commonly placed under the umbrella
term gay lingo. The term often refers to people who identify as being homosexual, and
thus could be said to be a homosexual lingo (Cantina, 2020). More recent experiences
with the term bayot, however, seem to indicate that at least that term is undergoing the
process of semantic expansion and slowly encompassing the whole LGBTQ+ commu-
nity. Whatever the case, both the terms gay lingo and gay are primarily characteristic
of homosexual individuals, for now.

Gay lingos can be found all over the world and a shortlist of those sociolects in-
clude the Anglophone Polari, South African Gayle, and Indonesian Bahasa Gay (Espeño-
Rosales & Careterro, 2019). The Philippines is no exception to this with its own gay
lingo based primarily on Filipino. That is, however, not to say that the Filipino-based
gay lingo is the only gay lingo in the Philippines.

1.1 The Filipino-based Gay Lingo (FGL) and Other Philippine Gay Lingos
Abaya and Hernandez (1998) call the gay lingo based on the Filipino [fil] variety in
Metro Manila as salitang bakla, but for this study, the name Filipino-based Gay Lingo (FGL)
will be used to distinguish it from other gay lingos in the Philippines that are either
based on other languages or primarily use lexification processes distinct from FGL.
This gay lingo may be seen as “widespread” because it is used in many parts of the
country, regardless of the language spoken in the area. That said, there are varieties
of FGL across the country such as one in Sorsogon (Espeño-Rosales & Careterro, 2019)
and another in Cagayan (Pascual, 2016).

The FGL varieties are unified by their source language: Filipino, and the lexification
processes identified in Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021), such
as the heavy use of substitutive affixation, e.g., anak > junak or ako > aketch/akiz, and the
use of associations and rhymes with famous names, e.g., baliw > baliwag or ulan > julanis
morisette. There exist other gay lingos in the Philippines that albeit being based on other
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languages rather than Filipino, e.g., one based on Hiligaynon [hil] (Co-Tortogo et al.,
2021) and one based on Tandaganon [tgn] (Silvano, 2018), are mainly lexified through
processes that are predominantly used in FGL, e.g., Hiligaynon Gay Lingo (HGL) balay
> baler and Tandaganon Gay Lingo (TGL) gwapa > erfa. Despite the similarity in a lot of
processes, these sociolects are notably distinct from FGL and thus, shows the diversity
of gay lingos in the Philippines despite most being subsumed under FGL.

Another distinct gay lingo in the Philippines is the Cebuano/Binisayâ Gay Lingo,
also commonly referred to as Ilab-ilab. In the literature, Ilab-ilab is generally just referred
to as gay lingo such as in Cantina (2020) and Amante (2021). A feature of the sociolect
that is immediately apparent to anyone who encounters Ilab-ilab is that it generally
derives words from Cebuano/Binisayâ/Binidak by segment inversion. In fact, this can
even be seen in the name which is derived from the word bali ‘reverse,’ only further
derived by way of the Cebuano/Binisayâ/Binisdak diminutive reduplication.

1.2 Binisdak: The Cebuano/Binisayâ Language and its Names
Whilst on the topic of names, it is worthwhile to talk a bit about the name of Ilab-
ilab’s source language. A detailed discussion on the what is essentially referred to as
Cebuano [ceb] can be found in Endriga (2010) but to briefly sum up, the academe and
many institutions refer to the language as the exonymic Cebuano, regardless of whether
the speaker identifies as Cebuano or not, whilst Binisayâ, from Bisayâ ‘Visayan’ with
or without the infix <in> ‘in the manner of,’ is the endonym used by almost all of the
speakers. This is also the umbrella term for the Bisayan languages and the preferred
name for most Bisayan linguistic communities (Zorc, 1977). Other Filipinos refer to the
language as Bisayà which itself can be called an exonym given the different stress place-
ment, unless referring to languages in Western Visayas which do use this particular
stress placement (Zorc, 1977). Almost all the aforementioned names spark controversy:
Cebuano due to it being a regional demonym that not all Binisayâ speakers identify
as and Binisayâ due to the fact that the name is also used by other Bisayan language
speakers to refer to their languages, and Bisayà due to its non-usage by Binisayâ speak-
ers (Endriga, 2010). It would be pertinent to use here the alternate name Binisdak which
comes from an appropriation of Bisdak: Bisayâ + dakô ‘native/large,’ an identity that
speakers may also identify as, and <in> to not only signify that it is a language but also
a novel yet accessible word. The term here is to be interpreted as ‘the Binisayâ “macro”
language.’

1.3 Pagkailab-ilab sa Binisayâ
As has been established, Ilab-ilab is rarely referred to as such. In colloquial speech,
Binisdak speakers also refer to the sociolect as binayot ‘gay lingo’ or balbal ‘slang,’ how-
ever, segment inversion is such a characteristic of the sociolect that many refer to it
as bali-bali ‘play-inversion’ or Ilab-ilab. One way to describe this prominent feature
is phonological distortion, a feature that is often employed in many secret languages
(Melikian, 2002) such as Ilab-ilab and the other gay lingos across the world. Often these
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secret languages are subsumed under the general category of argot or “secret varieties”
developed and used by a particular linguistic community within a much larger linguis-
tic community (Barrett, 2018, p. 215).

As a relatively understudied argot that is lexified from a source language Binisdak,
mostly through phonological processes, there is a need to survey the different ways
in which Ilab-ilab employs phonological distortion to serve the needs and wants of
its speakers. Ilab-ilab is indeed a unique phenomenon within another language that
provides an avenue for a specific speech community to express itself in a way that is
distinct from the wider speech community that may be hostile towards them. This
sociolect is also quite interesting in that it is a witness to the diversity of sociolects and
gay lingos in the Philippines, showing that there is so much more beyond FGL, and
that there might as well be fully fledged and distinct HGLs, TGLs, and in this case, a
BGL.

2 Review of Related Literature: The Secret Life of Argots
All over the world, there are versions of different languages that have been created to
convey messages or content that need to be kept secret, perhaps to enhance a sense
of community in a relatively closed social class or group or to protect an endangered
group from a hostile macro-community which subsumes them. These secret versions,
or perhaps secret languages, may be referred to as argots. Cross-linguistically, argots can
be formed in a variety of ways but primarily they are derived through phonological dis-
tortion (Melikian, 2002). As these lects are by nature secretive, detailed studies of them
can be difficult to find, especially due to the many updates they receive with the chang-
ing of generations and of contexts. As such, their use and creation, and even change,
is primarily driven by dynamic speaker or community motivations. Hence, capturing
these lingos beyond the brief introduction of their characteristics and the in-depth so-
ciological or socio-linguistic rationale and context of argots has been, historically, quite
the arduous and niche task.

2.1 Markedness
Although the creation of argots may seem at first to be an artificial art, akin to the cre-
ation of constructed languages or conlanging, argots are natural in that they are created
sporadically and dynamically within a growing community through the deliberate and
motivated use of tools that are already present in the source natural language such as
the marked phonological features of a language. Although quite similar, marked fea-
tures and phonemes are different phenomena. Whereas the latter is described as signif-
icant sounds in languages like Kapampangan such that switching them with another
phoneme may change the meaning of the word, e.g., lalam ‘below’ vs. naman ‘also, in
turn’ (Forman, 1971), the former is an allophone that has indexed social meanings, in
that switching them with another sound in an allophone group will not change the gen-
eral meaning of the word, but will cause a hearer’s disposition towards the speaker, or
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understanding of them, to inevitably change.
The markedness of allophones is exemplified in the case of K’iche Maya (Romero,

2009). In this language, the interdental fricative [D] allophone of /l/ found only in the
Santa Maria Chiquimula dialect (MAR) has long been associated with negative regional
stereotypes such as being “backwards” or poor. Predictably, a person using the said al-
lophone in the context of non-MAR speakers of K’iche Maya will cause them to be neg-
atively viewed and quite possibly looked down upon. The opposite of which is also
true: a MAR speaker avoiding the said allophone whilst working in a different, non-
MAR speaking town will have them be viewed more favorably, perhaps even make
them seem more trustworthy. Romero (2009) has observed that MAR speakers delib-
erately avoided using the interdental fricative in the presence of non-MAR speakers,
particularly when they are working outside K’iche Mayan speaking territory. This way,
they can boost their social status and possibly increase their economic output by imbib-
ing an aura of a trustworthy business or employee.

Motivated use of marked sounds, especially those deemed non-phonemic or are in-
significant to the meaning-making of a language, is not limited to K’iche Maya. In
Philippine English, certain speakers are more likely to speak in a more Americanized
way, e.g., with a “bunched” American [ô] or a “dark” American [ì] in more prestigious
contexts and switch to a more Philippinized pronunciation for less prestigious contexts,
e.g., with a “hard” Filipino [R] or [l] (Tayao, 2008). By extension, argots also make use
of the marked sounds in their languages to enrich their phonological inventories.

2.2 A Brief Survey of Other Gay Lingos and Argots
In a cross-linguistic survey of the argots—which they refer to as secret languages and
slangs—of Iran and the nearby Caucasus region, Melikian (2002) has taken note of
common phonological distortion strategies that mark members of specific subcom-
munities. Some of these strategies include segment order inversion as in Armenian
T’arseren where c’ah ‘bread’ becomes hac’ and segment implantation of -z(Vn-1∼)- as
in the Farsi and Armenian secret language of certain artisan and professional circles:
Zargarı̄, where the Farsi bād ‘wind’ becomes bāzād and the Armenian cnund ‘birth’ be-
comes cznzund, among others. Many of the groups which create argots are communities
bounded by occupation, i.e., a temporary association of unrelated people and migrant
workers who need a way to strengthen their communal ties. Some of the distortion
strategies surveyed by Melikian (2002) have become marked for some non-occupational
and more permanent communities, such as in Ossetia where a version of girls’ language
has been known to introduce -Vd- syllables to words such as bæx ‘horse’ which becomes
bydæx. An argot for a permanent community may perhaps serve a totally different pur-
pose from a temporary community’s argot which acts as a tool to strengthen unity.
Instead, a permanent community’s argot may come from a need to protect each other
from a different more domineering subcommunity. This is the case for argots that are
more commonly named gay lingos.

Gay lingos commonly arise from a community of homosexual men, or in some cases,
from different members of the LGBTQ+ community. One such gay lingo is the now in-
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decline Polari which is a secret lexicon using the grammar of English as its basis. One
major lexifying tool in this argot involves the substitution of a common English word
with a different word from a minor linguistic community of the United Kingdom, such
as bona from Italian replacing English good (Taylor, 2007). Typically, loan replacement
in Polari involves associations and semantic attributions instead of the more common
phonological distortion in other argots. Another gay lingo, the Bahasa Indonesia based
Bahasa Gay though is much more like other argots in that phonological distortion is its
major lexifying tool. Lexifying in this argot either involves taking phonological cues
from the root word and adding phonologically similar affixes, e.g., aku ‘I’ becomes
akika, or involves the replacing of words with a rhyming word, e.g., bodoh ‘stupid’ be-
coming bodrex, the name of a cough medicine; that said, this lingo also makes use of
loan replacements as in Polari, e.g., ora from Javanese replacing Bahasa Indonesia tidak
‘no, not’ and kucing ‘cat’ coming to mean ‘male sex worker’ via semantic association
(Boellstorff, 2004).

2.3 Filipino Gay Lingo and its Varieties
The Philippines also has its own argots, and more specifically, its own gay lingo: FGL
based on the Filipino variety of Tagalog. This gay lingo makes use of a combination
of the strategies in Polari and Bahasa Gay. Abaya and Hernandez (1998) has a de-
scriptive list of the lexicalization strategies, both phonological and semantic, used in
FGL, especially the variety spoken in Metro Manila. Some of these strategies include
the use of substitution as in anak to shunak ‘kid, child,’ rhyming as in baliwag ‘a name
of a place’ replacing the phonological form of baliw ‘crazy,’ and borrowing from other
languages of the Philippines as in the Bikolano [bik] gurang replacing Tagalog matanda
‘old,’ among others. A semi-follow-up study done by Demeterio et al. (2021) details
more processes used in FGL including association as in the name Aga Mulach, an actor
in the Philippines perhaps known for his good looks, replacing the word pogi ‘hand-
some’ and the misappropriation of an affix such as the use of the diminutive -let with
boy to create the word boylet ‘attractive male,’ among others. FGL makes use of many
more strategies that are not detailed here (see Abaya & Hernandez, 1998; Demeterio
et al., 2021) but in general, FGL can be characterized as overwhelmingly made up of
rhyming and associative lexicalizations more than direct phonological distortions.

Like Bahasa Gay which has its own not too distinguishable varieties among the dif-
ferent ethnolinguistic groups of Indonesia (Boellstorff, 2004), FGL being based on the
national lingua franca and national language Filipino, itself a variety of Tagalog, also
has different varieties in the different parts of the Philippines. One of these varieties is
found in Cagayan and is almost indistinguishable from the FGL in Metro Manila with
perhaps some slight differences in individual stylistic choice (Pascual, 2016) and an-
other in Sorsogon that has some influences from the local language Gubat [srv] where
ayam replaces the Tagalog or Filipino aso ‘dog’ (Espeño-Rosales & Careterro, 2019).
Where the Philippines differs from Bahasa Gay is the abundance of gay lingos that, al-
though make heavy use of very similar strategies to those found in FGL, are more dom-
inantly based on the local languages such as HGL, a gay lingo based on Hiligaynon in
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Western Visayas (Co-Tortogo et al., 2021), and TGL, a gay lingo based on Tandaganon in
Southern Surigao (Silvano, 2018). The former is notable for its lexification from words
in its source language instead of direct borrowing ala FGL, as in TLE which is derived
from the phonetically similar tiil ‘foot, feet’ (possibly placed into the rhyming mold
TLE, the name of a school subject) and the latter is notable for its use of innovative af-
fixes such as kyu- and -sing in the word gikyupikitasing which replaces gipakita ‘is being
shown.’

2.4 Other Studies on Ilab-Ilab
Ilab-ilab sits in this weird dilemma where it is like the other Visayan argots in that
it is based on a source language which is not Filipino or Tagalog, but it is also very
much unlike all the other gay lingos of the Philippines in that it is mainly produced via
the phonological distortion method of segment order inversion, as in the name ilab-ilab
which is derived from bali ‘reverse.’ The segment inversion feature also makes it like
most non-gay-lingo argots of the world in that it is a secret code that is relatively easier
to structurally learn compared to FGL which utilizes more semantic associations that a
non-member of the community may not understand. As such, many of the studies on
Ilab-ilab are on its pragmatic functions and sociolinguistic context rather than on its lex-
ification strategies. These studies include Amante (2021), which focuses on the purpose
of the argot and the motivations of its speakers, and Crisol and Parungao (2016), which
focuses on the use of the lect by the Mochas of Mindanao, heteronormative male pros-
titutes actively involved in sexual activities with homosexuals. Another study done by
Dacanay (2014) lists some lexification processes for the lect, particularly its most promi-
nent segment inversion, but focuses more on the level of intelligibility expressions the
lect might have when perceived by a non-Ilab-ilab Binisdak speaker.

Ilab-ilab has been given some attention, but not that much on its phonetic and phono-
logical structure despite the richness of the phonological distortion strategies applied
in the lect. None of the studies also acknowledge the endonym Ilab-ilab which it-
self shows a lack of focus on the lexifying nature of the argot, something that has
already been given due prominence in many studies of FGL. Some of the factors for
the lack of studies may be in the fact that Ilab-ilab is a secret language and certainly
remains elusive (which raises the question on the ethical validity of documenting it),
or it may be because it is overshadowed by its more well-known counterpart, FGL.
Some might also argue that studying Ilab-ilab may be counterintuitive to the homoge-
nizing rhetoric of the national language policy. Whatever the reason may be, analyzing
the morphophonological structures of Ilab-ilab must be undertaken not as a means to
let hostile outsiders understand the argot and infiltrate the community but as a means
to understand the phonological, morphological, and even pragmatic capabilities of ar-
gots here in the Philippines, challenge previous analyses, and innovate new methods
of studying language.

7



BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

3 Framework: Lexical Reverse Engineering
The basis for the lexification of many argots is phonological distortion (Melikian, 2002),
and Ilab-ilab, as has been established, is no different. Given the deliberately cryptic na-
ture of the lect, it is thus pertinent that a decryption technique be employed to recover
the source language etymons of the lexemes and in the process identify the phono-
logical processes that were applied. The core foundation of this study is based on the
reverse engineering and contextualization model employed in Demeterio et al. (2021)
for FGL.

Figure 1
Reverse Engineering of the FGL Word Dakota (Demeterio et al., 2021, p. 53)

Following the reverse engineering procedure laid out in Figure 1 above: steps 1–
3 involve the reconstruction of the etymon into its source language or theme, while
steps 4–6 involve the identification of the derivational processes involved to produce
the FGL lexeme that is dakota. A key step that is embedded into the whole of the process
is contextualization. It would have been impossible otherwise to reconstruct dako from
dakota without first understanding the context that is alluded to nota or the associations
with the old name of Adriatico street which are both presumably socially relevant to
the FGL speech community at the time in which the study was conducted. This same
process could be applied to Ilab-ilab, though for many of the items, the process will be
relatively simpler as the argot largely derives via phonological processes as opposed
to FGL which is generally more semantically attributive in its derivation. The only
exception to this would be Ilab-ilab Mindanawon which will be treated all throughout
this paper. Similar reverse engineering methods have also been implicitly applied in
Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and Amante (2021), among others.

Aside from the mechanical processes involved in derivation, it is also necessary to
understand the motivations for distortion. Making room for this in the analysis allows
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for more nuanced interpretations of not only the lexification processes but of the undi-
rected creation of the language that, in process, also births its incredible dynamism, i.e.,
the rapid change of speech in such a short amount of time. As such, the findings in this
paper may only reflect Ilab-ilab as it was documented in the year 2021.

The motivations of speakers of the argot also play into the contextualization of the
reverse engineering and help greatly in the analysis of lexemes that either have been
distorted multiple times, irregularly, or unexpectedly. One of the most important fac-
tors to the dynamic nature of Ilab-ilab is what could be described as veiling, which
Abaya and Hernandez (1998) describes as a strategy to combat or negotiate with an
actively hostile society. In this vein, Ilab-ilab as an argot may very well be described
as an anti-language or a secret language which Amante (2021) forwards as trying to
fulfill the desire of its speakers to achieve concealment as in veiling, the identification
of members to distinguish the in-group and the out-group, and the expression of social
realities. The latter two of which may be subsumed under the category marking, which
(Romero, 2009) identifies as a strategy to negotiate social or economic realities. The two
seem to be in conflict with each other, as Abaya and Hernandez (1998) state for FGL,
but always go hand in hand as pragmatic devices that relate the users and hearers.

Figure 2
Framework for Unpacking Pragmatic Derivation

Whatever the case, it is clear that the two motivational strategies play a huge part
in the contextualization of the reverse engineering process. In fact, it might even be
poignant to dissect the process of lexification in Ilab-ilab, and probably for other gay
lingos as well, into pragmatic and derivation, i.e., the non-paradigmatic creation of
lexemes from roots, or in this case, etymons. This process might as well be monikered
pragmatic derivation. The reverse engineering and contextualizing of this pragmatic
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derivation to be used in this study is illustrated in Figure 2 above.

4 Methodology
Four language consultants whose mother tongue is Binisdak [ceb] and spoke Ilab-ilab
on a regular basis were consulted for this study. Three of the speakers hail from the
administratively independent tri-city area of Metro Cebu: one from Cebu City, one
from Mandaue City, and one from Lapu-Lapu City. The final participant is from the La
Paz Municipality of Surigao del Sur Province on the island of Mindanao. The language
consultants were chosen based on a snowball sample, i.e., a string of connections and
acquaintances. The speakers were either 20 or 21 years of age.

4.1 Symbols and Abbreviations
To conserve space, some symbols and abbreviations have been used in the study. Some
specific terminologies are also used in this study to increase efficiency and economy
when writing. All the symbols and abbreviations used in this paper are in common
use by linguists (Comrie et al., 2015; Hayes, 2009) and deviations are only done when
deemed necessary. These are listed in Table 1 below.

Table 1
Lists of Terms, Symbols, and Abbreviations

- Morpheme boundary
# Word boundary
σ Syllable boundary; Syllable
( ) Optional
(?) Doubtful
* Incorrect form
/ In the environment of...
/ / Broad transcription
? Unknown
[ ] Narrow transcription;

Comments
[±] Binary features
_ Specified segment
{ } Set
= Clitic boundary
→ Becomes...
∅ Null segment; Null set
1 1st person
1-2 1st person + 2nd person

2 2nd person
3 3rd person
A- Agent/Actor
C Unspecified consonant
C0/V0 Unspecified number of

segments
C1C2...Cn/
V1V2...Vn

Specified segment order

CAUS Causative
DEF Definite
DERIV Derivation
EXCL Exclusive
EXIST Existential
FGL Filipino Gay Lingo
FOC/-F Focus
INCL Inclusive
INT Intensifier
IPFV Imperfective
N- Non-/In-/Un-
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PFV Perfective
PL Plural
POSS Possessive
PREPO Prepositional

REAL Realis
SG Singular
V Unspecified vowel
word Orthographic spelling

4.2 Elicitation Materials and Transcription
To gather the needed data for Ilab-Ilab’s phonological processes, the researchers se-
lected 100 random words from the UP Diliman Linguistics Department Word List and
constructed a list of 100 sentences for the consultants to translate to Ilab-Ilab. The lists
were written in Tagalog, English, and Binisdak with the intention that consultants have
the liberty to choose among the given languages that they find easier to translate from.
Therefore, yielding more precise results for the data collection.

All the consultants were first given an information sheet regarding the nature of the
study and were asked to sign a consent form before participating. Procedures of the
study including data privacy disclosures and demographic profiling materials were
also discussed with them. The answers to these forms helped in giving a more nuanced
analysis of the phenomenon of Ilab-ilab.

The elicitation materials were answered by the language consultants either via on-
line interviews with the researchers or asynchronously due to conflict of schedules and
issues with internet accessibility, among others. They were sent a copy of the elicitation
materials and were asked to record responses in their own free time. Researchers asked
the consultants to repeat their responses three times to ensure accurate transcription of
the data.

5 An Overview of the Phonology and Morphology of
Binisdak

As its source language, any analysis of Ilab-ilab will heavily rely on prior analyses
of Binisdak. This chapter will provide a very brief overview of Binisdak phonology.
See Bollas (2013), Bunye and Yap (1971), Lin (2020), Newton (1991), Rubrico (2015),
Tanangkingsing (2009), and Wolff (1972, 2001) for more thorough discussions on the
language’s phonology. Native speaker input has also been taken into consideration
here to give a more nuanced take on the phonemic status of certain phones, the distri-
bution of certain allophones.

5.1 The Phonetic Inventory and Phonotactics of Binisdak
This chapter will provide a brief outline on the phonetic inventory, i.e., all the sounds or
phones, and phonotactics, i.e., the rules of sound placement, in Binisdak. Binisdak has
a minimum of 18 phonemes and a maximum of 23 depending on the analysis of phone-
mic status. Phonemes are identified as allophonic groups of phones or sounds that
contrast with another group of allophones, in that switching between members along
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group lines would cause a change in meaning. Allophonic groups then are phones
which can be replaced by any other member of the group without any change in mean-
ing.

Binisdak has 13 consonant phonemes /m, n, N, p, b, t, d, k, g, P, s, h, r, l/ and two
vocoids /w, j/. Consonantal phones include sounds created by restricting the flow of
air in the oral cavity and glottal areas. Depending on the analysis, an additional three
consonant phonemes may be added /tS, dZ, S/. These three additional consonants do
exist in some native vocabulary but usually appear as consequence to clustering and do
not form minimal pairs with any other sound. Additionally, these sounds are in limited
distributions. No lengthy discussion for Binisdak phonology is warranted here so the
said three consonants will not be considered phonemic for now but will be discussed in
following sections. The consonant inventory of Binisdak is laid out in Table 2, phones
with a debatable phonemic status are placed inside parentheses while those with clearly
marked allophonic pairs or groups are marked with a tilde.

Table 2
Consonant Inventory of Binisdak

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Nasal m n N

Plosive p b t d k g P

Affricate (tS~ts~tj) (dZ~dj)
Fricative s (S~sj) h
Trill

r~R
Tap
Approximant j
Lateral l
Co-approximant w

Binisdak has three vowel phonemes /i, a, u/ with an additional /@/ depending on
the dialect (Wolff, 2001). Depending on the source, an additional two phonemes /e/
or /E/ and /o/ or /O/ are added, but due to the limited distribution and lack of actual
minimal pairs, the said vowels will be considered non-phonemic and thus form an
allophonic group with other phonemes. The vowel inventory of Binisdak is laid out in
Table 3, phones with a debatable phonemic status are placed inside parentheses while
those with clearly marked allophonic pairs or groups are marked with a tilde.

Nasals Nasal sounds are oral sounds made by making a restriction in the oral cavity
and then letting the air pass through the nasal cavity by lowering the velum. The re-
strictions can be made with the lips (bilabial), the tongue against the teeth (dental), and
by pressing the back of the tongue against the velum. Binisdak has three undisputed
nasal phonemes: the bilabial nasal stop /m/, the dental nasal stop /n/, and the velar
nasal stop /N/. See Table 4 for examples. These examples are of the phonemes in each
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Table 3
Vowel Inventory of Binisdak

Front Central Back

High
i~I~(e)

U~u~o
High-Mid
Mid (@)
Low-Mid

5~2~A
Low

of the environmental positions: at the start of the word (#_), following an unspecified
consonant (C_), before an unspecified consonant (_C), between two vowels (V_V), and
at the end of the word (_#). Cells marked with − indicate a lack of examples in data
but cannot be justifyingly deemed impossible to produce while X indicates a justified
impossibility in production.

Table 4
Nasals in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/m/ /"mANgA/

‘plural
marker’

/"dAsmAg/

‘bump into’
/"tAmbAl/

‘medicine’
/lA"mAP/

‘stain’
/tA"gAm/

‘deter’

/n/ /ni"hit/

‘scarce’
/"tAknAP/

‘time’
/"tAnPAw/

‘watch’
/"bA:nA/

‘husband’
/"dA:lAn/

‘road’
/N/ /"Ni:Pub/

‘dark’
/"mAtNun/

‘be aware’
/"mANtAs/

‘cruel’
/"tA:NAg/

‘grab with
teeth’

/bu"liN/

‘smudge’

Plosives Plosive sounds are made by making a brief restriction in the vocal tract and
building pressure, then immediately releasing spread pressure to make an “explosive”
sound. The restrictions can be made with the lips (bilabials), the tongue against the
teeth (dentals), by pressing the back of the tongue to the velum (velars), and by con-
stricting the glottis (glottals). Binisdak has seven undisputed plosive sounds. The bi-
labial stops /b, p/, the dental stops /d, t/, the velar stops /g, k/ and the glottal stop
/P/. The dental stop /d/ has an allophone [R r] in the intervocalic position except
when the intervocalic environment arises from prefixation. See Table 5 below for some
representative examples.

Affricates and Fricatives Fricative sounds are made by making a lenient restriction
through the vocal tract then forcing air through the narrow passage, while affricates are
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Table 5
Plosives in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/p/ /pA"lit/

‘buy’
/"kAspA/

‘dandruff’
/"PApdu/

‘gallbladder’
/"PA:pAs/

‘catch up’
/"ti:lAp/

‘lick’
/b/ /bA"hAP/

‘flood’
/"tAmbuk/

‘fat’
/"hAgbuN/

‘fall’
/Pu"bug/

‘wade’
/di"lAPAb/

‘blaze’
/t/ /tu"kuP/

‘lizard’
/PAdtu/

‘go over there’
/"mAtNun/

‘be aware’
/bA"ti:Pis/

‘lower leg’
/PA:bAt/

‘haunting
being’

/d/ /da"luNgan/

‘ear’
/"mAbdus/

‘pregnant’
/"NAdtu/

‘over there’
/pA"du:luN/

‘approaching’
/lA:bAd/

‘headache’
/sA"mA:dAn/

[sA"mA:RAn]
‘to be

wounded’
/k/ /"ku:hit/

‘poke’
/"sANkA/

‘match off’
/"pAkgAn/

‘thwart’
/tu"kuP/

‘gecko’
/"tA:gAk/

‘drop’
/g/ /"gA:bA/

‘cosmic
punishment’

/PAm"gu/

‘realize’
/"hAgsAP/

‘plummet’
/bA:gAP/

‘thick’
/tu"bAg/

‘answer’

/P/ /"PA:bi/

‘assume’
/"tAbPAN/

‘bland’
/"bAPbAP/

‘mouth’
/"sA:PAd/

‘promise’
/su"gAP/

‘light’

essentially a rapid chain of plosive followed by a release as a fricative. The restrictions
can be made with the lips (bilabial), the tongue pressed against the alveolar ridge (alve-
olars), the center of the tongue pressed against the space between the alveolar ridge and
palate (postalveolar), the glottis (glottal), or through the combination of restrictions at
the alveolar ridge and teeth (alveodentals). Binisdak has two fricatives /S~sj, s, h/, only
the latter two of which are phonemic, and two affricates, none of which are phonemic.

The non-phonemic fricative and affricates may be referred to as environmental allo-
phones in that they only occur in certain environments or are in free distribution with
certain sets of sounds, e.g., /sj/ in #_ or (V+FRONT)j in the environment s_ for [S], /j/
or /s/ in the environment ...t_ and /tj/ or /ts/ in the environment #_ or _# for [tS],
and /j/ or /s/ in the environment ...d_ or /dj/ or /ds/ in the environment #_ or _#
for [dZ]. These environmental allophones usually occur in recent loans or result from
combination of consonants in nativized loanwords or native vocabulary. As a result,
these environmental phonemes cannot occur in the environments _C and V_V, even for
recent loans, such as judging which would be rendered as something like ["dZ2ddZIN].
In some varieties such as those in Bohol and Leyte, the phoneme /j/ is realized as [dZ]
in the environment _V (Endriga, 2010; Wolff, 1972) while in Metro Cebu, and perhaps
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other urban varieties as well, the cluster /gj/ is realized as [dZ] in some particles such as
gyapon ["dZA:pUn] which is reduced from gihapon ‘approx. again’ and gyod ["dZUd] which
is reduced from gayod ‘approx. really.’ Additionally, /h/ cannot occur in the word-final
and pre-consonantal positions and is, thus, non-phonemic in those environments. See
Table 6 for some representative examples.

Table 6
Fricatives and Affricates in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/s/ /sA"lAP/

‘sin’
/"hAgsAP/

‘plummet’
/"kAspA/

‘dandruff’
/"bA:sA/

‘read’
/"PA:pAs/

‘catch up’
/S/ ["sjA:gIt] or

["SA:gIt]

‘shout’

[sIns(I)"jo] or
["sInSo]

‘spare change’

X X ["rA:S] from
English rush

‘rash’
/tS/ ["tsUk] or

["tSUk]
‘to plug’

["PIts2] or
["PIttS2]
‘toss’

X X ["dA:ts] or
["dA:tS] from

English Dutch
‘money’

/dZ/ ["dj2gP2w] or
["dZ2g2w]

‘rant loudly’

["s2dj2P] or
["s2ddZ2P]

‘merry’

X X ["bA:ds] or
["bA:dZ] from
English badge

‘badge’
/h/ /"hA:tAg/

‘give’
/"pAphA/

‘brush off’
X /bA"huP/

‘smelly’
X

Approximants (Vocoids) Approximant sounds are made by making a restriction in
the oral cavity that is not narrow enough to make a fricative nor wide enough to pro-
duce a vowel. Essentially, these sounds are approximations between fricatives and
vowels. Restrictions can be made with the center of the tongue pressed against the
palate (palatal) or by pressing the back of the tongue against the velum whilst round-
ing the lips (labiovelar). Binisdak has two approximant phonemes /j, w/. In some
varieties, particularly in Bohol and in Leyte, the phoneme /j/ is realized as [dZ] in the
environment _V (Endriga, 2010; Wolff, 1972). /l/ is also an approximant sound but
will be discussed together with the rhotics, thus, this section may also be referred to as
vocoids. See Table 7 for some representative examples.

Liquids Liquid sounds are, in common parlance, a group lumping both r-like sounds
(rhotics) and l-like sounds (laterals). Binisdak has two liquid sounds: the dental lateral
approximant /l/ and the alveolar tap /r/. The former has one non-complementary
alveolar allophone while the latter has three non-complementary allophones: the alve-
olar trill [r] and a voiced alveolar approximant [ô], which observably more often occurs
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Table 7
Approximants in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/j/ /"ju:tAP/ or
["dZu:t2P]

‘soil’

/"inju/ or
["PIndZo]
‘your’

/"PAjhA/

‘prior’
/(bA)"bA:jI/ or
[(b2)"bA:dZi]

‘girl’

/"tu:bAj/

‘keep on’

/w/ /wA"lA/ or
["wA:]
‘left’

/"hAbwAP/

‘extract’
/"PAwhAg/

‘persuade’
/kA"tA:wA/

‘laugh’
/"lAntAw/

‘look at a
distance’

at the pre-consonantal and post-consonantal positions however. Although it may also
occur in other environments depending on the speaker’s exposure to American English
where the sound is also present. This is just a preliminary observation based on expe-
rience and needs further data and analysis in a separate paper.

Notably, the liquid phonemes of Binisdak have a wide variety of allophonic varia-
tions depending on its position in a word following affixation, see Newton (1991) and
Tanangkingsing (2009) for more details. As a result, the rhotic sound only appears
in the word-initial, post and pre-consonantal, and word-final positions in loanwords,
with probably the only exception: the particle /rA/ ‘approx. only’ which occurs as /dA/
in literary registers, some dialects, and old Binisdak. Liquids are also regularly inter-
changed such as in the example aLpiLiL ‘safety pin’ where the capital L can be any of
the two liquid phonemes depending on whatever the speaker happens to pronounce at
any given point in time.

In some varieties such as in Metro and North Cebu, Bohol, and Leyte, the /l/ sound
is deleted in the intervocalic position, and in the latter two varieties, replaced with
/w/ in the word-final and pre-consonantal positions (Endriga, 2010); more on this in
a separate section. Sometimes, /l/ is also lost following a consonant (Wolff, 1972). See
Table 8 below for some representative examples.

Table 8
Liquids in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/R/ /RA/ or /dA/

‘only’
/"PAbRi/

‘open’
/bAR"bi:Ru/

‘barber’
/bA"RAw/

‘interrupt’
/lu"gAR/

‘place’
/l/ /"lA:bAj/

‘throw’
/"dANlug/ or

["dA:NUg]

‘slippery’

/"mAlmAg/ or
["mAwm2g]

‘tarsier’

/wa"lAP/ or
[wA:P]
‘none’

/"hA:bul/ or
["hA:bow]
‘blanket’

16



BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Front Vowel Front vowels are made by placing the tongue slightly to the front of
the mouth. In this case, the tongue is also raised to the very top with a wide enough
opening to produce a vowel. The Binisdak high front vowel phoneme /i/ may freely
surface as [i, I, e], and is generally more likely to occur as [i] when stressed or empha-
sized, otherwise it will surface as [I~e]. Sometimes /i/ may also surface as [E] but with
a noticeably more closed opening, i.e., closer to [e]. Some scholars may argue that /e/
is a separate phoneme from /i/ (see Rubrico, 2015), but there are still no minimal pairs
that distinguish the two, loanwords included. A better case could be made that [e], or
maybe even [I] or [E], is a marked allophone of /i/ or is perhaps the more common
realization in rapid speech, hence variations in spelling such as lage and lagi ‘approx.
really,’ but this is better discussed in a separate paper.

Back Vowel Back vowels are made by retracting the tongue slightly to the back of
the mouth. In this case, the tongue is also raised to the very top with a wide enough
opening to produce a vowel. The Binisdak high back vowel phoneme /u/ may freely
surface as [u, U, o], and is generally more likely to occur as [u] when stressed or [o] in
an open word-final position, otherwise it will surface as [U~o]. Sometimes /u/ may
also surface as [O] but with a noticeably more closed opening, i.e., closer to [o]. Some
scholars may argue that /o/ is a separate phoneme from /u/ (see Rubrico, 2015), but
there are still no minimal pairs that distinguish the two, loanwords included. A better
case could be made that [o], or maybe even [U] or [O], is a marked allophone of /u/ or
is perhaps the more common realization in rapid speech, hence variations in spelling
such as boang and buang ‘crazy, mentally ill,’ but this is better discussed in a separate
paper.

LowVowel Low vowels are made by lowering the tongue to the floor of the oral cavity
creating the widest opening possible. In this case, the tongue is pulled somewhere to
the center of the mouth or a little more to the back. The Binisdak low central to back
vowel /A/ may freely surface as [A~2~5] and is generally more likely to occur as [A]
when stressed, otherwise it will surface as [2~5]. Very rarely, /A/ may surface as the
front [a] sound especially when the speaker is more exposed to a language where [a] is
more common.

Central Vowel Central vowels are produced by placing the tongue in a neutral or
default position where it is somewhere in the center of the oral cavity. The Binisdak
central vowel [@], which is also called a schwa, is only phonemic in certain dialects
such as some central southern Cebu dialects and some central Bohol dialects (Endriga,
2010). Likewise, it is only likely to appear in such dialects. In a few other dialects, it is
a stylistic allophone of /u/ (Wolff, 2001). More data is needed to clarify the nature of
this phoneme.

See Table 9 for representative examples of each of the vowel phonemes.
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Table 9
Vowel Sounds in Binisdak

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/i/ X /"Pi:lug/

‘take away’
/"PAmbit/

‘share’
X /"PA:bi/

‘assume’
/u/ X /"Pu:tAn/

‘vegetables’
/"tA:pul/

‘laze’
X /tu"bu/

‘sugar cane’
/a/ X /"PA:tuP/

‘our’
/"tA:guP/

‘hide’
X /kA"tu/

‘that’
/@/ X /"t@:t@k/

‘turn around’
/pu"N@t/

‘angry’
X −

5.2 Phonotactics and Phonological Processes
This section will give a brief overview of the phonotactics of Binisdak, and some of the
phonological processes involved in adapting the structure of words to adapt to phono-
tactic rules of the language. Essentially, phonotactics are the rules of phone placement
indicating where a sound can or cannot be positioned. Lateral deletion, which is a
Binisdak phonological process significant to the discussion of Ilab-ilab, will also be dis-
cussed here.

Syllable Structure Syllables are composed of an onset, a nucleus, and a coda. The
latter two make up the rhyme. The nucleus is most commonly a vowel and is the salient
part of the syllable. The base structure of Binisdak is CV, i.e., no word starts with a
bare V. Due to the introduction and nativization of loanwords, Binisdak has been more
tolerant of consonant clusters at the onset and the coda, although it originally allows
for clusters with vocoids and certain clusters at the coda due to the encliticization of
prepositional grammatical markers. The syllable structure of Binisdak is illustrated
below:

(C0)CV(C0)...

As no syllable starts can be solely composed of a bare V, a consonant is inserted at the
null onset position. In this case, a glottal stop epenthesis is preferred. Additionally, this
process also resolves hiatuses, or the neighboring of two vowels without an intervening
consonant. The rule may be illustrated in rule form as in R1. Even though it is unclear
if the Binisdak glottal stop contrasts with ∅ in the word initial position, the phoneme
will still be represented in the said position in the examples.

R1. ∅ → P /

{
#

V V
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During suffixation, a glottal fricative is instead inserted between now two neighbor-
ing vowels, however, this is not always the case, as Newton (1991) has demonstrated
with words such as /"PA:gi/ which should predictably become /*PA"gi:hAn/ after suffix-
ation of -an but becomes /PA"gi:PAn/ instead. This has caused him to postulate that all
Binsidak roots which gain an intervocalic /h/ after suffixation have an underlying final
/-h/ which is deleted in its base form due the invalidity of having the said phoneme
in the word-final position. This is illustrated in R2. Accordingly, this would make the
glottal stop epenthesis rule, as in R1, be exceptionless and that during suffixation, the
same epenthetic rule applies. This assumption, however, may prove to be problematic
with Ilab-ilab, as will be discussed in the following chapter.

R2. h → ∅ / #

Vowel Length and Stress Depending on the author, one or the other may be phone-
mic, and it may in fact be a combination of both. Note that some scholars like R. D. P.
Zorc (personal communication, 2022) consider both length and stress to be subsumed
under the general category accent, which they consider to be phonemic. As this study
will not focus too much on suprasegmentals, both length and stress will temporarily be
separately treated as phonemic in this study and be appropriately represented.

Lateral Deletion This sound change essentially involves the loss of lateral segments
in certain environments. This phenomenon can clearly be observed in the varieties
of Metro Cebu, Northern Cebu, Binol-anon, and Lineytenhon (also called Binisaja or
Bisaja). More detailed analysis and description of the phenomenon can be seen in
Endriga (2010) and Wolff (1972). Examples can be seen in Table 8 above. In general,
it involves a step-by-step process wherein Vl segments become V: segments before a
non-front, non-rhotic vowel. If the now neighboring vowels are of the same quality, the
second one is deleted. If they are not, an epenthetic /w/ is inserted. The sound change
is illustrated in rule form in R3, R4, and R5 below.

R3.

 V
-FRONT

-RHOTIC

l → V: /

 V
-FRONT

-RHOTIC


R4. Vµ → ∅ / Vµ

R5. ∅ → w / V−µ V−µ

6 The Phonology and Morphology of Ilab-ilab
This chapter provides the preliminary description of Ilab-ilab phonology and morphol-
ogy and how it interacts with its source language, Binisdak. It must be noted that the
features and processes listed here are only reflective of Ilab-ilab as it was documented
in the year 2021.
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6.1 The Phonetic Inventory and Phonotactics of Ilab-ilab
This section will detail the phonetic and phonological inventory of the Ilab-ilab argot,
especially as it relates to Binisdak. The phonotactics of Ilab-ilab and a few phonological
processes that it shares with Binisdak will also be discussed briefly here. It should be
noted that no reference to acoustic phonetics will be made, thus, any further detail on
the acoustic nature of the phones will be recommended for future study. Additionally,
suprasegmentals, e.g., intonation and stress, will not be discussed in detail.

6.1.1 The Consonant Inventory

Notably, Ilab-ilab contains many allophonic groups or phonemes. These groups are ei-
ther in free variation without conditioning or in complementary distribution according
to the neighboring sounds, with these distributions sometimes overlapping with what
are analyzed to be separate phonemes in the lect. This section outlines the consonantal
phones of Ilab-ilab, as well as the phonemes identified for the argot. There are 18 conso-
nant phonemes that have been identified for Ilab-ilab and they are outlined in Table 10
(in bold).

Table 10
Consonant Inventory of Ilab-ilab

Bilabial Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar Glottal

Nasal m n N

Plosive
p~f b~v

t(~)tS d(~)dZ
k g P

Affricate
Fricative s~S~z S h
Trill

r~R~ôTap
Approximant j
Lateral

l~ë
Co-approximant w

Nasals Ilab-ilab has three identified nasals, same as with Binisdak. These nasals are
as follows: the bilabial [m], the dental [n], and the velar [N]. Since these phones are
the sole members of their respective allophone groups occurring in all environments,
they are each the phonemes /m, n, N/, same as in Binisdak. See Table 11 for some
representative examples.

Plosives Ilab-ilab has six plosives, same as with Binisdak. These plosives are as fol-
lows, the bilabials [p] and [b], the dentals [t] and [d], the velars [k] and [g], and the
glottal [P]. The bilabial stops are in free variation with their fricative equivalents [f] and
[v]. Since Binisdak [p] and [b] almost always become Ilab-ilab [f] and [v] as long as
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Table 11
Nasals in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/m/ ["mo:wti]
‘black’

["l5vm2t]
‘medicine’

[l2"hAms]
‘expensive’

[kU"m5S]
‘annoying’

["P5Ng2m]
‘mango’

/n/ [n2"jitS]
‘stomach’

["sItnob]
‘pregnant’

["w2ngW:v]
‘cold’

[n2"n5tS]
‘all’

["NA:n]
‘name’

/N/ ["N-U:]
‘head’

− ["PANg2m]
‘mango’

[w"NUbs]
‘cold’

["bÄbAN]
‘feces’

source language interference does not come to play, the allophone groups will be rep-
resented as the phonemes /f/ and /v/ respectively. The dental stops [t] and [d] are
in complementary distribution with the affricates [tS] and [S] and are therefore under-
lyingly /t/ and /dZ/ even in Ilab-ilab. Notably, both /tS/ and /dZ/ are also part of a
different allophone group themselves, only intersecting with /t/ and /d/ in the word-
final position. The velars [k] and [g] experience no change from Binisdak to Ilab-ilab
and are still the sole members of their allophone group and are therefore also underly-
ingly /k/ and /g/. Same as in Binisdak, the glottal stop is phonemic in Ilab-ilab, but
is in complementary distribution with ∅. The glottal stop is also non-phonemic at the
word initial position and is in free variation with ∅. See Table 12 for some representative
examples.

Table 12
Plosives in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/f/ [f5mI"li]
‘know a
person’

− [f lAw@"ô-IN]
‘flower’

["lE:f2]
‘join’

["ti’l2f]
‘buy’

/v/ ["vi:vA]
‘long live’

− ["l5vm2tS]
‘medicine’

[k2"vIL]
‘backstab’

[j2gi"l5:v]
‘sell’

/t/ ["to:ji-s]
‘sexual

intercourse’

["P5sti]
‘toss’

["setn-udZ]
‘pregnant’

[5t2"w5kh]
‘laugh’

["P5"lutS]
‘French kiss’

/d/ [d2"j5:v]
‘pay’

["Potded]
‘over there’

["dZUdtoms]
‘over there’

["Su:-di]
‘no’

[5"l2dZ]
‘carry’

/k/ [ka"wuv]
‘flower’

− ["Pe:m2ks]
‘us’

[P5’kwu:v]
‘open’

["Pe:nIk]
‘this’

/g/ ["gO:vu]
‘drunk’

["tomguts]
‘hungry’

["mu:togs]
‘hungry’

[P2"gjIv]
‘in heat’

[P5n2"hAg]
‘want’

/P/ [∅"O:m-s]
‘you’

["dZUmPis]
‘sweet’

[w2∅"n5tS]
‘watch’

[dZU-"PestRa]
‘teacher’

["dZu:na∅]
‘say’
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Fricatives and Affricates Ilab-ilab has six fricatives and two affricates, which is no-
ticeably different from Binisdak. The fricatives are as follows: the bilabial [f] and [v],
the alveolar [s] and [z], the post-alveolar [S], and the glottal [h]. The fricatives are alveo-
dental [tS] and [dZ]. The bilabial [f] and [v], as has been discussed, are in an allophonic
group with the plosives [p] and [b] and are underlyingly /f/ and /v/ respectively. The
alveolars [s] and [z] seem to be in an optional complementary distribution with each
other following a voiced consonant, i.e., [z] only has a tendency of replacing [s] in the
said environment, while [s] is mostly replaced by the post-alveolar [S] at the end of a
word following a vowel (V_#) and before consonants, thus, [s], [z], [S] belong in an al-
lophone group that is underlyingly /s/. In spite of this, [S] also belongs to a different
allophone group where it is the only member and is underlyingly /S/, therefore both
/s/ and /S/ intersect in specific environments: the V_# and pre-consonantal positions.
The glottal [h] is interesting as it is phonetically barred from appearing in the final po-
sition and as a result of segment inversion, [h] sparsely appears in the data. It not clear
whether [h] constitutes a separate phoneme and is not just in free variation with ∅, de-
pending on the etymon. For now, [h] will be considered underlyingly /h/. See Table 13
for some representative examples.

Table 13
Fricatives and Affricates in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/f/ [f5mI"li]
‘know a
person’

− [f lAw@"ô-IN]

‘flower’
["lE:f2]
‘join’

["ti’l2f]
‘buy’

/v/ ["vi:vA]
‘long live’

− ["l5vm2tS]

‘medicine’
[k2"vIL]

‘backstab’
[j2gi"l5:v]

‘sell’
/s/ [sa]

‘of’
[P5tAbs]
‘young’

["P5SnIk]
‘who’

[P5"s2v]
‘wet’

["P5:b2S]
‘noisy’

/S/ ["Su:di]
‘no’

[gAbikon"sEpSon]

‘night’
− [Pek2SU"lO]

‘third’
[bANlA"deS]

‘feces’
/tS/ [tSa"Rot]

‘joke’
["d2ttSes]
‘money’

X [tSetSe"tSe:ni]

‘patience’
[P5"k5tS]
‘ugly’

/dZ/ [dZU"tA:wA]
‘laugh’

[k5ddZIN]

‘big’
X [dZÄdZin2"wIlson]

‘virgin’
["setnudZ]

‘pregnant’
/h/ ["h5:v]

‘smelly’
− X ["Poh2b]

‘smelly’
X

Approximants Ilab-ilab has two approximant sounds, one is the palatal approximant
[j] and the co-articulatory labio-velar approximant [w]. Both are underlying of their
respective allophonic groups and are therefore /j/ and /w/ respectively. See Table 14
for some representative examples.
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Table 14
Approximants in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/j/ ["ju:jIP]

‘gay’
[kjU"PAk]

‘girl’
["P2jnU]
‘later’

[tU"j2b]
‘gay’

["Pe:b2j]
‘girl’

/w/ [w5"NUb-s]

‘cold’
[Pis"kwÄnIt]

‘dark’
[dZowk]

‘joke’
[n5"wu]
‘rain’

["PAw]
‘none’

Liquids Ilab-ilab has about five liquid sounds, three of which are rhotics and two are
laterals. The rhotics represent one allophonic set of [r], [R], and [ô] which is also the case
in some varieties of modern Cebuano. The rhotics are in free variation with each other
but [ô] is most likely to appear at the word-final position and most likely, all rhotics
become /ô/ in Ilab-ilab but source language interference causes it to surface as [R] or
[r] at times. The laterals represent one allophonic set of [l] and [ë] where the latter
sometimes conditionally surfaces at the word-final position, i.e., /l/ is the underlying
representation of the lateral. See Table 15 for some representative examples.

Table 15
Liquids in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/r/ ["ôe:s]
‘sir’

["SUbôi]
‘open’

["wAôla]
‘fight’

[P2"ô5d]
‘there’

[wA:j2-wAô]
‘fight’

/l/ [l2"hAms]
‘expensive’

["Pilb2]
‘open’

[p5j"n5:pUldZUs]

‘sweet’
["kh5:li]

‘cry’
[Pi"m2l]

‘delicious’

6.1.2 The Vowel Inventory

This section outlines the vowel phones of Ilab-ilab, as well as the phonemes identified
for the argot. There are four allophonic vowel groups that have been identified for
Ilab-ilab and they are shown in Table 16.

Front Vowel Ilab-ilab has the same allophonic group for the front vowel as Binisdak,
which surfaces as [i], [I], [e], and [E] but with a greater preference for the latter two.
Although [E] is included, Ilab-ilab’s front vowels generally sound as if they were pro-
nounced with a more closed opening. These allophones are in free variation with each
other but surface more as [e] in Ilab-ilab if no interference is present, thus, /e/ will be
assumed to be the underlying representation of the front vowel.
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Table 16
Vowel Inventory of Ilab-ilab

Front Central Back

High

i~I~e~E U~u~o~O
High-Mid
Mid Ä

Low-Mid
5~2~A

Low

Back Vowel Ilab-ilab has the same allophonic group for the back vowel as Binisdak,
which surfaces as [U], [u], [o], and [O] but with a greater preference for the latter two.
Although [O] is included, Ilab-ilab’s back vowels generally sound as if they were pro-
nounced with a more closed opening. These allophones are in free variation with each
other but surface more as [o] in Ilab-ilab if no interference is present, thus, /o/ will be
assumed to be the underlying representation of the back vowel.

Low Vowel Ilab-ilab has the same allophonic group for the front vowel as Binisdak,
which surfaces as [5], [2], [A]. It is unclear which one is the underlying phoneme but
during well enunciated speech, [A] is the most common realization. Therefore, /A/ is
the underlying phoneme with the different allophones being in free variation.

Central Vowel Ilab-ilab only has one central vowel, [Ä] therefore it is automatically
the underlying phoneme /Ä/. No non-rhotic schwa appears in the data; thus, it seems
more apt to consider the rhotacized schwa as a single phoneme rather than a string of
[@ô].

Table 17
Vowel Sounds in Ilab-ilab

#_ C_ _C V_V _#

/e/ X [je:ko]

‘okay’
["PÄbel]

‘to be treated
something’

X ["ki:kI]
‘male’

/o/ X [to"g5l]

‘angry’
[Po:ks]
‘me’

X [gu"bo]

‘drunk’
/A/ X [wAn2twAn2"t2]

‘watch’
[PAô]
‘only’

X [ôA:]
‘only’

/Ä/ X ["PÄvEl]
‘to be treated
something’

["nÄ:f]
‘friend’

X ["PApstÄ]

‘yet’
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See Table 17 for a list of representative examples for each of the phonemes or allo-
phone groups.

6.1.3 Phonotactics

This section will detail the phonotactics of the Ilab-ilab argot and the phonological pro-
cesses that were observed in the data. The phonological processes that are shared with
Binisdak will not be given much detail here, only those exclusively exhibited by the
argot.

Syllable Structure The base structure of Ilab-ilab is similar to Binisdak: CV, i.e., no
word starts with a bare V. Also, like Binisdak, Ilab-ilab allows for consonant clusters at
the onset and the outset of a syllable. Unlike Binisdak, however, Ilab-ilab syllables may
have more consonant clusters, especially at the onsets. Additionally, Ilab-ilab seems to
have more monosyllabic content words than Binisdak. The syllable structure of Ilab-
ilab is illustrated as:

(C0)CV(C0)...

As with Binisdak, since no syllable starts with a bare V, a consonant is inserted at the
null onset position. Typically, a glottal stop epenthesis is preferred but this is not the
case with word-final external processes. R1 in Binisdak still holds for Ilab-ilab.

During segment inversion, etymon final glottal stops seem to not be carried over
and a new glottal stop is inserted in the word-initial position. This may indicate that
/P/ does not actually contrast with ∅ in the initial position. Additionally, there are not
enough examples in the data to establish the phonemic status of the glottal stop in the
word-initial position, unlike in Binisdak which can be proven via affixation. Although
the glottal epenthesis rule is still valid, it is no longer a mandatory rule. Thus, hereafter,
the glottal stop will not be indicated at the word-initial position even when present.

Gemination Gemination refers to a pair of neighboring homorganic consonants or a
consonant produced with length. When vowel initial suffixes are attached to Ilab-ilab
roots with a final affricate, the [+STOP] and [+VOX] features are regressively geminated.
In this case, a [t] and [d] is inserted before a [tS] and [dZ] respectively. The process may
be illustrated in rule form in R6.

R6. ∅ →
{

t / V tSVC0#
d / V dZVC0#

Consequently, the root final affricates are now positioned at the onset of the suffix
generated syllable. Furthermore, the process also results in a closed syllable before the
initial syllable of the affix. It is unclear if the process is a retention from Binisdak or
influence from English. See Table 18 for some examples.
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Table 18
Ilab-ilab Lexicon With Gemination

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

18.1 Dutch
/"dA(:)tS/

‘money’ /"dAtSes/

[dAttSes]

‘money’

18.2 dako
/dA"kuP/

‘big’ /"kAdZeN/

["k5ddZIN]

‘big’

Glottal Sound Restrictions The glottal sounds, /h/ and /P/, in Ilab-ilab are ex-
tremely restricted in the environments in which they are permitted. These sounds are
invalid at the syllable coda, including the word-final position. This is also the case
in Binisdak for the glottal fricative, but there the glottal stop may be permitted at
non-word-final syllable codas for monosyllabic reduplicates as in the word /bAPbAP/
‘mouth.’ The restrictions may be illustrated in rule form as in R7.

R7.
[

+GLOTTAL
]
→ ∅ / σ

These restrictions, however, are only compulsory for modified etyma, i.e., only in
Ilab-ilab roots and not adapted Binisdak roots. The loss of glottal stop at the coda
position may also be explained by how Binisdak restricts pre-consonantal glottal stops
for non-monosyllabic reduplicates and this may have also been reflected in Ilab-ilab
albeit more regularized to include all coda positions. See Table 19 for some examples.

Table 19
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Showing Glottal Sound Restrictions

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

19.1 ana
/"PA:nAP/

‘say’ /"dZo:nA∅/

["dZu:n2]

‘say’

19.1 tan-aw-tan-awa
/tAnPAwtAn"PA:wA/

‘look [DIM]’ /wA∅nAtwA∅nA"tA/

[wAn2twAn2"t-2]

‘look [DIM]’

Vowel Length and Stress It is unclear from the data if vowel length and stress are
independent of each other. It is also unclear if both are or only one of them is phonemic.
For now, they will both be treated as phonemic.

6.1.4 Phonological Processes

This section will detail some phonological processes in Ilab-ilab. Some of these pro-
cesses occur both at the etyma and derived levels. Only two phonological processes
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have major effects on the phonetic shape of the argot: vowel lowering and lateral dele-
tion. There are probably more that remain undescribed.

Vowel Lowering Vowel lowering is a mechanical process whereby a vowel pro-
nounced normally with a more heightened tongue is now pronounced with the tongue
positioned slightly lower. The process could also be described with the closing of
the mouth wherein vowel lowering causes the mouth to open more than would have
been the case for the original vowel. The change is however conservative in Ilab-ilab
as formerly close vowels would generally not become fully open, only stopping at
the mid-close or mid-open positions. The same phenomenon can also be observed
in Binisdak to a certain extent but vowel lowering tends to be more pronounced and
exaggerated in Ilab-ilab. Notably, this change is not a conditioned one.

R8. i ∼ I → e ∼ E
u ∼ U → o ∼ O

The process involves the close front and close back vowels, regardless of tenseness,
to lower until they either become their close-mid or open-mid counterparts. The sound
change is described in rule form in R8. See Table 20 for some examples.

Table 20
Ilab-ilab Lexicon With Vowel Lowering

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

20.1 apil
/PA"pil/

‘join’ /"le:fA/

["le:f2] or ["lE:f2]

‘join’

20.2 sabot
/"sA:but/ or /sA"but/

‘plan; understand’ /to"bAs/

[to’b5S]

‘plan; understand’

20.3 /So"bot/

[SU"bOt]

20.4 gurang
(instead of
tigúlang)
/gu"RAN/

‘old’ /go"r2N/

[go"r2N] or
/"goôs/

["go:ôs]

‘old’

Lateral Deletion This sound change (see R3–5) observed in the dialects of Metro
Cebu, Northern Cebu, and Bol-anon is also observed in the Ilab-ilab speakers from
Metro Cebu. In 21.1, it can be seen that lateral deletion could have only taken place fol-
lowing a lexification process in Ilab-ilab, showing that this phenomenon is also active
in the argot. See Table 21 for some examples.
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Table 21
Ilab-ilab Lexicon With Lateral Deletion

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

21.1 lafang (slang)
/lAfAN/

‘to eat’ /"fA:N/

["fÃ:N]

‘to eat’

21.2 bulak
/"bulAk/

‘flower’ /ka"wuv/

[ka"wuv]

‘flower’

6.2 Lexification Processes: Primary Word-Internal Phonological
Processes

The words from the source language that will become the basis for the lexicon in Ilab-
ilab shall henceforth be referred to here as etyma and the process of derivation from an
etymon to form new lexemes shall henceforth be referred to as lexification. Lexification
processes then involve the creation or derivation of new lexicon or new vocabulary
items from etyma in the source language, in this case, Binisdak. The lexification pro-
cesses listed in this section are classified as primary because they are often applied first,
as primary phonological distortion processes, to create new words for the Ilab-ilab so-
ciolect, i.e., they are applied to unmodified etyma. Some of the processes identified
here have also been identified for FGL in Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio
et al. (2021). Even though these processes have been tagged as primary, they can also
be applied after primary or secondary lexification to distort lexicon further for vari-
ous reasons, such as stylistics or because the Ilab-ilab word has already become readily
identifiable to the general public. This section particularly outlines primary phonolog-
ical processes which are internally applied such as the modification of segments and
segment order, as opposed to those externally applied by way of affixation.

6.2.1 Segment Inversion

Segment inversion is by far the most productive of the primary lexification processes in
Ilab-ilab. Unless a word has been specialized, is already in common use, or has already
been further distorted, it has most likely been derived via inversion. The ubiquity of
this process has been noted by previous studies on Ilab-ilab such as in Amante (2021)
and Cantina (2020). In fact, segment inversion is such a primary characteristic that
the autonym Ilab-ilab itself is derived from a simple reversal of the fully reduplicated
diminutive derivation of bali ‘reverse, invert.’

R9. ϕ1ϕ2ϕ3...ϕn → ϕn...ϕ3ϕ2ϕ1

Words that undergo segment inversion simply have the order of their constituent
segments inverted, i.e., final segments now become initial segments and so on and so
forth. The process is illustrated in rule form in R9. Some representative examples are
listed in Table 22.
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Table 22
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Segment Inversion

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

22.1 libak
/l1i2"b3A4k5/

‘talk behind
someone’s back’

/k5A4"v3i2l1/

[k5"bil]

‘talk behind
someone’s back’

22.2 hilak
/"h1i2:l3A4k5/

‘(to) cry’ /"k5A4:l3i2∅1/
["kA:li]

‘(to) cry’

22.3 school
/"s1k2u3l4/

‘(to go to) school’ /"l4o3k2s1/

["loks]

‘(to) study’

22.4 friend
/f1r2i3(:)n4/

‘friend’ /"n4Ä3−2f1/

["nÄ:f]

‘friend’

22.5 patay
/p1A2"t3A4j5/

‘dead; to kill’ /j5A4"t3A2f1s/

[j2"t2f-s]

‘dead’

22.5 buntis
/b1u2n3"t4i5s6/

‘(to be) pregnant’ /"s6e5t4n3odZ/

["setnudZ]

‘(to be) pregnant’

Example 22.1 shows the prototypical inversion process in Ilab-ilab with a clearly
identifiable inversion of the order of segments. Example 22.2 is also prototypical of seg-
ment inversion, but since final /h/ is not permitted in Ilab-ilab, it is deleted. Example
22.3 shows how segment inversion sometimes causes semantic shifts, from the English
meaning of ‘school’ appropriated in Binisdak as ‘to go to school,’ it is then specialized to
mean ‘to study’ in Ilab-ilab. Example 22.4 acknowledges the phonemic status of /Ä/ in
Ilab-ilab, instead of the sequence /@ô/ which would have been the expected inversion.
Example 22.5 shows secondary processes occurring as a consequence of segment inver-
sion plus the suffixation of -s that caused a specialization in meaning. Finally, example
22.6 shows secondary inversion after the source word buntis, which is an alternative
word to mabdos by way of Tagalog, is first lexified via the prefixation of dZu- to become
/dZuntes/, which was then further distorted via segment inversion to become [’setn-udZ].

Despite the high level of variation in Ilab-ilab, primary application of segment inver-
sion seems to uniquely be the most common feature. In fact, most of the lexicon for
all the speakers are primarily inverted in the same way, unless a particular lexicon has
been specialized or had secondary, or even tertiary, distortions to it. Even if there were
already distortions, usually primary segment inversion is consistent and is thus unde-
niably the main feature and characteristic of Ilab-ilab. Segment inversion is by far the
most common and simplest way of phonological distortion, as surveyed by Melikian
(2002). It could then be said that the success of Ilab-ilab lies in the ease in which it can
be learned as well as providing radical enough distortion that the uninitiated would be
sure to struggle at first hearing.
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6.2.2 Metathesis

Metathesis, albeit not being as productive as segment inversion in Ilab-ilab, is still pro-
ductive. This process has been identified for FGL in Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and
Demeterio et al. (2021) and for Ilab-ilab in Crisol and Parungao (2016), as well as in
the Tandaganon gay lingo (Silvano, 2018). These processes are also prominent in other
argots such as in the Bird’s Language of Iran (Melikian, 2002). The process involves
the rearrangement of syllable order or the interchanging of placements between two
segments. This rule is illustrated in rule form in R10.

R10. ϕ1ϕ2 → ϕ2ϕ1

σ1σ2 → σ2σ1

Typically, words that are derived via metathesis are words that have complex con-
sonant clusters or are words that are phonological palindromes. Because metathesis
is not primarily characteristic of Ilab-ilab, its application is sometimes dependent on
the stylistics of the speaker and ease of pronunciation, as long as the phonetic form is
still vaguely traceable back to its etymon. Some representative examples are listed in
Table 23.

Table 23
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Metathesis

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

23.1 asa
/"PA:s1A2/

‘where’ /"A:A2s1/

["P5:P2S] or ["P5:P2s]

‘where’

23.2 sauna
/sa"Pu1:nA2/

‘before’ /sAA2"no1/

[s2P5"nu]

‘before’

23.3 katawa
/k1A"tA:wA∅2/

‘(to) laugh’ /∅2AtA"wAk1/

[5t2"w5kh]

‘(to) laugh’

23.4 kahibalo
/kA"b1A:w2/

‘to know’ /kA"w2Ab1(s)/

[k2"w5b(s)]

‘to know’

23.5 tsupa
/tS1u"p2AP/

‘fellatio’ /p2ots1pA/

["putsp2]

‘fellatio’

23.6 maestra
/m1A"PistRA∅2/

‘teacher’ /"dZ2e:stôAm1/

[dZe:stR5m]

‘teacher’

23.7 lafang (sland)
/lA1"fA2N/

‘to eat’ /"fA2:∅1N/

["fÃ:N]

‘to eat’

23.8 tindog
/"ti1ndu2g/

‘(to) stand’ /"to2nde1g/

["tundig]

‘(to) stand’

23.9 mangga
/m1AN"gA∅2/

‘mango’ /∅2ANgAm1/

["P5Ng2m]

‘mango’

30



BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Example 23.1 shows a consistent application of metathesis to a palindrome etymon
wherein the final syllable low vowel switches position with the intervocalic alveolar
fricative. Consequently, a glottal stop is inserted between the two low vowels to avoid
hiatus. Also, the spirantization of [s] is optionally applied. Example 23.2 shows a dif-
ferent direction for metathesis wherein the back vowel of the second syllable is repo-
sitioned to the final syllable, although this could also be analyzed as an example of
segment inversion wherein sauna is divided among its two morpheme constituents sa
and una, where only una has segment inversion applied to it. Example 23.3 shows
the interchanging of the segments [t] and [w], perhaps to aid in the ease of enuncia-
tion. Example 23.4 shows the interchanging of the segments [w] and [b] from the Metro
Cebu (as well as Binol-anon and Leytenhon) shortened form of kahibalo [k2"bA:w]. In
the process, the length is irregularly lost. Example 23.5 shows the switch between the
segments [tS~ts] and [p] but with an irregular epenthesis of [p] following [ts] in Ilab-
ilab. This case might be an application of additional phonological distortion due to
the ubiquity of the segmented inverted version of tsupa, which is often heard in the
meme phrase aputs ak nito ‘do you wanna suck some D.’ This phrase however is only
a non-Ilab-ilab speakers’ impressionistic interpretation of Ilab-ilab, as evidenced by the
wrong use of pronoun form.

Example 23.6 shows a complicated case of metathesis which may have undergone the
following: [m5"PestR5] > ["P5PestR5m] > [dZuP5PestR5m] > [dZestR5m]. The process involves
the irregular metathesis of the initial consonant [m] to the word-final position. The sub-
stitutive prefix dZu- is then affixed, and finally, the segment string [uP5P] is irregularly
deleted to shorten the word, perhaps for ease of pronunciation. Example 23.7 shows the
interchanging of the syllables [lA] and [fA] which then produces [fAlAN]. Lateral deletion,
which occurs Metro Cebuano (and also in Binol-anon and Leytenhon), is then applied
via analogy, producing ["fÃ:N]. Additionally, the vowel is also irregularly nasalized be-
fore the nasal consonant. Example 23.8 shows an inconsistent application of metathesis
that would also be difficult to pronounce when segmentally inverted. This example
is quite unstable with several variations, perhaps alluding to its recency in the Ilab-
ilab lexicon and as a result of its complex consonant clustering. Example 23.9 shows a
secondary application of metathesis to make the otherwise difficult to pronounce seg-
mentally inverted [:P5gN2m] easier as ["P5Ng2m].

Unlike the previous feature of segment inversion, metathesis seems to be less produc-
tive and less consistent in where it applies. In fact, this process is undeniably unstable
in its application, with few exceptions, that it could be said that metathesis is gener-
ally less preferred and is considered a last resort and repair strategy for when etymons
are either too difficult to directly invert or too difficult to pronounce, inverted or not.
Unlike in FGL where metathesis seems to be quite common as in Abaya and Hernandez
(1998), Ilab-ilab metathesis, albeit being primarily applied, is rarely the first option for
lexification and often appears when the application of other lexification strategies ap-
pears difficult.
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6.2.3 Phonetic Substitution

Phonetic substitution as a lexification strategy is quite common in Ilab-ilab, mostly
as a secondary process, however it is also applicable as a primary process. As a pri-
mary word internal lexification process, phonetic substitution is primarily stylistic in
nature, i.e., it is non-compulsory. Substitution has already been identified by Abaya
and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021) for FGL; however, the treatment here
would slightly differ. Phonetic substitution is to be understood here as the allophonic
shift of a phone to a differently mannered but homorganic phone, e.g., the spirantiza-
tion of a stop /p/ to /f/, as opposed to substitutive affixation wherein a string of seg-
ments such as /bu-/ in /’buntis/ is replaced by another predetermined string of segments
such as /dZo-/ that may or may not be allophonic or related to the replaced phone which
would result in such an item as /"dZontes/. Although this could be termed replacive, and
is seemingly so, substitution is perhaps more apt as it is not a grammatically compul-
sory change.

R11.
[

+BILABIAL

+STOP

]
→

[
+BILABIAL

+FRICATIVE

]
There are multiple phonetic substitution processes in Ilab-ilab but only one is iden-

tifiable as a primary word internal lexification process, i.e., substitution is the primary
mode of derivation and not a consequence of some secondary process. It is, however,
also possible to be applied secondarily, although in cases where primary phonetic sub-
stitution co-occurs with another primary lexification process, it is not clear which one
happened first. Primary internal phonetic substitution in Ilab-ilab involves the spiran-
tization of bilabial stops and may be illustrated in rule form as in R11. Spirantization
refers to the process whereby a stop becomes fricative. Some representative examples
are outlined in Table 24.

Examples 24.1 to 24.3 are the most representative of primary phonetic substitution.
Though the items are already segmentally inverted, it seems as though phonetic substi-
tution is not applied as a result of inversion as evidenced by 24.4 to 24.6 which shows
substitution in examples with affixes and metathesis. 24.7 shows the spirantization of
the Binisdak voiced bilabial /b/ to /v/ in Ilab-ilab in the environment _C. It seems
that spirantization is a common theme in Ilab-ilab substitution and the affixes used
also generally involve spirants however the rest of the substitutions are generally envi-
ronmentally conditioned such that the process is only triggered by certain neighboring
sounds. Notably as well, changes in liquids are also involved.

6.2.4 Deletion

The deletion that will be tackled in this section involves primary deletion and excludes
deletion that occurs as a result of secondary processes or as a result of some stem af-
fix deletion. Additionally, lexemes that have already undergone deletion in the source
language, be that due to other phonological processes or the process of making voca-
tives, will be treated in other sections. Deletion refers to the process wherein a segment
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Table 24
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Phonetic Substitution

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

24.1 libak
/li"bAk/

‘talk behind
someone’s back’

/ka"vil/

[k2"viL]

‘talk behind
someone’s back’

24.2 hubog
/hu"bug/

‘drunk’ /"go:vo/

["gO:vu]

‘drunk’

24.3 apil
/PA"pil/

‘to join’ /"le:fA/

["lE:f2] or ["le:f2]

‘to join’

24.4 gwapa
/gwA:pA/

‘beautiful’ /"So:fa/

["So:f2] or ["Su:f2]

‘beautiful’

24.5 gwapo
/gwA:pu/

‘handsome’ /"So:fo/

["So:fu] or ["Su:fU]

‘handsome’

24.6 (hi)tabo
/(hi)tA"bu?/

‘to happen’ /"to:vA/

["tu:v2]

‘to happen’

24.7 baho
/bA"huP/

‘smelly’ /"hA:vs/

["h5:vs]

‘smelly’

or string of segments is removed. Deletion has been identified in FGL by Abaya and
Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021), and in other gay lingos such as in the
Hiligaynon gay lingo (Co-Tortogo et al., 2021). At least in the available data, deletion
seems to be the least productive of the primary processes and often always occurs as a
consequence of different processes. No patterns are yet observable, and it seems that
the application of the said strategy is also largely stylistic or motivated by certain spe-
cific factors. Some representative examples are listed in Table 25.

Table 25
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Deletion

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

25.1 lami
/lA"miP/

‘tasty’ /"mA:ls/

["mA:ë-z]

‘tasty’

25.2 baho
/bA"huP/

‘smelly’ /"hA:vs/

["h5:vs]

‘smelly’

25.3 lalaki
/lA"lAki/

‘man’ /"ke:ke/, /keke"ro/

["ke:-ki], [ke-ke-"ru]

‘man’

Examples 25.1 and 25.2. seemingly show a pattern of the deletion of the last V of a
lexical root; however, the process seems to be confined to these two examples. In fact,
it is unclear if deletion is primary or secondary. Example 25.3 is probably an example
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of further distortion wherein a lexical item undergoes additional distortion motivated
by the fact that the original derivations have become so readily identifiable to those
outside the community. This example probably shows a primary application of deletion
wherein the root laki (lalaki with lateral deletion) has its initial syllable deleted and then
the final syllable is reduplicated with an optional syllable attached towards the end of
the reduplicated syllable, probably to further add distortion.

6.3 Lexification Processes: Primary Phonological Processes in Affixation
The lexification processes listed in this section are classified as primary because they are
often applied first, as primary phonological distortion processes, to create new words
for the Ilab-ilab sociolect, i.e., they are applied to untouched lexical roots and etyma.
Some of the processes here have also been identified for FGL in Abaya and Hernandez
(1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021). Even though these processes have been tagged as
primary, they can also be applied after primary or secondary lexification to distort lex-
icon further for various reasons, such as stylistics or because the Ilab-ilab word has
already become readily identifiable to the general public. This section particularly out-
lines primary phonological processes which are externally applied by way of affixation,
as opposed to internally applied through sound mutation and the like. These lexifica-
tion processes may also be referred to as primary affixation strategies or processes.

6.3.1 Substitutive Affixation

Substitutive affixation is one of the most productive of the primary affixation strate-
gies. In essence, the process deletes sounds in an etymon’s root and replaces it with,
generally, an equivalent number of segments that may or may not share phonological
features with the replaced units. Most of the substitutive affixes employed in Ilab-ilab
have also been identified in FGL and other gay lingos in the Philippines as listed by
Abaya and Hernandez (1998) for FGL, although it is categorized under the more gen-
eral categories of substitution and affixation, and by Co-Tortogo et al. (2021) for the
Hiligaynon gay lingo. The only affix identified in the data that does not appear in FGL
is N-, therefore it is plausible that substitutive affixation is itself a loan feature from FGL
or is at least a feature partly or heavily influenced by FGL.

R12. [PREFIX] + #C0V(C0)... →
{

#[PREFIX]V(C0)...
#[PREFIX](C0)...

...C0V(C0)# + [SUFFIX] →
{

...C0V[SUFFIX]#

...C0[SUFFIX]#

The primary motivation to distinguish substitutive affixation from regular affixation
is the nature of the replacive segments. Substitutive affixes are a set string of segments
that replace a string of segments of equivalent weight in an etymon without needing to
be homorganic with the replaced segments, i.e., a CV affix will replace a root CV seg-
ment regardless of feature. Additionally, substitutive affixes seem to be limited to word
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initial and word final positions, thus, making them characteristically prefixes and suf-
fixes. This may be shown in rule form as in R12. Substitutive affixes are also generally
different from non-substitutive affixation in that the former is a primary phonological
process while the latter is secondary, as well as the fact that non-substitutive affixation
is by nature non-replacive. The set of substitutive affixes identified are the prefixes
dZu-, Su-, and N-, and the suffix -Ä. The latter three seem to be the least productive. Some
representative examples are shown in Table 26.

Table 26
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Substitutive Affixation

Affix Ilab-ilab Word Source Affix
Source

Source Example

dZo- 26.1 /dZoestôA/

[dZU"PestrA]

maestra ‘teacher’
/mA"istrA/

FGL junak
(from anak)

26.2 /setnodZ/

["setnudZ]

buntis ‘pregnant’
/bun"tis/

So- 26.3 /"So:fa/

["So:f2]

gwapa ‘beautiful’
/"gwA:pA/

FGL shonda
(from tanda)

N- 26.4 /"No:/

["Nu:]

ulo ‘head’
/"Pu:lu/

?

-Ä 26.5 /kAle"dANgÄ(s)/

[k2li"-d5N"gÄ(-s)]

hilak ‘cry’
/"hi:lAk/
+
dangga ‘spoiled’ (?)
/"dANgAP/

FGL (?) tander(s)
(from tanda)

Examples 26.1 and 26.2 show examples of the use of the substitutive prefix dZu- re-
placing the initial strings ma- and bu- respectively. Example 26.2 shows additional dis-
tortion by way of the segment inversion of the dZu- prefixed item /dZontes/ which hails
from buntis. Example 26.3 shows the use of the substitutive prefix Su- replacing the ini-
tial string gwa-, showing that substitution in Ilab-ilab does not consider the number of
segments as the weight of a string, instead it weighs based on whether or not the sylla-
ble onset, nucleus, and outset are occupied for substitutive prefixes, and weighs based
on whether or not the syllable onset and rhyme are occupied for substitutive suffixes.
Some native speaker testimonies indicate that the prefix Su- comes from shunga but the
presence of the prefix in FGL seems to indicate that it is a loan prefix from FGL. So far,
the data does not show any evidence towards one or the other, so for now it will be
treated as an independent substitutive prefix rather than as a blending of two isolated
etymons. Example 26.4 shows the isolated use of the prefix N- that replaces the initial P-.
Example 26.5 shows another isolated use of an affix, but this time, the substitutive suf-
fix -Ä. This example shows the blended compounding of a segmentally inverted lexeme
and a suffixed lexeme which is indicative of attribution.
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Unlike the Ilab-ilab spoken in Cebu City and surrounding areas of the metropolitan
region, the Ilab-ilab of Mindanao fancies using affixes a lot more, hence, substitutive
affixation is particularly prominent in this possible variety of Ilab-ilab. What makes
this phenomenon particularly interesting is that some, if not all, of the substitutive af-
fixes used in the Mindanao Ilab-ilab are seen in the Tandaganon Gay Lingo as listed in
Silvano (2018) without even so much as matching the limited substitutive affix reper-
toire of Cebu Ilab-ilab. It even has many more unique substitutive affixes of its own.
This then begs the question, are Mindanao Ilab-ilab and Cebu Ilab-ilab even the same
gay lingo? How do you go about classifying these different gay lingos if not by au-
tonym or source language? These are further questions that would probably need to
be answered in future papers. For now, it will be assumed that Mindanao Ilab-ilab is
indeed a variety of Ilab-ilab as a whole. This assumption is, however, still very much
open to further debate and discussion. See Table 27 for a few representative examples
of substitutive affixation in Mindanao Ilab-ilab.

Table 27
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Substitutive Affixation in Mindanao Ilab-ilab

Affix Ilab-ilab Word Source Affix Source Source Example

Ä- 27.1 /"Ämok/

["PÄmok]

samok ‘annoyance’
/"sA:muk/

Tandaganon (?) erfa
(from gwapa)

ÄP- 27.2 /"ÄPAn/

["PÄPAn]

tiyan ‘stomach’
/"ti:jAn/

?

kjo- 27.3 /"kjo:god/

["kjU:god]

sugod ‘start’
/"su:gud/

Tandaganon (?) kyuba
(from guba)

dZ- 27.4 /"dZi:lAk/

["dZi:l2k]

hilak ‘cry’
/"hi:lAk/

?

fe- 27.5 /"fe:fa/

["fE:f2]

gwapa ‘beautiful’
/"gwA:pA/

?

mÄ- 27.6 /"mÄmiP/

["mÄmiP]

lami ‘delicious’
/lA"miP/

Tandaganon (?) mermotche
(from humot)

bÄ- 27.7 /"bÄbog(s)/

["bÄbog(s)]

hubog ‘drunk’
/hu"bug/

FGL berlog
(from tulog)

Essentially, Mindanao substitutive affixes function like Cebu substitutive affixes; the
big difference lies in the set of morphemes used. The number and variety of these
affixes really do dwarf those of the Cebu Ilab-ilab and the ones listed in Table 27 are but
a mere sample of those taken from a single consultant.

6.3.2 Rhyming and Attribution

Both rhyming and attribution are lumped here because they often co-occur together,
but they are indeed separate processes that sometimes converge. In fact, attribution
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Table 28
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Rhyming and Attribution

Additional String Ilab-ilab Word Source Rhyme/Attribution

28.1 -"m2s /bAhA:"mAs/

[b2hA:"m2s]

baha ‘flood’
/bA"hAP/

Rhyme with Bahamas,
a Carribean country

28.2 -waô /wAjAwAô/

["wA:j2wAô]

away ‘fight’
/"PA:wAj/

Attribution with war

28.3 -be:b2N /tojA"be:bAN/

[tUj2"be:b2N]

bayot ‘gay’
/"bA:jut/

Rhyme with Tiya
Bebang “Aunt
Bebang”

28.4 -es /"dAttSes/

["d2ttSes]

Dutch ‘money
(Binisdak slang)’
/"dAtS/

Attribution/rhyme
with duchess

28.5 -u:tSi /jAmA"go:tSe/

[j2m2"gwu:tSI]

gamay ‘small’
/gA"mAj/

Rhyme with
Yamaguchi, a
Japanese surname

28.6 "vi:vA- -m5’ôi: /vevAbÄhenmA"ôe:/

[vi:vAbjÄhenm5"ôi:]

birhen ‘virgin’
/"birhin/

Attribution/rhyme
with Viva Birhen
Maria “Long live the
Virgin Mary”

28.7 -konsepSon /gAbekonsepSon/

[gAbikon"sEpSon]

gabi ‘night (Tagalog)’
/ga"bi/

Rhyme with Gabby
Concepcion, a Filipino
actor

28.8 -emesalottSA /lAnemesA"lottSA/

["lAnimIs2"lUttSA]

ulan ‘rain’
/Pu"lAn/

Rhyme with Lani
Misalucha, a Filipino
singer

also occurs for substitution. Rhyming is used to refer to the appropriation of an etymon
to another lexical item that coincidentally has similar or identical segments in a part or
whole of a word. The etymon is then embedded into the rhymed lexeme replacing the
string of segments that contain the rhyme. In this sense, a sounds-like word is used
to represent the original etymon in Ilab-ilab. Attribution here refers to the affixation
or blending of a synonymous lexeme to an etymon. Usually, this lexeme also rhymes
with the etymon. Both rhyming and attribution have been described in detail in FGL
by Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021) due to how common they
occur. Notably, Ilab-ilab Mindanao is more similar to FGL in the sense that it uses
more rhymes and attributions than Cebuano Ilab-ilab. Furthermore, the rhymes and
attributions in Ilab-ilab Mindanao are largely based on FGL ones, i.e., they use a lot of
Tagalog/Filipino roots, whereas Cebuano Ilab-ilab tends to use more Binisdak roots.
There are no phonological rule-like patterns to rhyming in Ilab-ilab and most of it relies
on embedding the bare root inside a different word with a similar phonological string
or adding an attributive affix that has some segments that mirror the original root. In
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a sense, embedding in rhyming is replacive. Additionally, FGL and Mindanao Ilab-ilab
embedding sometimes makes use of only the rhyme part, whereas Cebuano Ilab-ilab
does not. See Table 28 for some representative examples.

Example 28.1 shows the primary application of rhyming by embedding the source
word baha inside the word Bahamas which shares the /baha/ segments. Examples 28.3,
28.4, and 28.7 share the same processes as 28.1. Example 28.2 shows the attribution
of the word war with the inversed Ilab-ilab word for away wherein both share only
the /wa/ segments. Additionally, this example is a secondary application of attribution.
Example 28.6 not only embeds the etymon birhen inside the expression Viva Birhen Maria
(which is notably the celebratory exclamation for the patron saint of the city where the
consultant which uttered the item lives) but also attributes the concept of virginity with
the virgin Mary. Example 28.8 is interesting as it embeds only the rhyming segments
of the original etymon ulan, something which is only attested in the Mindanao Ilab-ilab
variety.

6.3.3 Nicknaming

Binisdak has a variety of nicknaming affixes, probably also including diminutive redu-
plication, but two of these suffixes are used mainly in Ilab-ilab as a form of lexification.
These nicknaming suffixes -iN and -AN generally follow Binisdak affix phonotactics. The
former of these suffixes is interesting because it has probably merged with the English
progressive suffix -ing without the semantic notion as it is used in the etyma of English
suppletive forms. See Table 29 for some representative examples.

Table 29
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Nicknaming Suffixes

Affix Ilab-ilab Word Source Affix Source Source Example

-iN 29.1 /kAddZen/

["k5ddZiN]

dako ‘large’
/dA"kuP/

Binisdak
(also merging
with English -ing)

Boning
(from Bonifacia)

29.2 /flAwÄ"ôeN/

[flAwÄ"ôIN]

flowering
/flæ"w@ôIN/

-AN 29.3 /"e:vJAN/

["Pe:vj2N]

(ba)baye ‘woman’
/(bA)"bA:ji/

Binisdak Mayang
(from Maria)

Examples 29.1 and 29.2 make use of the -iN suffix with gemination added follow-
ing Ilab-ilab phonotactics. Notably, example 29.2 has the etymon flowering but has the
semantic meaning of ‘flower’ in Ilab-ilab. Example 29.3 shows the use of the -AN suf-
fix following Binisdak affix phonotactics with the deletion of the final syllable vowel.
Additionally, /"evjAN/ is also similar to the nickname equivalent of the name Eva.
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6.4 Lexical Substitution
Aside from phonological processes, lexical substitution is also used in Ilab-ilab lexifica-
tion. Lexical substitution entails the replacement of an etymon with a separate lexeme,
usually a borrowed word, but not necessarily so, to indicate the same meaning or se-
mantic feature. Some of these lexemes also undergo secondary applications of some
primary phonological processes. The substitutive forms come from a variety of sources
including Philippine English, English, Bislish (Binisdak and English code-switching va-
riety), Binisdak, Tagalog/Filipino, FGL, names, Cebuano slang, and Waray. See Table 30
for some representative examples.

Table 30
Suppletive Words in Ilab-ilab

Ilab-ilab Word Source Language Source Replaces

/"ke:ôe/

["kE:ri]

carry Philippine English dala
‘carry’

/pAj"nApoldZos/

[p5j"n5:pUl-dZUs]

pineapple juice English tam-is
‘sweet’

/"nÄ:f/

["nÄ:f]

friend Bisglish amigo/amiga/higala
‘friend’

/"Ne:Pob/

["NI:PUb]

ngiob
‘dark and eerie’

Binisdak itom
‘black’

/go"ôAN/

[gu"R2N]

gurang
‘old’

Waray tigulang
‘old (person)’

/"o:AtS/

["Po:P2tS]

tao
‘person’

Tagalog/Filipino tawo
‘person’

/tSe:kA/

["tSi:k2]

chika
‘to say’

FGL sulti/ingon/ana
‘to say’

/dZe:mA/

["dZe:m2]

Jema name binuang
‘joke’

/dAttSes/

["d2ttSes]

Dutch
‘money’

Cebuano slang kwarta/salapi
‘money’

/dA:dA/

["dA:d2]

dada
‘(sugar) daddy’

Cebuano slang kwarta/salapi
‘money’

6.5 Secondary Phonological Lexification Processes
The lexification processes listed in this section are classified as secondary because they
are often applied after prior modifications or derivations have been made. In other
words, these are secondary phonological distortion processes to further distort those
that are already Ilab-ilab lexemes, and these processes would never be applied as pri-
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mary distortions. Some of the processes here have also been identified for FGL in Abaya
and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021). It is important to note that primary
phonological processes may also fulfill this role. A lot of secondary phonological pro-
cesses are not as compulsory as primary phonological processes, i.e., their applications
highly depend on stylistics regardless of environmental triggers. There are many rea-
sons for stylistics, but the most likely candidate for further distortion is are words that
have become too familiar to the out-group and no longer fulfill the role of veiling, thus
requiring further distortion. This section particularly outlines secondary phonological
processes that are either word internal or external.

6.5.1 Non-Substitutive Suffixation

Non-substitutive suffixation is one of the most productive of the secondary phonolog-
ical processes; however, the productivity of these types of affixes decreases outside
the suffix -s and its variants. Non-substitutive suffixation involves the attachment of
segments to the end of a word without replacing any original segments in an ety-
mon. So far, non-substitutive prefixes and infixes have not been attested for Ilab-ilab.
Furthermore, non-substitutive suffixation tends to be more consistent across Cebuano
and Mindanaoan varieties of Ilab-ilab, unlike substitutive affixation. Non-substitutive
suffixation also seems to be the only word external non-primary phonological process.

R13. ...C0V(C0)# + [SUFFIX] → ...C0V(C0)[SUFFIX]#

Unlike substitutive affixation, regular suffixation is non-replacive and in fact may
pattern itself from English suffixes, especially since no item with Ilab-ilab-type suffixa-
tion follows Binisdak affix phonotactics, such as deletion and subsequent metathesis as
outlined in Newton (1991). The process basically involves the insertion of a segment,
usually just one, at the end of a word. Furthermore, the process of suffixation is used
primarily as a secondary phonological process. This may be illustrated in rule form in
R13. Notably, nicknaming suffixes in Ilab-ilab do trigger Binisdak affix phonotactics
but they are technically Binisdak suffixes that have different functions in Ilab-ilab and
are also used in primary lexification. See Table 31 for some representative examples.

Examples 31.1 and 31.2 show variants of the English -s suffix used in Ilab-ilab. Unlike
in English, however, it loses its semantic notions as well as its phonetic triggering con-
ditions, i.e., -s and -z are in free variation depending on stylistic choice. Despite that, -z
is still more likely to appear after voiced consonants. Example 31.3 shows the suffixa-
tion of -stÄ and phonetically functions just like its equivalent English suffix. Only one
item shows this suffix and it is thus unclear whether or not the suffix can occur without
the attached consonant cluster /st/. Example 31.4 also shows a lone application of what
seems like the English suffix -y.

6.5.2 Spirantization

Spirantization in Ilab-ilab is highly stylistic and non-compulsory. Spirantization refers
to the process whereby a stop becomes a fricative. Spirantization has been identified
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Table 31
Ilab-ilab Lexicon Derived Via Non-Substitutive Affixes

Affix Ilab-ilab Word Source Affix Source Source Example

-s 31.1 /AtAms/

["PA:tAms]

mata ‘eye’ English plural -s houses

-z 31.2 /jAds/

["j5:dz]

day ‘teen girl
(vocative)’

-(C0)Ä 31.3 /ApstÄ/

["P5pstÄ]

pa ‘father
(vocative)’

English
derivational
affix -(C0)Ä

gangster

-i 31.4 /"ko:be/

["ku:bi]

tambok ‘fat’ English
derivational
affix -y

funny

for FGL in Abaya and Hernandez (1998) and Demeterio et al. (2021) but it is catego-
rized under substitution. Unlike the spirantization found in the already discussed in
phoneme substitution and in FGL, spirantization here is conditional, i.e., triggered by
the environment or its neighboring sounds. The environment is usually the word-final
or pre-consonantal position. Generally, inverted etymons are more likely to experience
spirantization. Secondary spirantization involves the Ilab-ilab phonemes /d/, /t/, and
/s/. Ilab-ilab spirantization may be generated in rule form as in R14 and R15.

R14. d → dZ / V #
t → tS / V #

R15. s → S /

{
C
#

Although the sound change may be generated in rule form in that it is constrained
by certain parameters, the sound change described here is ultimately stylistic and may
or may not be expressed by the speaker. Additionally, some of the resultant spirant
allophones intersect with other established phonemes of Ilab-ilab. See Table 32 for some
representative examples of spirantization in Ilab-ilab.

6.5.3 Retrogradation

Like spirantization, retrogradation in Ilab-ilab is highly stylistic and non-compulsory.
Retrogradation refers to the phenomenon whereby any phoneme is articulated fur-
ther backwards in the oral cavity, as if it is being moved backwards or retrograded.
Retrogradation has not been described for FGL but it does seem like a sound change
that is influenced by English parallel to the phonologization of /ô/ in Ilab-ilab, replacing
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Table 32
Ilab-ilab Lexicon With Spirantization

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

32.1 bastos
/"bAstus/

‘Rude!’ /"sotsAv/

["sots2v]

‘Rude!’

32.2 dalaga
/"dA"lA:gA/ or
["dA:gA]

‘teen girl’ /A"gAd/

[P2"g5dZ]

‘teen girl’

32.3 tao (Tagalog)
/"tA:PO/

‘person, human’ /"o:At/

["PoP5tS]

‘person, human’

32.4 saging
/"sA:giN/

‘banana’ /Ne"gAs/

[NI"g5S]

‘banana’

32.5 unsa
/"PunsA/

‘what’ /"Asno/

["P5Snu]

‘what’

the original Binisdak /R/. Unlike the said phonologization, retrogradation here is con-
ditional, i.e., triggered by the environment. The environment is usually the word-final
or pre-consonantal position. Generally, inverted etymons are more likely to experience
retrogradation. Secondary retrogradation involves the Ilab-ilab phoneme /l/. Notably
/ô/ always surfaces as /ô/ in the same environments whereas /l/ retrogrades; however,
the former, unlike the latter, is in free variation with other rhotic expressions in other
environments. Ilab-ilab retrogradation may be rendered in rule form as in R16.

R16. l → ë or L /

{
C
#

Although the sound change may be generated in rule form, in that it is constrained
by certain parameters, the sound change described here is ultimately a stylistic one and
may or may not be expressed by the speaker. Additionally, [L] is only attested once. See
Table 33 for some representative examples of spirantization in Ilab-ilab.

Table 33
Ilab-ilab Lexicon With Retrogradation

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

33.1 lami
/lA"miP/

‘tasty’ /"mAlz/

["m5:ë-z]

‘good looking;
tasty’

33.2 libak
/li:bAk/

‘backbite,
backstab’

/kA"vel/

[k2"vIL]

‘backbite,
backstab’

42



BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

6.6 The Morphophonemic Interface between Ilab-ilab and Binisdak
Being an argot, Ilab-ilab largely sources its non-lexical elements, e.g., morphophonol-
ogy and syntax, from Binisdak. As such, Ilab-ilab inevitably interfaces with Cebuano
whenever speakers have to string the lexicon together in sentences. Interestingly
though, the use of Ilab-ilab, as a result of the distortion via pragmatic derivation, also
results in the distortion of grammatical devices which, in some respects, makes Ilab-
ilab seem like a pidgin where some specialized structures in Binisdak are simplified or
regularized.

This section will provide a brief overview of the morphophonemic properties of Ilab-
ilab as it interacts with a largely Binisdak syntax. See Bollas (2013), Bunye and Yap
(1971), Lin (2020), Newton (1991), Rubrico (2015), Tanangkingsing (2009), Wolff (1972,
2001), and Yap (1947) for more thorough discussions on the Binisdak’s morphophonol-
ogy and syntax.

The examination here will set on foreign territory for Philippine gay lingos as not
much is written in the literature about the morphophonemic and syntactic interface be-
tween the argot and its source language. Since syntax is not the focus of this preliminary
study, it will only be discussed in so far as it interacts with morphophonology.

The Cebuano ang class, which is described in Tanangkingsing (2009) as nominative
and in Bunye and Yap (1971) as absolutive in Walters (1994), will be referred to here
as focus (FOC or F) so as not to make comment on the current debate. The others will
also follow suit, the non-verbal genitive will be referred to as possessive (P) and the
verbal genitive and ergative and the oblique will be lumped into the non-focus category
(NFOC). Adjunct markers will be referred to as prepositional (PREPO). These are entirely
based on their base semantic functions in relation to the verb stem and the verbal affix.

FOC here is the argument which the verb affix assigns a specific role to, though it is
still constrained to an extent by context and semantics, while the NFOC arguments are
assigned roles depending on the semantics of the verb, i.e., the verb nikaon ‘eat.AF’ will
treat the FOC marked bata ‘kid’ as an agent and the NFOC as the general undergoer or
specific patient. PREPO is a catch-all category for locatives, temporals, and so on that
exist on the periphery of the verb’s semantics.

6.6.1 Particles

Particles are usually monosyllabic or disyllabic morphemes that do not appear on their
own in a phrase or a sentence or themselves cannot function as content words, although
they do carry semantic functions but mostly serve to modify the meaning of the con-
tent word it is attached to or of the sentence or phrase it belongs to. The particles to be
examined in this section comprise three general classes: (a) markers, which are preposi-
tional in that they appear before the content word they modify and assign grammatical
function to the phrasal head or the host content word; (b) particles, which, for a lack of
a better word, are enclitics that follow obligatory second positioning in that they always
appear as the second constituent of the sentence and affect the interpretation of the sen-
tence regardless of their actual scope; and (c) negators, which deny the proposition of
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the scope whether phrasal or sentential.

Markers Binisdak has a four-class grammatical marking system, with the classes be-
ing further subdivided into two categories: the personal (to the right), which is prepo-
sitioned to words that are either the names of people or the names of entities which
are given pseudo-personhood, e.g., names of pets; and the non-personal (to the left),
which is prepositioned to all the other words, including common nouns and names of
places. Furthermore, /mA"NA/ follows the non-personal markers to indicate plurality.
Third person plural pronouns may also be placed before personal nouns to indicate
plurality. The non-personal markers /PAN/ and the NFOC /sA/ have indefinite counter-
parts: the replacive /-j/ and /Pug/ respectively. The grammatical markers in Binisdak
are outlined in Table 34.

Table 34
Grammatical Markers in Binisdak

FOC POSS NFOC PREPO

DEF
SG PAN si sA ni sA ni sA kAN/ni

PL PAN mA"NA "si:lA(si) sA mA"NA "ni:lA(ni) sA mA"NA "ni:la(ni) sA mA"NA (kA)"ni:lA(ni)

NDEF
SG -j Pug

PL -j mA"NA Pug mA"NA

As can be gleaned from Table 34, the definite categories for POSS, NFOC, and PREPO

are seemingly collapsing, although this may not be true for all dialects and registers.
Additionally, the markers have enclitic forms which are replacive and attach to the
word before the ones they modify. These are /PAN, ni/ > /-N/, /si, sA/ > /-s/, and /Pug/ >
/-g/.

Compared to Binisdak, Ilab-ilab has a noticeably more reduced marker system where
the classes NFOC and PREPO are collapsed into a single category, to be referred to as
NFOC herein. Furthermore, the NDEF.FOC marker is optional. Certain classes, such
as the DEF.PL and NFOC classes, are also more unstable in that their appearance is
highly dependent on stylistics and the interference of Binisdak. Otherwise, the Ilab-
ilab marker system is fundamentally similar to the original Binisdak system, just with
some classes undergoing further collapse. The grammatical markers in Ilab-ilab are
outlined in Table 35.

As can be seen from the Table 35, PL only forms a distinct class in the DEF.PERS and is
only represented by the separate PL marker /mANA/. Interestingly, the POSS and NFOC

seem to also be on their way to collapse into a single class. Notably, the marker /ni/ in
the PL which need not take its enclitic form /-N/ in Binisdak always appears attached
in Ilab-ilab. Markers seem to be much more resistant to Ilab-ilab lexification processes,
except for the PL class which, as discussed, shows quite the variation. The FOC.NDEF

optionality may be explained as a consequence of segment inversion wherein words
that originally end in a vowel now end in consonants, thus, it is phonologically deleted
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Table 35
Grammatical Markers in Ilab-ilab

FOC POSS NFOC + PREPO

DEF
SG PAN se sA ni sA ni

PL PAN mANA/
PAN A:gAm

s@lAN/
Ales/SolA

sA mANA n@lAN/
SolA

sA mANA ni

NDEF SG ∅/-j/og og

and interpreted as ∅. Some speakers attempt to clarify this conundrum by collapsing
the NDEF class altogether into a single /og/. Some sample sentences are presented and
glossed below.

(1) AAn-s
EXIST-DERIV

og
FOC.NDEF

ka"ho:v
flower

AN
FOC.DEF

agAdZ
teen.woman

‘The teen has flowers.’

(2) "A:An=∅
EXIST=FOC.NDEF

"flA:wÄ
flower

AN
FOC.DEF

"e:bAj
girl

‘The girl has flowers.’

(3) dZo-"nA:A=j
DERIV-EXIST=FOC.NDEF

So-lAk-tSejA
DERIV-flower-DERIV

AN
FOC.DEF

dZo-"lA:gA-seN
DERIV-teen.woman-DERIV

‘The teen has flowers.’

Example 1 shows the use of the NFOC.NDEF /og/ as the FOC.NDEF collapsing the
NDEF categories into one, example 2 implies a FOC.NDEF marker that has been deleted,
and example 3 shows the original use of /-j/. Examples 1 and 2 show segment inver-
sion on the EXIST lexeme which causes the word to end in a consonant. Example 1
resolves the lack of an FOC.NDEF marker by collapsing the NDEF category, while exam-
ple 2 resolves it by introducing a null element, thereby deleting the marker altogether.
Example 3 can proceed without resolution as the EXIST lexeme there ends with a vowel.
Normally, /-j/ is replacive in Binisdak, thus, daghan ‘many’ + -y becomes daghay, yet this
does not occur in Ilab-ilab. There are two possible interpretations, either /-j/ becomes
∅ during the transfer to Ilab-ilab and og-insertion is just hypercorrection, or /-j/ loses
its replacive feature and is phonetically deleted as a result of invalid phonotactics. The
second explanation seems to be more consistent with the current data, as when the lex-
eme ends in a vowel as in example 3, an original /-j/ is inserted. A possible reason for
the loss of the replacive feature may be to disassociate it from substitutive affixation
which happens often in Ilab-ilab, although this assessment is problematic when one
considers that substitutive suffixes are quite rare in Ilab-ilab in the first place. More
data is needed.
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Particles Binisdak has many particles in use, but only four are examined here: ra or
da, la(ma)ng, g(a)yod, and (u)sa; see Table 36. Particles are frequently shortened via clip-
ping of segments or syllables in regular conversation. Ra and lang in 36.1 and 36.2,
though both are glossed as ‘only,’ differ in terms of scalarity which is defined here as
a parameter where either the whole of a population is selected by a limiter or only a
portion of a population is being referred, thereby implying more members that were
just unselected. Non-scalar applies to the latter limiter as it does not imply a selection
within a scale of numbers or members, while scalar applies to the latter as it involves
choosing a number or set of members in a scale. Ra is non-scalar, i.e., the entire pop-
ulation is selected, while la(ma)ng is scalar, i.e., it involves only a selected sample of
a population. In some dialects and in literary registers, ra is pronounced as da. 36.3
is g(a)yod, an emphatic or intensifying particle approximate to the Tagalog or Filipino
talaga, and 36.4 is (u)sa, a restraint or ordering particle in a similar vein as Tagalog or
Filipino muna.

Table 36
Some Binisdak Particles and Their Ilab-ilab Equivalents

Source Particle Meaning Ilab-ilab

36.1 ra
/"RA/

‘only’ /Aô(s)/

36.2 lang
/"lAN/

/NAl(s)/

36.3 g(a)yod
/ga"jud/

‘really’ /dZod/ or /Sod/

36.4 usa
/u"sAP/

‘before’ /sA/

The current evidence seems to indicate that particles in Ilab-ilab, like markers, are
mostly resistant to lexifying processes and whenever lexification is applied, an optional
/-s/ seems to be preferred. Both /dZod/ and /sA/ as in 36.3 and 36.4 are both mutations
of g(a)yod and usa respectively that are present in Binisdak; the glottal stop loss in /sA/
seems to specifically be an Ilab-ilab characteristic though. /Sod/ in 36.3 seems to be
anomalous and is only attested once in the data. Perhaps it is another characteristic
that separates Mindanao Ilab-ilab from Cebu Ilab-ilab which needs to be addressed in
future studies. See Table 36 for the equivalent Ilab-ilab particles to Binisdak’s.

Negators Binisdak has three negators: the realis or existential wala, used for negating
events or actions that have already started or occurred and for denying the existence or
presence of an entity (37.1); the irrealis or cohortative or modifier dili, used for negat-
ing events or actions that have yet to start or occur, for urging the hearer not do an
action as in authoritative requests, and for negating the property of an entity such as
negating an adjective (37.2); and the imperative ayaw, which is used solely for negative
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commands (37.3). The cohortative function of Binisdak may be seen in such sentences
as dili mangihi diri ‘bawal umihi dito’ as opposed to ayaw pangihi diri ‘huwag umihi dito’
which is a direct command (Yap, 1947).

Table 37
Binisdak Negators and Their Ilab-ilab Equivalents

Source Word Meaning Ilab-ilab Meaning

37.1 wala
/wA"lAP/

realis/existential /Aw(s)/ realis/existential

37.2 dili
/"di:liP/

irrealis/
modifier/
cohortative

/ed(s)/ irrealis/
modifier

37.3 /SodeP/ cohortative/
imperativeayaw

/PA"jAw/
imperative

As in Binisdak, Ilab-ilab has three negators but there are slight differences in function
as well as in form. For instance, 37.1 and 37.2 derived from wala and dili respectively
are clipped and segmentally inverted, then an optional but preferred /-s/ is inserted.
Interestingly, 37.1 loses the cohortative function. Instead, the cohortative function is
lumped together with the imperative function and assigned to the dili derived /SodeP/
as in 37.3, which itself is irregular for the non-replacive prefix and the glottal stop re-
tention. This Ilab-ilab negator supplants the original ayaw, which is notably reserved
for only the imperative function in Binisdak (Tanangkingsing, 2009).

6.6.2 Pronouns

Pronouns in Binisdak function like particles in that they follow second positioning but
are syntactically pronominal as they function as stand-ins for a referent noun phrase
(Tanangkingsing, 2009) and are also semantically complex in that they comprise multi-
ple case classes, with some case classes having multiple morphological forms depend-
ing on their positioning in relation to the verb or whether or not they cliticize (Bunye
& Yap, 1971). The enclitic forms are found to the right. Form choice depends on the
pragmatic purpose of an utterance and some pronouns have multiple form choices that
are specific to certain registers. Over the years, the PREPO forms have started to mirror
the NFOC/POSS forms. Like their associated markers, there is no difference between
the NFOC pronoun and the POSS pronoun. The sa + NFOC non-enclitic forms are simi-
lar to that of Hiligaynon’s (Wolfenden, 1971) and those Cebuano alternant forms may
perhaps be an influence of the said language. The -a forms of the NFOC non-enclitic set
are just stylistic variants that may be freely interchanged. The pronouns in Binisdak are
outlined in Table 38.

Ilab-ilab pronouns, though enclitic to the second position like other particles, are in
some cases more morphologically complex consisting of a separated marker and noun
phrase. Furthermore, Ilab-ilab has collapsed the NFOC, POSS, and PREPO classes into
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Table 38
Pronouns in Binisdak

FOC NFOC/POSS PREPO

SG 1 PA"ku ku "PA:kuP "nA:kuP (kA)"nA:kuP

PA"ku:PA ku (literary/poetic) sa "PA:kuP

tA (polite) sa PA"ku:PA

2 (Pi)"kAw kA "Pi:mu "ni:mu (kA)"ni:mu

Pi"mu:hA mu (literary/poetic) sA "Pi:mu

sA Pi"mu:hA

1-2 ti"kA

tA"kA

ki"tA

3 "sijA "Pi:jA "ni:jA (kA)"ni:jA

"SA Pi"jA:hA sA "Pi:jA

sA Pi"jA:hA

PL 1EXCL kA"mi mi "PA:muP "nA:muP (kA)"nA:muP

PA"mu:PA sa "Pi:mu

sa Pi"mu:hA

1INCL ki"tA tA "PA:tuP "nA:tuP (kA)"nA:tuP

PA"tu:PA tA (polite) sa "PA:tuP

sa PA"tu:PA

2 kA"mu mu "Pinju "ninju (kA)"ninju

Pin"ju:hA sa "Pinju

sa Pin"ju:hA

3 si"lA "Pi:lA "ni:lA (kA)"ni:lA

Pi"lA:hA sa "Pi:lA

sa Pi"lA:hA

one NFOC class and has collapsed positional classes thereby making positional pronoun
sets more stylistically variable rather than an obligatory choice based on position in a
sentence. Also, all pronouns in Ilab-ilab are segmentally inverted in form. Table 39
illustrates the pronouns in Ilab-ilab.

Interestingly, the collapse of some of the classes has caused the 1SG, 3SG, and 3PL

pronouns to only be grammatically differentiated by the preposing marker. It could
thus be argued that pronouns in Ilab-ilab are not grammatically marked themselves,
taken to mean here as not marked for FOC, NFOC, POSS, and PREPO unlike in Binisdak,
and would then require external marking following the already discussed grammati-
cal markers. The FOC class which as seen above does not require marking unlike the
NFOC class, a phenomenon which may be interpreted as having a FOC represented by
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Table 39
Pronouns in Ilab-ilab

FOC NFOC/POSS/PREPO

SG 1 okA oks sA okA/sA oks

2 wAke wAks sA omen

1-2 AketS

3 ajis/ajeS sA AjeS/Ajens

PL 1EXCL emAk(s) ems sA omA

1INCL Atek Ats sA otA

2 omAk(s) oms sA ojne

3 AleS sA AleS (sA enlAk)

a ∅ marker. This ∅ marker replaces the FOC marker in instances where the constituent
in FOC is contextually clear, but may be replaced by the corresponding grammatical
marker for stylistics or for clarification. The choice of using inverted prepositional
POSS forms for the rest of the NFOC affixes may be a vestige of the original Binisdak
elements and, possibly in time, will be regularized being replaced by the unmarked
base pronominals of Ilab-ilab. Listed below are some examples that highlight the lack
of marking in Ilab-ilab pronouns.

(4) nAg-"lo:k-s
REAL.IPFV.AF-study-DERIV

se
FOC.PERS

"ok-s
1SG-DERIV

‘I am studying.’

(5) nAg-toon=∅=ok-s
REAL.IPFV.AF-study-DERIV=FOC=1SG-DERIV

‘I am studying.’

(6) nAg-Sok-"skwe:lA
REAL.IPFV.AF-DERIV-study

AN
FOC.DEF

"ok-s
1SG-DERIV

‘I am studying.’

(7) kA-"So:-fo
INT-DERIV-beautiful

sA
NFOC.DEF

"ok-s
1SG-DERIV

sA
PREPO

So-"lA:men
DERIV-mirror

‘I look so beautiful in the mirror.’

(8) ge-pA-noAk
REAL.NAF-CAUS-eat

sA
NFOC.DEF

"e:bAj
woman

AN
FOC.DEF

"o:ôe
dog

sA
POSS

"ok-s
1SG-DERIV

‘The woman fed my dog.’

(9) ∅=Ajes
FOC=3SG

AN
(FOC).DEF

me-lood
REAL.PFV-approach

sA
PREPO

"ok-s
1SG-DERIV

‘They are the one who approached me.’
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Example 4 shows the use of the personal focus marker to mark the 1SG pronominal
while example 6 shows the use of the definite focus marker. This seems to indicate that
marker choice for FOC when used with pronominals is stylistically variable. Examples 5
and 9 shows the use of ∅ to indicate the FOC and it may be that pronouns are implicitly
FOC unmarked. Examples 7 and 8 show a shared use of marker to denote both the
NFOC and the POSS, illustrating the collapse.

The previous examples of pronominals are taken from the Cebuano consultants for
Ilab-ilab and notably, Mindanao Ilab-ilab has an entirely different pronominal system
altogether that, although look somewhat similar being sourced from Binisdak, are
phonologically and morphologically distinctive. The Mindanao Ilab-ilab pronouns are
listed in Table 40 below.

Table 40
Pronouns in Mindanao Ilab-ilab

FOC NFOC/POSS/PREPO

SG 1 (AN) "o:Aks (AN) "oks/(AN) "sok sA "kjo:Ak/sA oks

2 (AN) "so:kAw sA "so:mo

1-2 (AN) "So:kA

3 (AN) "dZo:jA(mbels)/(AN) so:jA sA "so:jAms/sA "dZo:jA

PL 1EXCL (AN) "Sonmi sA "Sodmi/sA Sodmo

1INCL (AN) "so:tAms/(AN) "So:tAms sA "so:tAms/sA "o:tAn

2 (AN) "So:mo sA Sonjo

3 (AN) "so:lA/(AN) "So:la/(AN) "dZo:lA sA "so:lA(ms)/sA So"lAhA

Mindanao Ilab-ilab pronouns are syntactically the same as Cebu Ilab-ilab pronouns
in that the phrase heads generally do not have case themselves. A big difference is
that a marker is more compulsory for FOC in Mindanao Ilab-ilab, and that the phonetic
forms are generally different. Mindanao Ilab-ilab seems to not be fond of short forms,
or enclitic forms, for their FOC pronouns and the lexifying process also involves the
substitutive affixation of a /so(C)-/ or /So(C)-/, with /dZo-/ being the outlier and only
used for the 3rd person. This may yet be evidence again that Mindanao Ilab-ilab and
Cebu Ilab-ilab are quite different despite having the same source language and similar
lexifying processes. A different paper may be required to treat this.

6.6.3 Affixes

The morphophonological rules of Binisdak affixation are outlined in Figure 3. Numbers
4 and 7 have already been discussed in prior sections and number 9 will not be included
in this study. A detailed discussion of affix morphophonological rules will not be de-
tailed in this section (see Newton, 1991).
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Figure 3
The Morphophonological Rules of Binisdak (Newton, 1991, p. 263)

Generally, Ilab-ilab takes on the same original Binisdak affixes and the same mor-
phophonological rules apply except for suffixes. These morphophonological rules are
outlined in Newton (1991). No circumfixes and infixes are attested in the data which
may be a consequence of the chosen questionnaire items or may be reflective of Ilab-
ilab affixation. More data is needed. N- assimilation is the only notable prefix morpho-
phonemic alternation in Binisdak that also occurs in the same manner in Ilab-ilab that
is found in the data. The alternation is described in rule form in R17–18.

R17. N


[

+DENTAL
][

+BILABIAL
][

+VELAR
]

l

→


n
m
N
nl

R18. N → N

Even though /Nl/ is described above as yielding /nl/, the realization /Nl/ is also
quite common in Binisdak. Additionally, in common parlance, NC clusters after pre-
fixing paN- may yield the regularized NC and not as indicated in the rule above. This
may be a result of analogy with the derivative affix paN-, e.g., paNuha ‘get [IMP]’ ver-
sus paNkuha ‘instrument used for getting things,’ as the prefixes naN-, maN-, hiN-, and
tiN- in Binisdak follow the rule more religiously. Regularization does happen to these
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affixes as well, just not as prevalent as the former. Only a few instances of N- prefixa-
tion are attested in the data and none have yet to deviate from the standard rule. The
following are a few representative examples.

1. nAN- (P)Avil ‘backbite, talk’ [n2N2"vIl]

2. mAN- (P)ehe ‘urinate’ [m2"NI:hIP]

3. mAN- wAkAl ‘walk, leave’ [mAN"wA:kAl]

Newton (1991) posits that Binisdak words that have an epenthetic [h] when suffixed
actually have an underlying /h/ that is deleted in citation form, as a result of being in
the final position which is phonotactically illegal in Binisdak. This was posited to solve
the dilemma of [h]~[P] allophonic epenthesis and to provide a logical reasoning to the
selection process. This is problematic in Ilab-ilab, however, as /-h/ items in Binisdak
which are inversed must yield [h-] which is not attested anywhere in the data. As a
consequence of the hypothesis, loanwords always have to be /-h/ final in Binisdak and
Ilab-ilab, but this would warrant a mechanism of adding word-final [-h] which in of
itself is also problematic. The following are some representative examples in the data.

1. ge- -An etloS ‘tell’ [getlu"S2n]

2. nA- -An lAnemesAlotSA ‘rain’ [n5lAnimis2lU"tSA:h2n]

None of the suffix processes identified in Newton (1991) occur in Ilab-ilab as syn-
cope itself does not occur, which normally initiates the feeding process that allows
for metathesis and other additional morphophonological alternations to commence.
Additionally, [d]~[r] alternation does not occur in Ilab-ilab due to the bleeding pro-
duced in the lexifying processes. The following are some representative examples in
the data.

1. -on jAtAf ‘to kill’ [j2t2"fun]

2. ge- -An gojok [gigU"ju:k2n]

3. -a noPAk ‘to eat’ [noP2"k2]

4. -on noPAk ‘to eat’ [noPA"kon]

5. ge- -An bÄbAn ‘to accompany’ [gibÄbA"n2n]

6.6.4 Vocative Forms

Vocative forms are used here to mean special phonological forms that are used to
call out the attention of an addressee. Most descriptions of Binisdak vocatives in-
volve either the use of specific lexical items or the shortening of honorifics (Blust, 1979;
Jabonillo, n.d.; Tanangkingsing, 2009); however, this only describes part of the process.
Vocatives in Binisdak take on two phonological processes—stress shift and pre-final
syllable clipping—and these processes can affect all lexical items, including names, so
long as the context allows. Some lexical items such as hoy/oy ‘hey’ are greetings that
may be used as vocatives, although this is not actually the most common vocative strat-
egy. The two-part process is illustrated in rule form in R19–20.
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R19. (σ0)"σσ# → (σ0)σ"σ#

R20. (σ0)σ"σ# → "σ#

Vocative formation in Binisdak involves, firstly, the stress shift from the penultimate
to the final syllable. For further clarity, all unstressed syllables are optionally deleted
in a vocative. Trisyllabic words, though not common among vocabulary items, usually
only experience deletion of syllables prior to the penultimate. Items with final stress
do not follow the stress shift and instead usually skip ahead to the deletion part. The
following are some comparisons and examples in Binisdak.

1. si "mA:nuj ‘the old man’ > mA’nuj ‘hey old man!’ (> "nuj ‘old man!’)
2. si "brA:jAn ‘Brian’ > brA"jAn ‘Brian!’ (> "jAn)
3. si "bA:tAP ‘the kid’ > bA"tAP ‘hey kid!’ (> "tAP ‘kid!’)
4. AN "mi"miN ‘the cat (cute)’ > mi"miN ‘hey meowsie!’ (> "miN ‘meowsie!’)
5. AN "mA:nuk ‘the chicken’ > "nuk ‘you chicken!’

Despite being so common and intuitive to the Binisdak speaker, the phenomenon is
sadly rarely described in detail. Additionally, there are pragmatic constraints: for ex-
ample, you cannot use it with entities that have overwhelming power over you unless
for comedic effect, such as with a god; hence why you never call a god /gi"nu:Pu/ as
/ginu"Pu/ or, worse, /(nu)"Pu/. More research is needed in this field. In Ilab-ilab, a lot of
words use the vocative forms as the etymon for lexifying. This may have been done to
emphasize the comedic effect, i.e., making the sentence feel lighter which is reflective of
the general informality of the argot. The following are some representative examples.

1. "papa > pa"pa > pa > /Ap/ ApstÄ ‘father, dad’
2. "bayot > ba"yot > yot > /jot/ ojotSi ‘gay’
3. "inday > in"day > day > /jad/ jads ‘girl, woman’
4. la"laki > lala"ki > ki > /ke/ kekero ‘guy, man’
5. "tambok > tam"bok > bok > /kob/ kobi ‘fat’

7 Ang Enelav-elav Nga Kavel: The Function of Ilab-ilab
Although cursory analyses of Ilab-ilab and any other gay lingo (especially of FGL va-
rieties) may seem to indicate that argots are arbitrary and have no rules, this could not
be any further from the truth. Unlike verbal morphology for many languages, the lex-
ification processes in Ilab-ilab are obviously non-paradigmatic, but that does not mean
that it is free-for-all. As illustrated in the previous chapter, affixes and substitutions
cannot be attached randomly and follow certain phonological patterns, though affix
and substitution choices are indeed arbitrary and extremely dynamic; however, this is
not surprising. The seeming arbitrariness may also be governed by stylistics. Many
languages also have non-paradigmatic affixation and substitution that are heavily af-
fected by speaker choice, the dynamic cog of the linguistic mechanism. This is so-often
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called derivation. Additionally, there are certain stylistic choices taken by speakers (or
language users) that have no semantic effects but instead achieve pragmatic effects. A
pertinent example in Binisdak would be the choice between the affixes (pag)ka- and -a,
as in kadako and dakoa, both of which are semantically equivalent and choice between
the two largely depends on which one a speaker feels more intense in whatever situa-
tion they are in. When these two categories are taken together, they become pragmatic
derivation.

7.1 The Veiling Practices in Pragmatic Derivation
One of the pragmatic effects that pragmatic derivation achieves is what Amante (2021)
refers to as concealment. Ilab-ilab is primarily a secret language used by a subcommu-
nity within a larger hostile community, and thus is motivated to conceal the topics dis-
cussed within that community, maybe as to avoid sneer or to plan for activities which
might otherwise be considered taboo. In fact, this exact power of Ilab-ilab to isolate its
linguistic community, or in some senses shield the community, is a practice of veiling
(Abaya & Hernandez, 1998). As has already been discussed, the primary way in which
this is achieved is simple segment inversion or through affixes and substitution, i.e., a
speaker encodes a sentence in Ilab-ilab and the hearer decodes it through a practical
knowledge of common coding strategies that they learn through exposure. The ease of
learning Ilab-ilab is probably why it has managed to exist independently despite being
in the same country as what could be considered the more prestigious FGL, which in
some respects is more cryptic due to the overwhelming use of associations rather than
phonological distortion. Based on cursory observation, it seems as though more peo-
ple involved in the LGBTQ+ community, including its allies, are capable of conversing
and understanding Ilab-ilab despite the variation amongst individual speakers than
say maybe FGL or the other FGL-like gay lingos of the Philippines.

An unfortunate consequence of the more streamlined coding system of Ilab-ilab is
that more of its lexicon is likely to leak out into the general public and thus lose its
veiling characteristics. In a binary sense, then, all Ilab-ilab lexicon are [+VEIL] but be-
come [-VEIL] upon being used more by the larger macro-community, which in this case
is Binisdak. Ilab-ilab, however, is dynamic, and beyond the baseline coding system
more complex. The most common way to combat this is through the use of further
phonological distortion, e.g., /dZontes/ may have become more recognizable, so some
speakers have opted to use /setnodZ/. Impressionistically, this further distortion is very
difficult to decode, especially when used in rapid speech; however, Ilab-ilab speakers
are probably faster on the uptake as there are certain features that mark Ilab-ilab, sig-
naling hearers, who themselves are Ilab-ilab speakers, that the conversation undergoes
a [+VEIL].

7.2 Markedness: The Community and Its Allies
As Romero (2009) has demonstrated for K’iche Maya, speakers can actively make use of
marked linguistic features to negotiate social situations. A common theme within Ilab-
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ilab phonology is vowel lowering, spirantization, and retrogradation. From a Binisdak
native speaker point of view, the said sounds are impressionistically “fancier.” This
maybe because the retrograded rhotic and lateral of Ilab-ilab sound like the bunched
r and dark l of American English and higher registers of Philippine Englishes (Tayao,
2008), respectively, which is culturally salient in the Philippines as the language of gov-
ernment, business, media, and the elite (McFarland, 2008). In that sense, people who are
able to speak English with an “American” accent is seen as with a higher social stand-
ing, hence, the associated phonemes are perceived as being more “fancy” or “classy.”
Additionally, spirantized sounds, such as those of Ilab-ilab, are only consistently real-
ized by the higher varieties of Philippine English (Tayao, 2008) and as such, mimicking
those sounds negotiate a higher social standing, elevating one’s presence. For many
of the languages of the Philippines, however, particularly Binisdak in this case, those
sounds are non-native and thus difficult to consistently realize. These situations often
result in hypercorrection, e.g., all /p/ sounds are forcibly realized as [f] and may be the
case for Ilab-ilab.

One of the characteristics of argots such as Ilab-ilab is expression (Amante, 2021).
The “fancy” speaking style adopted by Ilab-ilab, though mimicking the phones of pres-
tigious registers, is not meant as a form of economic leverage. Instead, the use of spi-
rants and retrogrades is most likely a form of pseudo-comedy, i.e., making the speech
sound more playful and diffusing tension. In fact, Ilab-ilab speakers hypercorrect their
speeches by spirantizing and retrograding sounds that were originally not so, thus,
making it a point that the language is indeed informal, and as one consultant puts it,
a form of balbal ‘slang.’ Such use of non-native shibboleths to emphasize playfulness
is also regularly seen in Melanesian speech communities (Slotta, 2012). In a way, then,
Ilab-ilab is also a form of social negotiation ala K’iche Mayan (Romero, 2009), in the
sense that it disarms a conversation, eases tensions, and make speakers feel at peace
in the Ilab-ilab speech community in spite of being under a hostile umbrella speech
community.

Ilab-ilab makes use of marked sounds not only to mark the pragmatic context of the
speech but also to mark its speakers. As the argot provides a kind of metaphorical
shelter from the outside community, shibboleths are a useful tool to vet participants in
the conversation. In this way, community allies can also take part in Ilab-ilab when they
are trusted enough by the community. Taking part in itself signals that one is willing
to be defenseless and non-hostile to fellow speakers. As these marked sounds mark
Ilab-ilab, Ilab-ilab also marks its speakers as belonging to the gay community or be
tagged as bayot ‘gay’ for speaking binayot ‘gay lingo.’ In other words, speaking Ilab-ilab
is either fully accepting of the identity or fully accepting of the legitimacy of such an
identity which may be contrary to the ideologies of the general macro-community.

7.3 The Art of the Kavel
Kavel is the Ilab-ilab equivalent of the Binisdak libak and it roughly translates to ‘back-
bite’ or ‘backstab.’ However, to some Ilab-ilab speakers, it may also be used to mean
‘converse’ but with a lighter nuance. According to Abaya and Hernandez (1998), gay
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lingos exist in an ironic situation where they are used to keep secrets, i.e., veiling, but at
the same time, they are also used to show creativity and identity, i.e., marking. The kavel
may then be the epitome of what it means to speak Ilab-ilab. Although at first glance, it
may seem like the kavel is a negative form of sneering, as in the translations ‘backbite’
and ‘backstab,’ it can also be understood as a positive form of negotiating power from
the larger community. Ilab-ilab itself is a diminutive term. The argot is playful and mo-
mentarily disarms hostility and in the process, allows for speakers to converse about
topics that might otherwise be mocked by people who do not align with the commu-
nity. Ilab-ilab is the lived practice of the art of the kavel, a way of marked veiling.

8 Conclusion
Argots continue to thrive across the world, and in the Philippines a unique gay lingo
emerged in a context that favors homogenization towards lingua francas like Filipino
or Tagalog and its secret language, FGL. Ilab-ilab /elAv"Pe:lAv/ is based on Binisdak
and the autonym comes from the segment inversion and derivation of the root bali ‘re-
verse.’. Although there have been prior works on Philippine gay lingos in general and
Ilab-ilab specifically, most of them, bar those done on FGL, are focused on analyzing
the pragmatic functions and sociolinguistic contexts of the lects, which are no doubt
important; however, analyzing the phonological and morphological structures of these
languages born from languages help linguists and laypeople alike not only to under-
stand the speakers of these argots and the lects themselves but also to allow for more
in-depth examination on the source languages and the previous analyses on them.

Ilab-ilab, its vocabulary and sentences were reverse engineered and contextual-
ized to Binisdak, both the macro-community of speakers of the language and the
sub-community of the LGBTQ+ speakers of the secret language, to unearth the mor-
phophonological processes in play that allows the argot in question to exist and thrive.
Although Ilab-ilab is patterned after Binisdak and largely operates on the grammar of
the said language, it is unique in its phonemic inventory, lexification processes, and
even morphosyntactic features. The major components of the argot that have been thus
analyzed are the inventory of sounds and significant sounds, the non-lexifying phono-
logical processes, the phonological lexification processes, and its morphophonemic
interface with the source language. Ilab-ilab has 22 phonemes or significant sounds,
four more than the conservative count for the Binisdak inventory and one less for the
more radical one. Eighteen of these phonemes are consonants: /m, n, N, t, d, k, g, P,
f, v, S, h, tS, dZ, l, ô, w, j/ and 4 of the significant sounds are vowels: /A, e, o, Ä/. All
of these phonemes have their own allophonic groups, either free or environmental,
and would sometimes intersect with other phonemes, making the analysis somewhat
tricky. Putting these phonemes together makes syllables which follow the base struc-
ture pattern: (C0)CV(C0). It is this pattern that dictates in part the phonotactics of the
argot and the non-lexifying phonological processes operating in Ilab-ilab: glottal stop
epenthesis, gemination, glottal sound restrictions, vowel lowering, and lateral deletion.
These processes are outlined in Table 41.
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Table 41
Non-lexifying Phonological Processes in Ilab-ilab

Glottal stop epenthesis ∅ → P /

{
#

V V

Gemination ∅ →

{
t / V tSVC0#
d / V dZVC0#

Glottal sound restrictions
[

+GLOTTAL
]
→ ∅ / σ

Vowel lowering
i ∼ I → e ∼ E

u ∼ U → o ∼ O

Lateral deletion

 V
-FRONT

-RHOTIC

l → V: /

 V
-FRONT

-RHOTIC


Vµ → ∅ / Vµ

∅ → w / V−µ V−µ

The most prominent feature of all argots, Ilab-ilab included, is their methods of de-
riving new words, often without any semantic change, from their source language.
This process is called lexification, and Ilab-ilab lexifies through primary word-internal
processes, primary word-external processes, substitution, or through secondary word-
internal processes. The primary processes are called so because they can be applied
primarily, although they are not limited to that and can be applied secondarily as
well to further provide distortion. Word-internal lexification involves the manipula-
tion of segments directly, while word-external lexification involves the insertion of af-
fixes to change the phonological form of etyma. Substitution though by very nature
primary is non-phonological and derives its lexicon from non-Binisdak vocabulary
sources. Secondary processes must be applied secondarily and are not known to oc-
cur in any primary examples, although more data is definitely needed. The lexification
processes are summarized in Table 42.

As an argot, Ilab-ilab must inevitably interact or interface with its source language:
Binisdak. This interface forms the morphophonemics of the lect and aids in the string-
ing of newly created or innovated lexicon into a coherent string of messages that can be
interpreted by the listener. Many argots often just straightforwardly adapt the morphol-
ogy and syntax of their source languages but in Ilab-ilab there are slight alterations that
occur. This interface, as currently analyzed, can be divided into three major segments:
particles, affixation, and the use of vocative forms. Particles can be further subdivided
into markers, particles, and negators.
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Table 42
Phonological Lexification Processes in Ilab-ilab

Primary
Word-Internal

Segment
Inversion

ϕ1ϕ2ϕ3...ϕn → ϕn...ϕ3ϕ2ϕ1

Metathesis ϕ1ϕ2 → ϕ2ϕ1

σ1σ2 → σ2σ1

Phonetic
Substitution

[
+BILABIAL

+STOP

]
→

[
+BILABIAL

+FRICATIVE

]

Deletion ϕ0 → ∅

Primary
Word-External
(Affix)

Substitutive
Affixation

[PREFIX] + #C0V(C0)... →
{

#[PREFIX]V(C0)...
#[PREFIX](C0)...

...C0V(C0)# + [SUFFIX] →
{

...C0V[SUFFIX]#

...C0[SUFFIX]#

Rhyming and
Attribution

[ETYMA] + σrhyme/attribution
σrhyme → [ETYMA] / (σ0) (σ0)

Nicknaming [ETYMA] + -eN, -aN

Substitution [ETYMA] → [LOAN]

Secondary Non-Substitutive
Affixation

...C0V(C0)# + [SUFFIX] → ...C0V(C0)[SUFFIX]#

Spirantization d → dZ / V #
t → tS / V #

s → S /

{
C
#

Retrogradation l → ë or L /

{
C
#

Both Binisdak and Ilab-ilab have a lot of particles, thus, only those that are found in
the data have been discussed, and more data is needed. Ilab-ilab has a more reduced
marker system where the NFOC, POSS, and PREPO categories are collapsed, and in some
cases, the indefinite paradigm is merged. The members of this marker system include
AN/se [FOC], sA/ne [NFOC; POSS; PREPO], -j, og [NDEF.FOC], og [NDEF.(NFOC)]. The only
particles found in the data for Ilab-ilab are Aô(s), NAl(s), dZod/Sod, sA, and they have been
greatly mutated into Ilab-ilab. The negator system of Ilab-ilab on the other hand is
mostly the same consisting of three mutated paticles, Aw(s), ed(s), and SodeP, with one
crucial difference being the collapsing of the cohortative and imperative functions into
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the final negator.
Affixation and vocative formation in both Ilab-ilab and Binisdak do not differ much,

only with some minor differences in function and application of phonological pro-
cesses. N- assimilation is mostly the same for Ilab-ilab as it is in Binisdak, but suf-
fixation is widely different. Ilab-ilab does not follow any of the Binisdak suffixation
phonological processes. Vocative formation is also functionally different in that the
morphophonemic processes stay the same, but the function is now for lexification in-
stead of the vocative case.

The morphophonemic structure of Ilab-ilab does not only exist as an offshoot of
Binisdak but it is also motivated and dynamic. This structure of lexification and in-
terfacing might very well be referred to as pragmatic derivation, a non-paradigmatic
manner of creating new words from etyma without attaching semantic notions to the
derivational components whereas they serve a pragmatic purpose instead. As such,
the argot fulfills certain functions that would service its community of speakers: veil-
ing, markedness, and the kavel. Veiling is the primary characteristic of argots, especially
of gay lingos, and when Binisdak etyma undergo Ilab-ilab pragmatic derivation, they
gain the pragmatic feature [+VEIL] which serves as a method of concealment. The mes-
sages may have been concealed for a variety of reasons but the main driving force for
veiling is to shield the speakers from a hostile macro-community by allowing them to
discuss topics that may otherwise be considered taboo or unacceptable. In stark opposi-
tion to the veiling feature, pragmatic derivation also results in the marking of speakers
and their speech gaining the [+MARKED] feature. This may be antithetic to the veiling
functionality but the purpose it serves is to clearly mark the members of the community
from outsiders, or from those which are non-allies, so as to prevent unwanted infiltra-
tion. The final function, kavel, is a combination of both veiling and marking that allows
speakers to communicate in a manner which distorts tension in an otherwise hostile en-
vironment and thus, allowing them to continue enjoying the freedoms that the Ilab-ilab
argot provides.

Questions on the ethicality of documenting a secret language are without a doubt
valid, and thus, this paper seeks not to make a compilation of lexicon for the non-
members of the Ilab-ilab speaking community. Instead, this preliminary analysis high-
lights the creativity of speakers of the languages of the Philippines and of humans in
general, as well as the different techniques that they may employ to operate under
circumstances which may be, at best, far from ideal, or worse, life-endangeringly hos-
tile. The analysis thus supplied also acts as a lens in which researchers may be able
to examine the previous analyses of Binisdak and other languages of the Philippines
by putting the previously stated rules of the languages into a bend-test to see whether
these assumptions also hold true in a non-traditional speaking environment and in a
highly dynamic and creative context. This study is but a preliminary one and barely
scratches the surface of what Ilab-ilab, a very dynamic lect that in a few years may be
considerably different from what is sketched here, offers and further structural study
on Ilab-ilab and other gay lingos, and indeed other argots are needed to expand the
reaches of where Philippine linguistics may go.

59



BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Acknowledgments
I would like to thank my friends and former groupmates and classmates: Leilin Mojica,
Ricci Cariño, and Daine Cando for all their efforts in the data gathering and initial
drafts stages, as well as Sir Noah Cruz for his guidance as the study’s adviser. I would
also extend my thanks to my friend Jie Igot for being a gateway to the Ilab-ilab speaking
community and to the consultants who generously offered their time and help. I would
also like to thank my dearest friend Hannah Lagumbay, my mother Joycee Baran, my
sister Mary Rose Baran, my grandmothers Bonifacia Baran and Joliana Caratao, and
the rest of my extended family, for their timeless support. Finally, I wish to thank my
deceased father Salvador Baran, for without whom, I would not be who I am today.

9 References
Abaya, E., & Hernandez, J. F. C. (1998). Salitang bakla: Makapangyarihan? Mapagpalaya?

The Archive: A Journal Dedicated to the Study of Philippine Languages and Dialects,
69–81.

Amante, I. F. (2021). Semiotic analysis on gay lingo expressions. Asian Journal of
Advanced Multidisciplinary Researches, 1(1), 1–4.

Barrett, R. (2018). Speech play, gender play, and the verbal artistry of queer argots.
Suvremena Lingvistika, 44(86), 215–242. https://doi.org/10.22210/suvlin.201
8.086.03

Blust, R. (1979). Proto-Western Malayo-Polynesian vocatives. Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land-
en Volkenkunde, 135(2/3), 205–251.

Boellstorff, T. (2004). Gay language and Indonesia: Registering belonging. Journal of
Linguistic Anthropology, 14(2), 248–268. https://doi.org/10.1525/jlin.2004.1
4.2.248

Bollas, A. (2013). Comparative analysis on the phonology of Tagalog, Cebuano, and Itawis
[Unpublished undergraduate paper]. Department of Linguistics, University of
the Philippines Diliman.

Bunye, M. V. R., & Yap, E. P. (1971). Cebuano grammar notes. University of Hawai’i Press.
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvsjd

Cantina, J. (2020). Gay argot: Beyond the coded words and meanings of lavender lexi-
con. International Review of Humanities and Scientific Research, 248–262.

Comrie, B., Haspelmath, M., & Bickel, B. (2015). The Leipzig glossing rules: Conventions
for interlinear morpheme-by-morpheme glosses. https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua
/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf

Co-Tortogo, L. M., Samson-Caraballe, M. R., & Montalvo-Pedrosa, E. (2021). Hiligaynon-
Visayan gays’ spoken discourse: A morphological analysis. Globus Journal of
Progressive Education, 11(2), 73–81. https://doi.org/10.46360/globus.edu.22021
2011

Crisol, L. G. D., & Parungao, L. A. (2016, May 20–21). A study on the secret language of
the Mochas in Iligan city. International Conference on Research in Social Sciences,

60

https://doi.org/10.22210/suvlin.2018.086.03
https://doi.org/10.22210/suvlin.2018.086.03
https://doi.org/10.1525/jlin.2004.14.2.248
https://doi.org/10.1525/jlin.2004.14.2.248
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvsjd
https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf
https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/pdf/Glossing-Rules.pdf
https://doi.org/10.46360/globus.edu.220212011
https://doi.org/10.46360/globus.edu.220212011


BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Humanities and Education (SSHE-2016), Cebu, Philippines. https://doi.org/1
0.17758/URUAE.UH0516053

Dacanay, L. R. (2014). Development of the third gender linguistic variation. UV Journal
of Research, 8(1), 249–256.

Demeterio, F. A., III, Gidalanga, M. C., & Belacho, C. D. (2021). A comparative study
on the formation of gay language words and utility vehicle express codes. LLT
Journal: A Journal on Language and Language Learning, 24(1), 51–69. https://doi.o
rg/10.24071/llt.v24i1.2720

Endriga, D. A. P. (2010, February 18–20). The dialectology of Cebuano: Bohol, Cebu, and
Davao [Paper presentation]. 1st Philippine Conference-Workshop on Mother
Tongue-Based Multilingual Education, Capitol University, Cagayan de Oro
City, Philippines.

Espeño-Rosales, H., & Careterro, M. D. (2019). Stylistics variation: Understanding gay
lingo in social perspectives. The Normal Lights, 13(1), 179–202.

Forman, M. L. (1971). Kapampangan grammar notes. University of Hawai’i Press. https:
//doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvsmc

Hayes, B. (2009). Introductory phonology. Blackwell Publishing.
Jabonillo, J. P. B. (n.d.). Unsa’y imong ngalan? A typological study of proper names in

Cebuano [Unpublished undergraduate paper]. Department of Linguistics,
University of the Philippines Diliman.

Lin, C. (2020). Phonological processes in -l- ~ -an/un construction in Cebuano.
Philippine Journal of Linguistics, 51, 55–71.

McFarland, C. D. (2008). Linguistic diversity and English in the Philippines. In
M. A. L. S. Bautista & K. Bolton (Eds.), Philippine English: Linguistic and literary
perspectives. https://doi.org/10.5790/hongkong/9789622099470.003.0008

Melikian, G. (2002). On the problem of secret languages and slangs in Iran. Iran & the
Caucasus, 6(1/2), 181–188. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4030719

Newton, B. (1991). The Cebuano language and generative phonology. Philippine
Quarterly of Culture and Society, 19(4), 253–263. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2
9792064

O’Grady, W., & Archibald, J. (2016). Contemporary linguistic analysis: An introduction
(8th ed.). Pearson.

Pascual, G. R. (2016). Sward speak (gay lingo) in the Philippine context: A morpholog-
ical analysis. International Journal of Advanced Research in Management and Social
Sciences, 5(12), 32–36.

Romero, S. (2009). Phonological markedness, regional identity, and sex in Mayan:
The fricativization of intervocalic /l/. In J. N. Stanford & D. R. Preston (Eds.),
Variation in indigenous minority languages (pp. 281–297). https://doi.org/10.107
5/impact.25.14rom

Rubrico, J. G. U. (2015). Cebuano phonology. http://www.languagelinks.org/onlinepap
ers/fil_cbstd.html

Silvano, M. M. P. (2018). Morphosyntactic analysis of the Tandaganon gay language.
International Journal of Recent Advances in Multidisciplinary Research, 5(8), 4042–
4050.

61

https://doi.org/10.17758/URUAE.UH0516053
https://doi.org/10.17758/URUAE.UH0516053
https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v24i1.2720
https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v24i1.2720
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvsmc
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvsmc
https://doi.org/10.5790/hongkong/9789622099470.003.0008
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4030719
http://www.jstor.org/stable/29792064
http://www.jstor.org/stable/29792064
https://doi.org/10.1075/impact.25.14rom
https://doi.org/10.1075/impact.25.14rom
http://www.languagelinks.org/onlinepapers/fil_cbstd.html
http://www.languagelinks.org/onlinepapers/fil_cbstd.html


BARAN UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Slotta, J. (2012). Dialect, trope, and enregisterment in a Melanesian speech community.
Language & Communication, 32(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.201
1.11.003

Tanangkingsing, M. (2009). A functional reference grammar of Cebuano [Doctoral disserta-
tion]. National Taiwan University.

Tayao, M. L. G. (2008). A lectal description of the phonological features of Philippine
English. In M. A. L. S. Bautista & K. Bolton (Eds.), Philippine English: Linguistic
and literary perspectives (pp. 157–174). https://doi.org/10.5790/hongkong/978
9622099470.003.0009

Taylor, H. (2007). Polari: A sociohistorical study of the life and decline of a secret language
[Undergraduate thesis]. University of Manchester.

Un Nisa, S. (2019). Sociolinguistics. In MA English Course II, Introduction to Linguistics.
School of Distance Education, The English and Foreign Languages University.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331285240_Sociolinguistics

Walters, D. (1994). Discourse-based evidence for an ergative analysis of Cebuano. UTA
Working Papers in Linguistics, 1, 127–140.

Wolfenden, E. P. (1971). Hiligaynon reference grammar. University of Hawai’i Press. http
s://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvst8

Wolff, J. U. (1972). A dictionary of Cebuano Visayan. Cornell University.
Wolff, J. U. (2001). Cebuano. In J. Garry & C. Rubino (Eds.), Facts about the world’s lan-

guages: An encyclopedia of the world’s major languages, past and present (pp. 121–
126). H.W. Wilson.

Yap, M. (1947). Ang dila natong Bisaya: Mga katarungan ug katin-awan bahin sa iyang mga
lagda ug mga hiyas. St. Joseph’s Parish.

Zorc, R. D. (1977). The Bisayan dialects of the Philippines: Subgrouping and reconstruction.
Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University. https://doi.org/10.151
44/PL-C44.cover

62

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2011.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2011.11.003
https://doi.org/10.5790/hongkong/9789622099470.003.0009
https://doi.org/10.5790/hongkong/9789622099470.003.0009
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/331285240_Sociolinguistics
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvst8
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv9hvst8
https://doi.org/10.15144/PL-C44.cover
https://doi.org/10.15144/PL-C44.cover


UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)
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Some Astronomical and Meteorological
Terms in Pre-Ibaloi
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Abstract
Twenty-four (24) lexical items belonging to the astronomical and meteorological do-
mains were collected from four Ibaloi varieties—namely Atok, Bokod, Daklan, and
Kabayan—with the aim of reconstructing a hypothetical Pre-Ibaloi. Through phono-
logical analyses and internal reconstruction, the cognates yielded twenty-five (25) re-
constructed proto-forms. Moreover, nineteen (19) pre-phonemes constitute the PIBL

phonemic inventory. Kabayan was also deemed phonetically to be the “closest” to
PIBL, concurring with Himes’s (1998) and Ruffolo’s (2004) conclusions that Kabayan
was the Ibaloi communities’ “dispersal point.” This study provided a glimpse into the
rich cross-cultural commonalities that go beyond geographical boundaries for these
cultural communities. Furthermore, the semantic domains were chosen for the reason
that astronomical and meteorological phenomena have a significant influence on the
largely agricultural communities of the Cordilleran mountains. The lexical repository
for these domains was bound to be remarkable when what is over and above, and the
most consequential to their way of life, is the sky.

Keywords: Ibaloi, Pre-Ibaloi, internal reconstruction, ethnolinguistics

1 Introduction
1.1 Cordillera Central
Orogenic, ecological, and anthropological histories run the expanse that is the
Cordillera Central. The mountain system treads 300 km north-south separating
the coasts of Ilocos from the Cagayan basin; with its highest point being Mt. Pulag’s
summit at 3,000 km. The Cordillera Central also hosts 13 major river basins, notably
Chico and Magat Rivers, that enable the region’s irrigation system among other things.

1“Above Us, Only Sky” also happens to be a title of a Beatles biopic that coincidentally sounded poet-
ically appropriate to be the title of this study, as this paper focuses on one of the Cordilleran “mountain”
peoples and their relations to certain weather and astronomical phenomena, their “sky.”
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Needless to say, the crests and troughs of the mountain range affect the weather
patterns not only of the Cordillera Administrative Region (CAR) but the entirety of
Luzon, as the Cordilleras constitute 1/5th of the entire island.

The high elevation brings the region’s cold climate. CAR received an average of 5,546
mm of rainwater annually from 2008 to 2018 (PSA CAR, 2020). Moreover, PAG-ASA
(n.d., as cited in PSA CAR, 2020) identified that most of the region has a short dry sea-
son and then wet for the rest of the year, with the maximum rainfall between November
and December (PSA CAR, 2020). Because agriculture is central to the Cordilleras, it fol-
lows that its people have a great and profound understanding of the region’s weather
patterns that goes beyond marked seasons. For instance, Conklin (1980, as cited in
Murphy, 2017) remarked that the rice farming cycle in the Cordillera region is based
on centuries-old cultivation patterns. Beginning with the repair and formation of the
terrace, the field preparation, and the rice planting in the wet season; and come the
dry season, rice cultivation, weeding, then finally the harvest. Furthermore, Launio
et al.’s (2020) study with smallholder farmers in Benguet found that they utilize their
own local indicators and adaptation strategies against meteorological hazards, such as
typhoons and irregular monsoons, that could otherwise be disastrous to their agricul-
tural production.

1.2 Indigenous People and Land
The Cordillera Central is home to many cultural communities in Northern Luzon—the
Kankanaey, Ifugao, Isneg, Ibaloi, Kalanguya, and Gaddang, among others. Although
these names are widely used in publications, it is imperative to note that there is a wide
breadth of languages, cultural identities, and heritage among the different groups of
the people of the mountain that go beyond linguistic and geopolitical markedness.

No matter the autonym, every person in the Cordilleras has respect and regard for
their ancestral land. It is for this reason that they remained undaunted by the advent
of colonizers that were able to take the low-lying regions surrounding the mountains.
Land in the Cordillera is life itself. The “symbiotic relationship” between the land and
the people of the land is highly developed and maintained (Carling, 2001). The moun-
tain peoples have a shared understanding of ancestral land and collective management
of the land, building socio-political systems around it. The agricultural cycle from seed
to harvest is collectively performed by the community, as well as the conservation of en-
vironmental resources such as rivers and forests, as certain beliefs and rituals need to be
practiced during these periods of time (Carling, 2001). It is this community and sense of
communal work that makes their reverence for their ancestral land even more daunting
against land opportunists—then against Spanish colonizers, and today against capital-
ists on the advent of neoliberalism.

In an article in the Cultural Survival Quarterly (2001), the Philippine government’s
own Mining Act of 1995 made the mountains more accessible to transnational mining
corporations as it approves of 100% foreign ownership. For capitalists and seemingly
the Philippine government, this is a golden opportunity; for the indigenous moun-
tain peoples, it is a death sentence to the land they have cultivated and preserved
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since the time of their ancestors. Expectedly, opposition to mining and exploitation
in the Cordillera has been militant and extensive. The San Roque Dam, owned by a
Japanese trading company, in the lower Agno River of Pangasinan province, has dis-
placed more than 2,000 Ibaloi families in Itogon, Benguet (World Rainforest Movement,
2001). Despite fierce opposition from many indigenous peoples all over Cordillera, the
dam has been fully operational since 2003 (Environmental Justice Atlas, 2017).

Although this paper will try to focus on certain linguistic processes of Ibaloi lexicon,
it is crucial to be informed of these narratives. It is imperative to attach the words from
the mouths where they came from and disconnecting the people from these narratives
will never make for a lauded and grounded study.

1.3 Ethnoastronomy
It can be said that with only the sky and nothing else above, the cultural communi-
ties of the Cordilleras have a wealth of indigenous knowledge about the sky and the
various phenomena that orbit past. Ambrosio’s Balatik: Etnoastronomiya, Kalangitan sa
Kabihasnang Pilipino (2010) has reflected on various astronomical and meteorological
phenomena and their profound and established influences on various Philippine cul-
tural communities. They have integrated meaning-making into their way of perceiving
their environment in the hopes of understanding it better, which in the present day is
constituted into their very belief system. Astronomical and meteorological phenomena
instructed the rhythm of their movements, the directions they take, the when and which
crops to sow and harvest. When one is confronted with a predicament, one can look
up and find himself answered by the heavens. Their belief systems surrounding the ce-
lestial bodies and other meteorological phenomena have been passed down to today’s
culture bearers as songs, prayers, rituals, enchantments, and such practiced customs.

For Ambrosio (2010), it is common for indigenous groups all over the Philippines
to look to the sun and moon as the first deities to revere, and for various myths of
their peoples’ origin to have manifested from their celestial presence. According to
Moss (1920), these heavenly bodies are objects of worship for the Ibaloi. The fact that
the Ibaloi regarded the sun as the most powerful of deities and was, therefore, always
appealed to the most seems to point to the fact that he was a god of justice (p. 281).
Ambrosio (2010) remarked that some Ibaloi elders use akou and Kabunian interchange-
ably when regarding the sun (p. 86).

Ambrosio (2010) furthermore observed that the Ibaloi hold their rituals during the
first appearance of the first quarter moon, the balal. They believe a family’s fortune
will be more prosperous if the moon is waxing (growing) into a full moon. The deities
and the diwatas that they would offer their prayers to are the most “reachable” at this
period of time, and their luck and prayers would dissipate had they tried to contact
them when the moon is in darkness (p. 118). For this reason, the Ibaloi also only begin
to plant or move their seedlings, or harvest during this period of time. According to
their beliefs, it is not productive nor prosperous at a time when the moon is waning
(p. 122).

The Ibaloi also mapped multiple constellations across their sky. Prayers are offered
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to San apon (Pleiades), Salabobo (Hyades), Bodays (Orion’s belt), to name a few, and
even to Mamawas, the planets Venus or Jupiter visible in the daylight. Even though
these same constellations appeared in the same periods of time and orientation as the
people of the mountains, they nevertheless have distinct names for them even within
the same cultural communities. As Ambrosio explained, even though these names are
discovered by scholars through passed-down oral history, the exact reason for their
prayer to the stars is unknown (p. 181).

These accounts from Ambrosio (2010) and Moss (1920) offer glimpses into the Ibaloi
worldview. The usage of distinct terminologies reflects an essential indigenous knowl-
edge utilized in various spheres of their lives. The knowledge of celestial bodies, mete-
orological phenomena, and how they held a significant maneuver in the daily operation
of the Ibaloi people and of their land is a ground well with nothing but more depth to
discover. This study can certainly be reflected on and expanded on to be a full cultural
reconstruction of Ibaloi meteorological and astronomical phenomena but that is at the
discretion of future researchers.

1.4 Subgrouping and Language Status
Ibaloi, with ISO 639-3 code ibl, is primarily spoken in the province of Benguet, where
Eberhard et al. (2021) posit a user population of 116,000. Its native speakers call the
language “Inibaloi.” Ibl is also tagged as 5* or Developing in the Expanded Graded
Intergenerational Disruption (EGIDS) scale. This means that Ibl is vigorously used by
its speakers, but standardized literature is not yet sustainable throughout the commu-
nity.

Figure 1
Internal Relationships of Southern Cordilleran Languages (Himes, 1998, p. 121)

Moreover, Ibl is classified under the Northern Luzon branch of the Malayo-
Polynesian subgroup of the Austronesian language family. Himes (1998) further
identified Ibl as belonging to the Southern Cordilleran branch, along with Kalanguya,
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Karaw, Pangasinan, and Ilongot. Furthermore, Glottolog (n.d.) only recognizes three
of its varieties: Bokod, Daklan, and Kabayan. However, Himes (1998) identified other
varieties such as Atok, Natubleng, I-wak, Sablan, La Trinidad, Tuba, Tublay, and
Itogon.

2 Objective, Scope, and Limitations of the Study
This study aims to reconstruct 24 PIBL lexical items under the semantic domains of
astronomy and meteorology from four attested Ibl dialects. Three of these, Bokod,
Kabayan, and Daklan, have been listed in Ethnologue, and Atok has been identified
in an acoustic phonetics study by Cruz et al. (2018a). The semantic domains were cho-
sen on the basis that astronomical and meteorological phenomena have a significant
influence on the largely agricultural communities of the Cordilleran mountains and so
would naturally reflect on the Ibaloi lexical repository. Aside from the lexical items
that have been indicated from Lyman and Wolfenden’s (2018) and Cruz et al.’s (2018b)
datasets, other lexical items from the Summer Institute of Linguistics International
(SIL) Swadesh lists have also been consulted to make sure no phonemes have been left
unidentified. Otto Scheerer’s The Nabaloi Dialect (1905) was supposed to be included in
the data pool; however, it was deemed unreliable due to the possibility of transcription
errors from using optical character recognition on the document.

It is also important to note that out of all the references used in this study, only the one
done by Cruz et al. (2018a) used a phonetic transcription with the aid of computer pro-
grams, while every transcription from other studies was done by ear. Moreover, Himes
(1998) and Ruffolo (2004) identified other varieties of Ibl which will not be included in
this study. Furthermore, despite their best efforts to consult with various data sets and
studies, the researchers cannot guarantee the full accuracy of these reconstructions.

3 Review of Related Literature
3.1 Ibaloi Phonology
The study will mainly draw its references on Ibl phonology from Himes’s (1998) “The
Southern Cordilleran Group of Philippine Languages,” Ruffolo’s (2004) Topics in the
Morpho-syntax of Ibaloy, Northern Philippines, Ameda et al.’s (2011) Ibaloy Dictionary,
Phonology, Grammar, Morphophonemics, and Cruz et al.’s (2018a) An Acoustic Analysis
of Ibaloi Sounds. Aside from providing a sound inventory, these studies have also dis-
cussed some phonological processes observed in Ibl and the distribution of its allo-
phones. These would significantly help in determining possible pre-phonemes from
the gathered data.
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Table 1
Distribution of Consonant Variation in Ibaloi (Himes, 1998, p. 127–128)

* #_V VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_#

PSC *l [d] [d] [d] [j] [j]

PNuSC *j [dZ] [dZ] [dZ] [l] [l]

PNuSC *d [tS]a,b, [S]c [tS]a,b, [S]c [tS]a,b, [S]c,
[R]d

[d] [d]

PNuSC *g [k] [k] [g] [g] [g]

PNuSC *b [b] [b] [v]a [b] [b]

PNuSC *w [gw]c, [yw]a,
[bw]b

[gw]c, [yw]a,
[bw]b

[gw]c, [yw]a,
[bw]b

no data [w]

a Reflex observed in the Atk variety.
b Reflex observed in the Kby variety.
c Reflex observed in the Bkd variety.
d Appears when preceded by a stressed vowel.

Table 2
Consonants’ Allophonic Variation and Distribution (Ruffolo, 2004, p. 17)

Phoneme #_V, VC._V,
CV."_V

"CV._V V_.CV V_#

/p/ [p]a, [pp]b [B] [p^] [p^]

/t/ [t]a, [tt]b [R] [t^] [t^]

/k/ [k]a, [kk]b [x] [k^] [k^]

/P/ [P] [P] [P] —
/b/ [F], [Fw]c, [FF]b,

[FFw]c
[b] [b^] [b^]

/d/ [tS], [tStS]b [R] [d^] [d^]

/g/ [k], [kk]b [g] [g^] [g^]

/l/ [d], [dd]b [l] [l] [l]

/w/ [b], [bw]c, [bb]b,
[bbw]b,c

[w] [w] [w]

/j/ [dZ], [dZdZ]b [j] [j] [j]

/s/ [s], [ss]b [s] [l] [s]

/m/ [m], [mm]b [m] [m] [m]

/n/ [n], [nn]b [n] [n] [n]

/N/ [N], [NN]b [N] [N] [N]

a Also optionally intervocalically before /@/ regardless of stress.
b Only after /@/.
c Only after /a/.
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First, Himes identified 18 phonemes in Ibl, 15 of which are consonants and four
of which are vowels, in their journal article “The Southern Cordilleran Group of
Philippine Languages” (1998). Certain phonological changes from PSC and PNuSC
to Ibl that are relevant to this study is summarized in Table 1. The table also features
variety-specific reflexes.

Ruffolo’s 2004 thesis titled Topics in the Morpho-syntax of Ibaloy, Northern Philippines
identified the municipality of Kabayan in Benguet as the area where Ibl is spoken,
where varieties exist throughout the different barangays within the town, and the data
elicited from this study only comes from the Poblacion (Central) variety. It is also noted
that Ibl, Kyj, and Kak speakers also live in Kabayan. Through multiple fieldworks con-
ducted from 1998 to 2000, Ruffolo was able to provide a grammar sketch of Ibl, included
here is a list of 18 phonemes which would be indicated in Table 5 below. Ruffolo has
also presented the allophonic distribution in Ibl, as seen in Table 2.

According to the Ibaloy Dictionary, Phonology, Grammar, Morphophonemics by Ameda
et al. (2011), there are 23 contrastive phonemes in Ibl, 19 of which are consonants and
four of which are vowels. Some consonants, labeled as restricted by Ameda et al., ap-
pear in complementary distribution as seen in Table 3. Unrestricted consonants, on the
other hand, retain their original features regardless of the environment. Interestingly,
Ameda et al.’s proposed distribution of allophones corroborates Himes’ and Ruffolo’s
distribution.

Table 3
Distribution of All Consonants (Ameda et al., 2011, p. 773)

Restricted Consonants Unrestricted
ConsonantsSyllable-initial Intervocalic (@) Intervocalic

(a-i-O)
Syllable-final

/d/ /d/ /l/ /l/ /b/

/l/ /k/ /g/ /g/ /q/

/B/ /B/ /w/ /w/ /m/

/S/ /S/ /R/ /d/ /n/

/dZ/ /dZ/ /j/ /j/ /N/

/p/

/s/

/t/

/P/

The vowels also exhibit allophones in certain environments. Central and back vowels
/@/, /O/, and /a/ exhibit vowel raising and become [1], [u], and [9] when they succeed
/b/, /d/, /g/, /k/, and /dZ/. On the other hand, /i/ exhibits vowel lowering and becomes
[e] when it succeeds /q/, or becomes /E/ or /iE/ if it precedes /q/. There are also variety-
specific allophones such as /q/ to [x] and [h], and /b/ to [pw] in Kabayan.

Compared to previous studies, Cruz et al. provided a contrastive analysis and

69



BARRA, OLAYRES, & QUINTO UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Table 4
Consonants’ Allophonic Variations and Distributions (Cruz et al., 2018a, p. 6)

Phoneme #_V, VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_#

/p/ [p] [p], [pp]a [p^] [p^]

/t/ [t] [t], [tt]a [t^] [t^]

/k/ [k] [k], [kk]a [k^] [k^]

/q/ [q] [x], [qq]a [q^] [q^]

/P/ [P] [P] [P] —
/b/ [b], [F] [B], [bb]a [b^] [b^]

/d/ [d] [d], [dd]a [d^] [d^]

/g/ [g] [g], [gg]a [g^] [g^]

/l/ [l] [l] [l] [l]

/R/ [R] [R] [R] —
/w/ [w], [B], [gw], [F] [w], [B], [gw], [F] [w] [w]

/j/ [j] [j] [j] [j]

/s/ [s] [s] [s] [s]

/S/ = /tS/ /S/ = /tS/ /S/ = /tS/ /S/ = /tS/ —
/dZ/ [dZ] [dZ] [dZ] —
/m/ [m] [m], [mm]a [m] [m]

/n/ [n] [n], [nn]a [n] [n]

/N/ [N] [N], [NN]a [N] [N]

a Allophone only occurs after [9].

demonstrated the complementary distribution of the segments by conducting an
acoustic analysis using three varieties of Ibl: Atk, Bok, and Kby. They identified a total
of 22 phonemes, 18 of which are consonants and four of which are vowels, as listed in
Table 4. Aside from this, they have also listed the observed allophonic distributions. It
is interesting to note that Cruz et al. did not identify the allophones that were previ-
ously mentioned by Himes, Ruffolo, and Ameda et al. such as [k], [d], [R], and [dZ] of
/g/, /l/, /d/, and /j/, respectively. Instead, they treated these as contrastive segments.

The acoustic analysis identified a four-vowel system in Ibl with /i/, /9/, /u/, and
/a/. Two of these vowel phonemes, /i/ and /a/, have been consistently identified by
previous studies. As for /u/, it can be seen in Figure 2 that [O] and [u] overlap over the
/u/ vowel space, proving that [O] is an allophone of /u/. Moreover, they claimed that it
is more accurate to depict the fourth vowel as the close mid-rounded central vowel /9/
as opposed to earlier studies which identified it as /@/ or /1/. As such, this study would
be following the usage of /9/ to depict Ibl’s central vowel.

70



BARRA, OLAYRES, & QUINTO UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Figure 2
Comparison of the Three Vowel Spaces with the English Vowel Space (Cruz et al., 2018a, p. 30)

English vowels are colored black while Ibaloi vowels are colored red. The distribution of the plot formants
are color-coded as follows: red for Atk, green for Kby, and blue for Bkd.

To summarize, a comparison of the Ibl sound inventories proposed by the studies
can be seen in Table 5. These segments, along with the phonological processes, will be
used as references for reconstructing the phonemes of PIBL.

3.2 Internal Reconstruction
Internal reconstruction is a method used by historical linguists to reconstruct an ear-
lier stage of a current language by comparing and analyzing the features derived from
within it or its varieties (Crowley & Bowern, 2013, p. 121). The resulting reconstruction
is called a prelanguage. In this study, four varieties of Ibl will be analyzed to reconstruct
some select terms from a hypothetical prelanguage “Pre-Ibaloi.” One of the criteria con-
sidered in reconstructing pre-phonemes is the majority rules principle, as mentioned by
Crowley and Bowern (2013, p. 86), where the reflex with the widest distribution is con-
sidered to be the original form. However, the researchers may also refer to diachronic
studies to identify these pre-phonemes.

According to Peneyra in their graduate thesis Isang Rekonstrusyong Internal ng Tagalog
Batay sa mga Piling Dayalek (2003, p. 48), the current alternant forms existing are due to
phonological changes that happened to the original forms over time. This means that
before these changes, there were no alternative forms present. In other words, the form
that is less used and that is from an older variety may be closer to the original form
of the prelanguage. This goes against the majority rules principle; however, due to the
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Table 5
A Comparison of Ibaloi Sound Systems from Various Studies

Himes (1998) Ruffolo (2004) Ameda et al. (2011) Cruz et al. (2018a)
(18) (18) (23) (22)

/b/ /b/ /b/ /b/

/p/ /p/ /p/ /p/

/d/ /d/ /d/ /d/

/t/ /t/ /t/ /t/

/g/ /g/ /g/ /g/

/k/ /k/ /k/

/q/ /q/ /q/

/P/ /P/ /P/ /P/

/m/ /m/ /m/ /m/

/n/ /n/ /n/ /n/

/N/ /N/ /N/ /N/

/R/ /R/

/B/

/s/ /s/ /s/

/tS/

/S/ /S/

/dZ/ /dZ/

/l/ /l/ /l/ /l/

/w/ /w/ /w/ /w/

/j/ /j/ /j/ /j/

/i/ /i/ /i/ /i/

/1/

/u/

/9/

/@/ /@/

/O/ /O/ /O/

/a/ /a/ /a/ /a/

regularity of sound laws, it is possible to deduce and lay out the phonological changes
that happened over time.

Earlier, it was also mentioned that Ruffolo (2004) observed multiple Ibl varieties
flourishing throughout the different barangays within Kabayan, Benguet. Furthermore,
Himes (1998), citing oral tradition, posited that the ancestors of Ibl speakers “migrated
northward along the Agno River from Pangasinan to present-day Kabayan” (p. 174).
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Kabayan then became the “cultural homeland”, the point of dispersal from where the
Ibaloi migrated to other parts of Benguet. These pieces of information coincide with
Dyen’s conclusion in their article “Language Distribution and Migration Theory” (1956,
p. 625). Here, they claimed that a region with great language diversification can be in-
ferred as the point of dispersal because positive migrations usually happen from a more
complex area to a more uniform one.

Assessing the findings, it can be conjectured that the Kby variety may have been the
earlier form of Ibl. Pursuing this, the researchers will also be considering the weight
of Kby’s reflexes in determining the pre-phonemes since it can be hypothesized that
it is one of the older varieties of Ibl. However, careful analysis must be done since
additional evidence such as historical records and anthropological studies to support
this conjecture are yet to be discovered.

A previous study on PSC, PWSC, and PNuSC can also be consulted for this study. In
“The Southern Cordilleran Group of Philippine Languages” (1998), Himes attempted to
reconstruct lexical items from the Southern Cordilleran group, including Ibl, collected
from 1962 to 1995 from previous studies on this group of languages. Moreover, they
attempted to reconstruct PIBL from its varieties. However, the semantic domains of
the PIBL reconstructions do not overlap with this study’s domains, but some of the
reconstructions from PNuSC fall under the meteorological and astronomical domains.
Some of these are listed below (pp. 155–159).

PNuSC

*kulpút Ibl, Kyj kolpot ‘cloud’
Kak kulput

*buNlúl Ibl boNdól ‘rainbow’
Kak buNlúl
Cf. PC buNlún

*s1ǵıt Ibl s1ḱıt ‘sun’
Kak h@ǵıt, haǵıt
Ifa huǵıt
Cf. KnkS siǵıt, soǵıt

*t1gṔın Ibl t1gṔın ‘cold’
Kyj t2gṔın
Cf. KnkS togṔın

In reconstructing some of the stative verbs in PWSC, the inclusion of a possible sta-
tivizing morpheme *P9(N)- was applied inconsistently as seen below (pp. 153–154).
For this study, the researchers will reconstruct the lexical items with the morpheme
included, following Himes’s reconstruction. In other words, a morpheme boundary
symbol, denoted by a hyphen, will be included to separate the morpheme from the
root of the lexical item, e.g., PWSC *Pan-t́ık1j.
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PWSC

*Pan-t́ık1j Ibl, Pag Pant́ık1j ‘short (object)’
Kak Pant́ıkk9́j, Pant́ıkkéj ‘short (person)’

*balaNá Ibl Pambal1Ná, P1mbal1Ná ‘red, yellow’
Pag ambalaNá
Kak PambalaNá

*biluN1́t Ibl PambiloN1́t, P1mbiloN1́t ‘dark’
Pag ambiluN1́t

4 Methodology
Lexical items related to meteorology and astronomy were gathered from existing
datasets on Ibl varieties: Cruz et al.’s “An Acoustic Analysis of Ibaloi Sounds”
(2018a) and Lyman and Wolfenden’s “Inibaloi, Benguet Sub-province Yale Linguistic
Questionnaire” (2018). Additional Ibl wordlists without any specified variety were
also used for cross-referencing data and for eliciting some terms that were not available
from the two previous data sets: Elkins’s “Inibaloi 1962 Wordlist” (1962), Ballard’s
“Inibaloi 1966 Wordlist” (1966–1970), Wimbish’s “Ibaloi - Baguio, Benguet Wordlist”
(1984), and Ambrosio’s Balatik: Etnoastronomiya, Kalangitan sa Kabihasnang Pilipino
(2010). The phonetic transcriptions from the SIL International datasets were converted
from the Americanist notation system into the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)
for uniformity and consistency of data. From the six datasets, 24 lexical items were
chosen for the study, and cognates for each lexical item were noted. Moreover, the re-
searchers consulted with an Ibl speaker from Benguet to discern the semantic nuances
of lexical items with different meanings and similar forms.

Applying internal reconstruction, the researchers tabulated the corresponding
phonemes from the discovered cognates and noted both contrastive and complemen-
tary distributions from the correspondences. Phonemes with consistent occurrences
across all varieties despite the conditioning environment were deemed as uncontested
pre-phonemes via the Majority Principle. For those with complementary distributions,
Himes’s (1998) and Ameda et al.’s (2011) discussions on Ibl phonological processes
were consulted. The researchers also hypothesize that Kby, being an older variety
of Ibl, has retained some of the original features of PIBL; therefore, this may also be
considered when extrapolating the original pre-phonemes. Additionally, phonetic
transcriptions from Cruz et al.’s acoustic analysis were prioritized over Lyman and
Wolfenden’s written transcriptions in determining the exact place of articulation of
the segments. The resulting phonemic inventory from this process was then used as a
reference to internally reconstruct the 26 lexical items in PIBL.
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5 Results and Discussion
5.1 Phonemic Inventory of Pre-Ibaloi
The reconstructed pre-phonemes PIBL gathered from comparing the four varieties of
Ibl—Atok (Atk), Bokod (Bok), Kabayan (Kby), and Daklan (Dak)—and datasets with
unidentified varieties were 19 in total, 15 of which are consonants and four of which
are vowels. Their places and manners of articulation are illustrated in Tables 6 and
7. The distribution of the allophones’ correspondences from which the pre-phonemes
were derived can be seen in Sections 9.1 and 9.2.

Table 6
Consonant Phonemes of Pre-Ibaloi

Bilabial Dental-
Alveolar

Post-
Alveolar

Palatal Labio-
velar

Velar Uvular Glottal

Plosive *b *p *d *t *g *k *q *P

Nasal *m *n *N

Fricative *s

Tap/Flap

Affricate

Approximant *j *w

Lateral *l
Approximant

Table 7
Vowel Phonemes of Pre-Ibaloi

Front Central Back

Close *i *u

Close-Mid *9

Open-Mid

Open *a

5.1.1 Consonants

As can be seen in Section 9.1, the distribution of the following consonants is consistent
in almost all environments: *P, *g, *k, *q, *t, *p, *m, *n, *N, and *w. Hence, the ma-
jority rules principle was applied. Moreover, the previously mentioned phonological
sketches were consulted for pre-phonemes that had clear complementary distribution
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such as in *b, *d, *j, and *l. As for segments that did not fit these cases, the Kby reflexes
were taken into account, as well as the reflexes manifested in proto-forms of higher
subgroupings.

The reflexes of PIBL consonants will be shown below to further show how the pre-
phonemes were derived. Due to the limited data available, some of the positions were
not represented. However, this does not necessarily mean that the pre-phonemes do
not occur in the unrepresented positions.

Stops There are eight stops in PIBL, three of which are voiced and five of which are
voiceless and appear in almost all positions. All these stops were derived using the ma-
jority rules principle except for *b and *d, which demanded a closer look into previous
phonological studies to extrapolate these pre-phonemes.

PIBL *b had four reflexes appearing in different environments. Atk, Bok [B], and Kby
[v] appeared in the intervocalic position. Meanwhile, [F] appeared in the word-initial
and VC._V position. However, all four varieties of Ibl also exhibited [b] in all these
positions. Therefore, it was concluded that the pre-phoneme will be reconstructed as
the voiced bilabial stop *b.

As for the reconstruction of *d, reflexes [tS] and [S] appeared in environments that
suggest that these are also allophones of *d, rather than existing as contrastive units
of their own. As Himes (1998, pp. 197–198) pointed out, Kby, Atk [tS] and Bok [S] are
area-specific reflexes of PNuSC *d. Moreover, previous Ibl studies considered the reflex
[R] to be an intervocalic allophone of /d/, instead of being a contrastive unit. Therefore,
it is excluded from the reconstructed phonemic inventory.

/b/: voiced bilabial stop

#_V Atk, Bok, Dak /bulan/ ‘moon’
Kby /Fulan/
Dak /bagidat/ ‘lightning’
Kby /bugidat/

VC._V Atk /nalb9N/ ‘wet’, as in surface
Kby /nalF9N/
Bok /P9mbasa/ ‘wet’, as in soaked
Kby /P2mbaSa/
Dak /PumbaSa/

CV._V Bok, Dak /tab2n/ ‘sky’
Kby /tav1n/

/p/: voiceless bilabial stop

#_V Bok, Kby, Dak /pit2k/ ‘mud’

VC._V Atk, Bok, Kby /qOlpOt/ ‘cloud’
Dak /k1lput/
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CV._V Atk, Kby /tapOq/ ‘dust’
Bok /Sabuk/
Dak /dapok/

/d/: voiced dental stop

#_V Atk, Bok, Dak /Sanum/ ‘water’
Kby /tSanom/
Atk /tSag9m/ ‘wind’
Bok, Dak /Sagum/
Kby /Sagub/

VC._V Kby /maPSem/ ‘evening’

CV._V Bok, Dak /maSem/ ‘evening’

/t/: voiceless dental stop

#_V Atk, Bok, Kby /t9gPin/ ‘cold’, as in weather
Dak /t2gin/

CV._V Atk, Bok /P9mp9taN/ ‘warm’
Kby /p9taN/
Dak /pataN/

V_# Atk /s9kkit/ ‘sun’
Bok /s9kit/
Kby /s9kkhit/
Dak /Sakit/

/g/: voiced velar stop

CV._V Dak /bagidat/ ‘lightning’
Kby /bugidat/

V_.CV Atk /P9magPan/ ‘dry’
Bok /P9m9gPan/

/k/: voiceless velar stop

#_V Bok, Dak /kejRol/ ‘thunder’
Kby /keRol/

CV._V Atk /PaqqOw/ ‘day’
Bok /Pakhu/
Kby, Dak /Paku/

V_# Bok, Kby, Dak /pit2k/ ‘mud’
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/q/: voiceless uvular stop

#_V Atk, Bok, Kby /qOlpOt/ ‘cloud’
Dak /k1lput/

V_# Atk, Kby /tapOq/ ‘dust’
Bok /Sabuk/
Dak /dapok/

/P/: glottal stop

#_V Bok, Dak /Pamol/ ‘dew’
Kby /Pamul/

VC._V Atk /P9magPan/ ‘dry’
Bok /P9m9gPan/

V_.CV Kby /maPSem/ ‘evening’

Nasals There are three voiced nasals in PIBL. Since the reflexes of these nasals
have little to no diversity, the majority rules principle was applied to derive the
pre-phonemes.

/m/: voiced bilabial nasal

#_V Kby /maPSem/ ‘evening’
Bok, Dak /maSem/

CV._V Bok, Dak /Pamol/ ‘dew’
Kby /Pamul/

V_.CV Bok /P9mbasa/ ‘wet’, as in soaked
Kby /P2mbaSa/
Dak /PumbaSa/

V_# Atk /tSag9m/ ‘wind’
Bok, Dak /Sagum/
Kby /Sagub/

/n/: voiced alveolar nasal

#_V Atk /nalb9N/ ‘wet’, as in surface
Kby /nalF9N/

CV._V Atk, Bok, Dak /Sanum/ ‘water’
Kby /tSanom/

V_# Atk, Kby /PuRan/ ‘rain’
Bok, Dak /PORan/
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/N/: voiced velar nasal

CV._C Ibl2 /buNdol/ ‘rainbow’
/boNdol/
/bundol/

V_# Bok, Dak /diRum/ ‘shadow’
Kby /PadiRoN/

Fricatives There is only one fricative in PIBL, the voiceless alveolar fricative *s. The
reflexes [s] and [S] had a relatively equal distribution among the four varieties in the
word-initial, intervocalic, and word-final positions; thus, making it difficult to infer the
underlying form. There was no discovered literature on the complementary distribu-
tion of the two fricatives in Ibl. Ultimately, it was decided that the pre-phoneme will
be reconstructed as *s due for two reasons. First, the reflex [s] is applied consistently
in Kby, which is hypothesized to be the older variety of Ibl; thus, the probability of
its forms’ similarity to PIBL might be higher than the other varieties. Second, proto-
forms from higher subgroupings of lexical items with the reflexes in question usually
manifest [s] over [S]. Hence, *s was deemed to be the pre-phoneme from which these
reflexes stemmed. For comparative purposes, the proto-forms retrieved from Himes
(1998) and Blust and Trussel’s “The Austronesian Comparative Dictionary” (2020) will
also be included in the examples below.

/s/: voiceless alveolar fricative

#_V Atk /s9kkit/ ‘sun’
Bok /s9kit/
Kby /s9kkhit/
Dak /Sakit/
Cf. PPH *sikat, PNuSC *s1ǵit

CV._V Bok /P9mbasa/ ‘wet’, as in soaked
Kby /P2mbaSa/
Dak /PumbaSa/
Cf. PMP *baseq

V_# Atk, Bok /PajOS/ ‘current, flow’
Kby /Pajus/
Cf. PMP *qaRus

Lateral Approximants There is one lateral approximant in PIBL. This segment ap-
pears in word-final positions, as well as in between consonant and vowel segments.

2Ibl datasets from SIL without any indicated variety were consulted for lexical items that were not
included in the Cruz et al. (2018b) and Lyman and Wolfenden (2018) datasets.
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On the contrary, word-initial and intervocalic *l becomes [d], as discussed by Himes
(1998), Ruffolo (2004), and Ameda et al. (2011).

/l/: voiced alveolar lateral approximant

#_V Kby /dabi/ ‘night’

CV._V Atk, Bok, Kby, Dak /talaw/ ‘star’

V_.CV Atk, Bok, Kby /qOlpOt/ ‘cloud’
Dak /k1lput/

V_# Bok, Dak /Pamol/ ‘dew’
Kby /Pamul/

Glides There are two voiced glides in PIBL. First is the voiced labial-velar approxi-
mant *w, which only appears in the word-final position in the datasets. Second is the
voiced palatal glide *j, which appears in intervocalic environments.

/w/: voiced labial-velar approximant

#_V Atk, Bok, Kby, Dak /talaw/ ‘star’

/j/: voiced palatal approximant

CV._V Atk, Bok /PajOS/ ‘current, flow’
Kby /Pajus/

5.1.2 Vowels

A four-vowel system was reconstructed for PIBL, which was also consistently posited
by the referenced phonological studies. The vowels /i/ and /a/ were consistently
noted by the four studies; therefore, these were included in the inventory. Additionally,
Cruz et al.’s (2018a) analyses on the Ibl vowel phonemes were consulted to reconstruct
the open middle and close middle back vowels as /u/ and the central vowels as /9/.
For the diphthongs present in Bok, Dak /kejRol/ and Atk /PaqqOw/, it was decided that
these might have been due to vowel breaking since its cognates from the other varieties
do not exhibit diphthongs. Thus, these were reconstructed as one vowel only.

The reflexes of PIBL vowels will be shown below to further visualize how the pre-
phonemes were derived. Again, due to the limited data available, some of the positions
were not represented. However, this does not necessarily mean that the pre-phonemes
do not occur in the unrepresented positions.

/i/: close front unrounded vowel

C_C Bok, Dak /kejRol/ ‘thunder’
Kby /keRol/
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Atk, Bok, Kby /t9gPin/ ‘cold’, as in weather
Dak /t2gin/

C_# Atk, Bok /P9ddaBi/ ‘night’
Kby /dabi/
Dak /Padabi/

/u/: close back rounded vowel

C_C Atk, Kby /PuRan/ ‘rain’
Bok, Dak /PORan/

C_# Atk /PaqqOw/ ‘day’
Bok /Pakhu/
Kby, Dak /Paku/

/9/: close-mid central unrounded vowel

C_C Bok, Dak /tab2n/ ‘sky’
Kby /tav1n/
Atk /nalb9N/ ‘wet’, as in surface
Kby /nalF9N/

/a/: open front unrounded vowel

C_C Atk, Bok /P9mp9taN/ ‘warm’
Kby /p9taN/
Dak /pataN/

5.2 Reconstructed Pre-Forms
From the phonemic inventory of PIBL, 24 lexical items were analyzed, and 25 items
were reconstructed from these. These items can be categorized into two semantic do-
mains: astronomy (cloud, sun, moon, stars, sky, day, night, evening, and shadow) and
meteorology (water, current/flow, dew, dust, mud, rain, thunder, lightning, rainbow,
cold, hot, warm, wet, and dry). Moreover, suprasegmentals such as vowel length, pitch,
and stress were not considered since only one of the datasets had phonetic transcrip-
tions. The reconstructed PIBL lexical items are listed in Table 8. Meanwhile, the corre-
spondences can be perused in Section 9.3.

Most of the lexical items were reconstructed just by substituting the reflexes with the
reconstructed phonemes, such as the following:

PIBL

*qulput Atk, Bok, Kby qOlpOt ‘cloud’
Dak k1lput
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*dapuq Atk, Kby tapOq ‘dust’
Bok Sabuk
Dak dapok

*bulan Atk, Bok, Dak bulan ‘moon’
Kby Fulan

*pit9k Bok, Kby, Dak pit2k ‘mud’

*Pudan Atk, Kby PuRan ‘rain’
Bok, Dak PORan

*buNlul Ibl buNdol ‘rainbow’
boNdol
bundol

*PaliduN Bok, Dak diRum ‘shadow’
Kby PadiRoN

*tab9n Bok, Dak tab2n ‘sky’
Kby tav1n

*talaw Atk, Bok, Kby, Dak talaw ‘star’

*danum Atk, Bok, Dak Sanum ‘water’
Kby tSanOm

*dag9m Atk tSag9m ‘wind’
Bok, Dak Sagum
Kby Sagub

Meanwhile, the following reconstructions were not as straightforward as others.
Common phonological processes such as sound addition, vowel breaking, and sound
loss were considered in reconstructing the following lexical items. Moreover, since it
has been proven by Ruffolo (2004) and Cruz et al. (2018a) that geminated consonants
in Ibl are allophones of their non-geminated forms, geminated consonants were not
included in the reconstruction. It can also be observed that the reconstructed pre-forms
below are similar to the Kby forms since these forms are either lesser used or exhibit
simpler forms than the other varieties.

PIBL

*Paku Atk PaqqOw ‘day’
Bok Pakhu
Kby, Dak Paku

*kidul Bok, Dak kejRol ‘thunder’
Kby keRol

*maPd9m Bok, Dak maSem ‘evening’
Kby maPSem
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*s9kit Atk s9kkit ‘sun’
Bok s9kit
Kby s9kkhit
Dak Sakit

Some reconstructions also manifested the reflexes of the uvular trill *R. These were
mostly consistent with the /l/ or /g/ reflexes of the Southern Cordilleran languages.
However, one reconstruction exhibited /j/ instead of the expected reflexes. The recon-
structions from higher groupings taken from Blust and Trussel (2020) were included for
comparison.

PIBL

*labi Atk, Bok P9ddaBi ‘night’
Kby dabi
Dak Padabi
Cf. PAN *Rabi-an

*Pamul Bok, Dak Pamol ‘dew’
Kby Pamul
Cf. PMP *lamuR

*Pajus Atk, Bok PajOS ‘current, flow’
Kby Pajus
Cf. PMP *qaRus

*bagilat Kby bugidat ‘lightning’
Ibl bagidat
Cf. PWMP *maR-kilat

Some lexical items needed clarifications regarding their semantic nuances. To achieve
this, a native Ibl speaker from Benguet was consulted. For the lexical items ‘cold’ and
‘wet’, the six datasets provided two distinct forms for each. It was revealed that one
meant ‘cold’ as in weather, while the other meant ‘cold’ to the touch. For ‘wet’, one held
the meaning of ‘wet’ as in soaked, while the other meant ‘wet’ as in surface. Lastly, the
lexical items ‘hot’ and ‘warm’ had the same reconstruction *P9m-p9taN. As such, it was
treated as one reconstruction that held both meanings. A morpheme boundary symbol
was also included in some of the following reconstructions to separate the complex
morpheme from the root word.

PIBL

*t9gPin Atk t9gPin ‘cold’, as in weather
Bok t9g.Pin, t2gin
Kby t9gPin
Dak t2gin
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*PaN-q9tit Kby PaNk2tit ‘cold’, as in to touch
Ibl (P2N)q2tit, P2Nkatit

*P9m-basa Bok P9mbasa ‘wet’, as in soaked
Kby P2mbaSa
Dak PumbaSa
Ibl (P2m)basa

*nalb9N Atk nalb9N ‘wet’, as in surface
Bok nalb1N
Kby nalF9N
Ibl (na)lb2g, nalb2N

*P9m-p9taN Bok PanatoN ‘hot’
Kby PampatoN
Dak PampatoN
Ibl (P2m)p2taN

*P9m-p9taN Atk P9mp9taN ‘warm’
Bok P9mp9taN, pataN
Kby p9taN, PampataN
Dak pataN

Table 8
Reconstructed Pre-Ibaloi Terms

PIBL Reconstruction Gloss

*Pajus ‘current, flow’
*Paku ‘day’
*PaliduN ‘shadow’
*Pamul ‘dew’
*PaN-q9tit ‘cold’, as in to touch
*P9-magPan ‘dry’
*P9m-basa ‘wet’, as in soaked
*P9m-p9taN ‘hot, warm’
*Pudan ‘rain’
*bagilat ‘lightning’
*bulan ‘moon’
*buNdul ‘rainbow’
*dag9m ‘wind’
*danum ‘water’
*dapuq ‘dust’
*kidul ‘thunder’
*labi ‘night’
*maPd9m ‘evening’
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PIBL Reconstruction Gloss

*nalb9N ‘wet’, as in surface
*pit9k ‘mud’
*qulput ‘cloud’
*s9kit ‘sun’
*tab9n ‘sky’
*talaw ‘star’
*t9gPin ‘cold’, as in weather

6 Conclusion and Recommendations
Consulting four phonological studies on Ibl and four of its varieties, the researchers
reconstructed 19 phonemes in PIBL: 15 of which are consonant phonemes (*b, *p, *d,
*t, *g, *k, *q, *P, *m, *n, *N, *s, *j, *w, and *l) and four are vowel phonemes (*i, *u,
*9, and *a). Among these, the pepet or fourth vowel was reconstructed as *9, while
open middle and close middle back vowels were reconstructed as *u. Pre-vowels *i
and *a were unanimously included in previous Ibl phonological studies; thus, these
were included in the pre-phonemic inventory. Moreover, most of the pre-consonants
were reconstructed using the majority rules principle. Meanwhile, some pre-phonemes
like *b, *d, *j, and *l needed an extensive look into previous phonological studies to
determine their underlying forms from their reflexes. Conversely, pre-phoneme *s was
derived from consulting reflexes from Kby and higher subgroupings.

Most of the 25 lexical items were reconstructed by substituting the reflexes with
the pre-phonemes, while some of the lexical items require consideration for common
phonological processes to reconstruct the items’ pre-forms. Additionally, Ibaloi, identi-
fied under PSC languages, manifested the expected reflex of the uvular trill *R as either
*l with the allophone [d] in word-initial and intervocalic position, or *g. However,
there was one exception where it was manifested as *j which might be explained
further by expanding the word list to see other instances of where this might hap-
pen. Furthermore, some lexical items needed clarifications regarding their semantic
nuances, resulting in lexical items with converging and diverging meanings.

Among the four varieties discussed, Kby seems to be the closest to PIBL. Himes
(1998) cited oral tradition of how Ibaloi speakers migrated from Pangasinan, northward
toward present-day Kabayan (p. 174). This coincides with Ruffolo’s (2004) description
where they identified Kabayan as the homeland of Ibaloi speakers with multiple va-
rieties among each barangay, and that they live alongside Kankanaey and Kalanguya
speakers. This supports Dyen’s (1956) conclusion that the place of higher linguistic
diversity can be inferred as the point of dispersion.

The researchers acknowledge that further delving into the varieties mentioned by
Ruffolo (2004) and adding more lexical items to the 25 that were reconstructed in this
study would uncover even more information about PIBL that could account for the
lapses in this study if there are any. Moreover, studies may further explore the rela-
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tionship between ethnoastronomy and agriculture which could then be developed into
a cultural reconstruction of PIBL. Semantic domains peripherally related to the dis-
cussed could also add significant insight into said cultural reconstruction if the aim is to
be holistic. For example, the addition of lexical inventory from other natural phenom-
ena such as earthquakes and erosion, and even from naturally occurring landscapes
and bodies of water.

Finally, the Cordillera Central mountain range, the people that till and shape its soil,
and the sky above it has stood formidable, ceaseless, and eternal since the day of their
ancestors. It is the hope that they will continue to preserve and nurture one another,
and without a doubt, continue to resist the waves of neocolonialism that try to upend
the mountains from the very base on which it stands.
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8 List of Abbreviations
PAN Proto-Austronesian
PMP Proto-Malayo-Polynesian
PWMP Proto-Western

Malayo-Polynesian
PPH Proto-Philippine
PC Proto-Cordilleran
PSC Proto-Southern Cordilleran
PWSC Proto-Western Southern

Cordilleran
PNuSC Proto-Nuclear Southern

Cordilleran

PIBL Pre-Ibaloi
Ifa Ifugao
Kyj Karaw
Kak Kalanguya
KNKS Southern Kankanaey
Pag Pangasinan
Ibl Ibaloi
Atk3 Atok
Bok3 Bokod
Kby3 Kabayan
Dak3 Daklan

3These languages have no ISO codes. Their abbreviations are derived from Himes’s “The Southern
Cordilleran Group of Philippine Languages” (1998).
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9 Appendix
9.1 Consonant Correspondences Among Four Ibaloi Varieties

*
Atk Bkd Kby Dak

#_V VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_# #_V VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_# #_V VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_# #_V VC._V CV._V V_.CV V_#

*b

b b b b b b b b b b b
F F

B B
v

*p
p p p p p p p p p p

b

*d

d
t t

tS
S S S S S S S

R R R R
*t t t t t t t t t t t t t
*g g g g g g g g

*k
k k k k k k k k k k
q

*q
q q q q q

k k k
*P P P P P P P P P

*m
m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m

n
b

*n n n n n n n n n n n n

*N
N N N N N

m m

*s
s s s s s

S S S S S

*l
l l l l l l l l l l l

d d d d d d d d
*w w w w w
*j j j j j j
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9.2 Vowel Correspondences Among Four Ibaloi Varieties

*
Atk Bkd Kby Dak

C_C C_# C_C C_# C_C C_# C_C C_#

*i
i i i i i i

e e e

*u
1

O O O O
u u u u u u

*9

2 2 2
1

9 9 9
a a

u

*a
a a a a

9
u
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9.3 Comparative Analysis of Some Astronomical and Meteorological Cognate Terms From Previous
Ibaloi Studies

Gloss PIBL
Atk Bkd Kby Dak Ibl

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Elkins
(1962)

Ballard
(1966–
1970)

Wimbish
(1984)

Ambrosio
(2010)

cloud *qulput "qOl.pOt "qOl.pOt k1lput "qOl.pOt kolput k1lput qolpot qolpot kolpot kolpot

cold4 *t9gPin,
*PaN-q9tit

t9g."Pin "t9g.Pin t2gin "t9g.Pin PaNk2tit t2gin (P2N)q2tit (P2N)q2tit P2Nkatit -

current,
flow

*Pajus Pa."jOS "Pa.jOS Pajos "Pa:jus PumbuluS buluS - - - -

day *Paku Paq."qOw "Pa.khu Paku Pa."ku kakawan Paku Pak2w Pak2w Pakuw Pakuw

dew *Pamul - - Pamol - Pamul Pamol - - - -

dry *P9-magPan P9."ma:g.Pan P9."m9g.Pan baga naP."tjan Pamagan Pumagan (P2)magPan (P2)mag(Pan) P2magPan -

dust *dapuq ta."pOq "Sa.buk dapok ta".pOq d2puk dapok tapok,
tS2pPol

tapoq,
tS2pPal

tapok -

evening *maPd9m - - maSem - maPSem maSem - - - -

hot5 *P9m-p9taN - - PanatoN - PampatoN PampatoN (P2m)p2taN (2m)p2taN P2mp2taN -

lightning *bagilat - - kejmat - bugidat bagidat bagidat bagidat kimat bagidat

moon *bulan "bu:.lan bu."lan bulan "Fu:.lan bulan bulan bulan bolan bulan bolan

mud *pit9k - - pit2k - pit2k pit2k pit2k pit2k, pitoy pit2k -

night *labi P9d."da:.Bi P9d."da.Bi Padabi da."bi malabi Padabi dabi,
kalabijan

kal2bian dabi -

rain *Pudan "Pu:.Ran "PO.Ran PuRan PO."Ran PunuRan PuRan PoRan PoRan PoRan oRan

rainbow *buNlul - - - - - - buNdol boNdol bundol boNdol

shadow *PaliduN - - diRum - PadiRoN diRum PadiRoN PadiRoN PadiRom -

sky *tab9n naj."qa:.jaN "da:.Nit tab2n naj."ka.jaN tav1n tab2n tab2n tab2n doNit,
najkajaN

tabin

star *talaw ta:."law "ta:.law paSiNSiN ta."law talaw talaw talaw talaw talaw talaw

sun *s9kit s9k."kit s9."kit Sakit s9k."khit Pakyu Sakit - - s2kit -

thunder *kidul - - kejRol - keRol kejRol qiRol kiRol keRol kiRol
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Gloss PIBL
Atk Bkd Kby Dak Ibl

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Cruz et al.
(2018a)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Lyman
and

Wolfenden
(2018)

Elkins
(1962)

Ballard
(1966–
1970)

Wimbish
(1984)

Ambrosio
(2010)

warm5 *P9m-p9taN P9m.p9."taN P9m."p9.taN pataN p9.taN PampataN pataN - - - -

water *danum "Sa:.num "Sa.num Sanum tSa."nOm tSanum Sanum tSanom tSanom Sanom -

wet4 *nalb9N,
*P9m-basa

na:l.b9N "P9m.ba.sa nalb1N nal.F9N P2mbaSa PumbaSa (na)lb2g,
(P2m)basa

nalb2N,
(P2m)basa

P2mbasa -

wind *dag9m tSa."g9m Sagum "Sa:.g9m Sagub "Sa:.g9m Sagum tSag2m tSag2m Sag2m tSagim

4These items have the same reflexes; hence, they were considered as one form. However, these were separated in this table to present the reflexes
provided by the datasets.

5These items manifested two different forms that were confirmed by the informant to have relevant semantic nuances; therefore, two forms were
reconstructed.
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Siya nga ba’y Gender Neutral?: A
Preliminary Linguistic Analysis of the
Genderedness of Filipino
Francine Yvonne B. Dela Cruz

Abstract
Languages can be categorized under different types of grammatical genders. In line
with this, Austronesian languages, including Filipino, have been found to generally
have no grammatical gender. Thus, many Philippine languages have been generally
thought to have gender neutral lexicons, with some going as far as claiming Filipino
to be a gender neutral language. However, gendering in languages is not realized
in only one aspect. The aim of this study is to determine how gendered the Filipino
language is and identify how gender is conceptualized in different aspects of the lan-
guage. It has been found that the extent of gendering in Filipino is not only limited
to grammatical gender. Instead, gendering can be observed in the language in certain
categories of lexical items and expressions. In particular, this research explored the pro-
noun system of Filipino and the gendering and gender marking that occurs in kinship,
occupational terminologies, adjectives, metaphors, idiomatic expressions, riddles, and
general expressions and sayings. The analysis of the data gathered uncovered various
gender stereotypes and societal expectations rooted in the patriarchal background of
the Filipino society. Present changes in gender perceptions were also touched on in the
examination of two recent studies on gender representation in Filipino children’s sto-
rybooks and textbooks. Overall, the data revealed the various extents to how gendered
Filipino is as a language.

1 Introduction
Language serves as one of the primary, if not the most important, mediums through
which social norms and realities are encoded, perceived, and transmitted. Since lan-
guage influences and shapes the way we think (Boroditsky, 2009), the language we use
also plays a crucial role in how we perceive almost every aspect of life, in which iden-
tity, specifically gender, plays a big part. In particular, according to Gelman and Roberts
(2017), language serves as a culturally-inherited cognitive tool that controls how peo-
ple distinguish social identity and represent categories (i.e., labels and generics). In

93



DELA CRUZ UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

this manner, the labels and generics that exist in a society and how they are used and
perceived, including what expressions get associated with them, may represent the so-
ciocultural reality, beliefs, and bias of that particular group of people. Butler (1990), on
the other hand, defines gender as something socially constructed and performed based
on repeated behavioral and linguistic patterns. The author highlights here that people’s
identity, including the gender they identify with, is “performative” (p. 33), meaning it
has to be displayed and reaffirmed through repeated performance of particular acts
that conform to the social and cultural norms of a certain social group.

In linguistics, languages can be categorized under different grammatical gender sys-
tems. Some examples of languages with grammatical gender are French, German,
Spanish, Russian, etc. In these languages, all nouns, including inanimate nouns, are
assigned a gender (Boroditsky et al., 2003), with each language ascribing to different
grammatical gender systems. For example, Spanish and French distinguish male and
female nouns, while the Russian and German languages distinguish masculine, fem-
inine, and neutral nouns. Gygax et al. (2019) explained that these gendered nouns
determine the agreement of lexical categories in sentence formation in these languages.
On the other hand, according to Corbett (2013), Austronesian languages, in general,
have been found to have no grammatical gender system. Thus, Filipino has also been
generally thought to have a gender neutral lexicon, at times going as far as claiming the
language as a gender neutral language, which the European Parliament (2018) hand-
book defines as a:

. . . generic term covering the use of non-sexist language, inclusive language
or gender-fair language. The purpose of gender-neutral language is to avoid
word choices which may be interpreted as biased, discriminatory or de-
meaning by implying that one sex or social gender is the norm. Using
gender-fair and inclusive language also helps reduce gender stereotyping,
promotes social change and contributes to achieving gender equality. (p. 3)

In 2020, Dictionary.com officially added an entry of the terminology Filipinx
/fIl@"pinEks/ in their database. Filipinx was defined as “of or relating to people of
Philippine origin or descent, especially those living in the United States (used in place
of the masculine form Filipino or the feminine form Filipina)” (Dictionary.com, 2022).
It can also be noted that Filipinx was adapted from the Latinx movement in Latin
America, aiming to provide a more gender-inclusive terminology for people who
identify as non-binary, and which can further be rooted in the English neologism Mx.,
used as a gender-neutral form of the honorifics Ms. and Mr. (Merriam-Webster, 2017).
The addition of the word to the online dictionary became highly controversial and a
subject of debate on social media, as many people claimed that adopting Filipinx as
a non-binary terminology is unnecessary as Filipino as a language is already “gender
neutral,” with many citing the Tagalog gender neutral pronoun siya to back up the
claim.

However, it’s crucial to note that Corbett (2013) clarified that despite most
Austronesian languages having no grammatical gender system, Tagalog is a curi-
ous case because it has heavily borrowed from and adopted the Spanish gender system
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from its colonial history. Thus, despite having a gender neutral pronoun, Filipino
follows a gendered system in identifying male and female nouns, i.e., the -o and -a
markers respectively. Furthermore, the language also has heavily gendered idiomatic
expressions that we can root from the country’s long-standing colonial, imperialist,
and patriarchal history (Medel-Añonuevo, 1994), exhibiting the Filipino society’s ex-
isting gender notions, which are anchored from the appropriation of the language that
has ultimately resulted to the perpetuation of sexism and gender stereotypes in the
Philippine context.

The research initially wanted to focus solely either on the development of the Filipinx
terminology or how the third-person gender neutral pronoun siya in Tagalog is trans-
lated into English, i.e., he or she, depending on the verb it is attached to. Eventually, it
has been deemed more productive and high-yielding to focus on examining the gender
neutrality of Filipino as a whole and investigate how sexism manifests in the language.
This research aims to provide a preliminary analysis of how gendered Filipino is as a
language. Following the language’s established non-gender-marked grammatical fea-
tures but with the aforementioned historical and sociolinguistic factors and influences,
the study aims to describe the extent of gendering and gender marking that happens in
the Filipino language beyond the surface grammatical level.

1.1 Objective of the Study
This study focuses on one main objective, which is to determine how gendered the
Filipino language is. Under this primary objective are three sub-objectives. The first
is to describe the language’s grammatical gender system, particularly to identify the
pronoun system of Filipino. The second is to investigate how gendering manifests in
different grammatical categories in the language. Specifically, it will uncover nouns
and adjectives commonly associated with and used to describe a certain gender. Under
nouns, Filipino kinship and occupational terms will be narrowed down in order to
identify perceptions about them beyond the surface lexical level. Lastly, the third is to
identify gender-related expressions, i.e., metaphors, idiomatic expressions, riddles, and
sayings in Filipino, and to examine how they reflect the notions and conceptualizations
of gender in the language. The manner in which these lexical items and expressions are
used, as well as the images they create, will also be examined and discussed.

1.2 Scope and Limitations
The available resources were considered to narrow down the scope and limitations of
the study. Firstly, it is important to note that the Filipino being referred to through-
out this study refers to the Tagalog-based national language of the Republic of the
Philippines (Eberhard et al., 2022). The researcher found that previous studies have
already described the pronoun system of Filipino extensively. Gendering in kinship
and occupational terminologies have also already been discussed, albeit already dated
and not as comprehensive. Thus, the primary focus of this study is to substantiate and
expand previous research that has been made on the topic, specifically through ana-
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lyzing gender-related metaphors and expressions in the language that has not yet been
investigated in the past. Lastly, due to a lack of resources, the scope of gendering in-
vestigated in the study was only limited to the gender binary system, i.e., masculine
and feminine. Other genders and gender representations were excluded from the data
analysis.

1.3 Significance of the Study
This research is important in addressing the gap in the existing literature and in con-
tributing to the body of knowledge regarding gendering and sexism in the Filipino
language. While a number of studies on the topic have already been made, the per-
spectives used in most of these largely fall on other fields of social sciences. Meanwhile,
most linguistically-inclined research papers published on the topic are already dated.
In this process, the research would be a valuable resource in the field of sociolinguis-
tics as it aims to utilize a more linguistically-aligned research design. In particular, the
findings of the study would provide comprehensive information that can be used in
future studies investigating the relationship between gender, identity, inclusivity, and
language in the Philippine context.

2 Review of Related Literature
Presently, there are limited linguistic studies that specifically investigate the gender
neutrality of Philippine languages. While a number of related literature on the topic
has been found, the majority of these use the lens of other social sciences, particularly
sociology. This review will present relevant literature used as groundwork for the pro-
posed study. In particular, it will provide an overview of the linguistic background of
the topic under study, working definitions of the concepts that will be used in the study,
the different theoretical approaches used in gender and language studies, and the rep-
resentation of gender and the common gender notions in the Philippine setting based
on a review of related texts.

2.1 Sex vs. Gender
The usage of the terms sex and gender has been highly debated and contested by
language and gender scholars throughout history. This inherent interaction and com-
monality often result in the improper usage of these two fundamental terminologies,
thus requiring an establishment and distinction between their definitions, particularly
for the proposed study. In line with this, following World Health Organization’s
(2020), Merriam-Webster’s (n.d.-c), and Cambridge Dictionary’s (n.d.) definitions, the
proposed study would refer to gender as socially constructed characteristics associated
with one’s sex, while sex will be identified as biologically determined characteristics
distinguishing male, female, and intersex persons.

96



DELA CRUZ UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

2.2 Theoretical Perspectives in Language and Gender Studies
Baxter (2016) presented a summary of the most dominant theoretical perspectives that
have been used in language and gender studies up until the 1990s and the development
of the current mainstream approach in the field. Two primary strands of research were
identified, namely the variationist and interactional perspectives. The former follows a
“sex-preferential” perspective and argues that sex is a fixed determinant of how people
use language, while the latter focuses on the gendered ways people use language in
social processes.

Under the interactional perspective, three main theories were identified, namely:
deficit theory, dominance theory, and cultural difference theory. To briefly discuss, the
deficit theory delves into how women are taught and socialized to adopt a “ladylike”
use of language, defined as a “powerless version of men’s” language (p. 333) and mani-
fests in women’s use of hedges, tag questions, and politeness. Dominance theory, on the
other hand, argues that women’s language use has resulted in their own subordination,
supported by the quality of language as a social interaction, i.e., gender inequalities
can be rooted in the repeated interaction between men and women and language as a
system, which brings into light the sexism present within the language. Finally, the cul-
tural difference theory explains how men and women have built different subcultures
through interactions in single-sex peer groups.

However, the postmodern turn in the area of study has given birth to the current
mainstream perspective used in language and gender studies, namely social construc-
tionism. This approach argues that the male and female identities are not born but
rather become gendered through performance and social interactions. Thus, unlike the
previously discussed perspectives, social constructionism holds that gender is perfor-
mative and is constructed through repeated social patterns that have to constantly be
exhibited and reaffirmed in line with the socio-cultural norms rather than holding sex
and gender as defining factors in how people use language. It is important to note, how-
ever, that these dominant theoretical approaches are widely Western-centric and thus
do not encompass the gender experiences of all cultures, such as the nuances and reali-
ties of the Filipino gender experience. Nevertheless, the discussion of these approaches
proves to be useful in the profound understanding of the inherent relationship and in-
teraction between language and gender and thus lays an important foundation for the
proposed study.

2.3 The Pronoun System of Austronesian Languages
As previously stated, Austronesian languages have been found to generally have no
grammatical gender system (Corbett, 2013). In addition to this, according to Blust
(2018), nearly all Austronesian languages have two forms of the pronoun ‘we.’ The
first one is an inclusive form, which includes the listener, and the second form is an
exclusive, wherein the listener is excluded. Furthermore, in the case of Philippine lan-
guages, it has been found that many languages in the archipelago have a special dual
inclusive pronoun referring to ‘you and me.’ It was also established that gender in the
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pronouns of most Austronesian languages is rarely, if ever, distinguished.

2.3.1 The Gender Neutral Pronoun System of Philippine Languages

In Filipino, the third-person actor-focus pronoun siya is used to refer to a person regard-
less of gender (Quindoza Santiago, 1996). Similarly, it was found in various reference
grammars and grammar notes that other major Philippine languages also do not distin-
guish gender in their actor-focus pronoun forms. Bikol (Mintz, 1971), Cebuano (Bunye
& Yap, 1971), and Hiligaynon (Wolfenden, 1971) all use the third-person pronoun siya
in the same way as Filipino. Ilokano, on the other hand, has the third-person pronoun
isú(na) to refer to either ‘he/him’ or ‘she/her’ (Constantino, 1971). In Kapampangan,
the third-person pronouns iya and ya are used to refer to a person being talked about
and who is neither the speaker nor the addressee in a sentence regardless of gender
(Forman, 1971). Meanwhile, Benton (1971) explained that the third-person singular
pronoun in Pangasinan has no phonological form except when preceded by the nega-
tive adverb ag-. However, it also has the attributive non-focus pronoun to to refer to ‘by
him, by her; his, her, its’ and the independent pronoun sikato, which may mean ‘he, she,
it, him, her,’ and is used either as comments in equational sentences, when following
prepositions, or may substitute a possessive phrase.

Thus, it can be concluded that most Philippine languages have no gendered con-
sciousness when it comes to referring to a person, as compared to the third-person
actor-focus pronouns he used to refer to a male and she used to refer to a female in the
English language.

2.4 Gender and Sexist Ideology in Philippine History
There are a number of local studies that bring light to how the gender discourse in the
Philippine context has changed and developed through history. Medel-Añonuevo’s
(1994) work presents the history of how the sexist ideology developed and has perpet-
uated in the Filipino consciousness, which the author mainly attributed to the Spanish-
brought religion and American-brought liberation that has shaped gender stereotypes
in the country. In line with this, the role of primary socialization agents, such as family,
school, church, and mass media, in the perpetuation of such ideology has been high-
lighted.

To add, Dionisio (1994) also pointed out the influence of the country’s changing social
conditions through history—from colonization to independence—on the Filipino per-
ception of gender. In line with this, Quindoza Santiago (1996) found that women had
an empowered image in Filipino folk literature before the Spanish colonizers arrived
in the country. The introduction of dalit and pasyon replaced this empowered repre-
sentation with women being painted as pure and feminine beings modeled from the
image of the Catholic Virgin Mary, while men were portrayed as strong and masculine.
Dionisio argues that the highly gendered division of labor in the Philippine setting, i.e.,
men are responsible for working and providing income while women must remain in
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the house for childrearing, is supported by the previously discussed gender stereotypes
that are a product of the country’s colonial, sexist, and patriarchal culture and history.

Meanwhile, Jacobo (2021) investigated the terminologies in Philippine languages de-
scribing the development and evolution of the notions of gender identity in the country.
Here, it was brought to light how the indigenous taxonomic order was not limited to
the Western male-female binary system. Instead, it was found that gender was given
significance in precolonial Filipino society according to their social purpose. For in-
stance, priestess duties performed by female babaylan and binabayi were allowed to be
fulfilled by male-born people who presented themselves as female. Thus, gender non-
conformity, specifically the act of gender crossing, has long been present in Filipino so-
ciety. Similar to Medel-Añonuevo and Dionisio’s account, Jacobo points to the Spanish-
brought Christianity as the reason for the assimilation and eventual erasure of this con-
cept. As a result, far from the precolonial gender notion, the idea that homosexuality
is a shameful act emerged in the Filipino consciousness, as gender nonconformity was
seen by the Spanish friars as a threat to Christianity. This led to the semantic evolu-
tion and misrepresentation of lexical terminologies used to refer to gender deviance as
something derogatory, such as bakla, asog, agi, bayot, bantut, etc.

2.5 Summary
Overall, examining the genderedness of Filipino is a highly complex and multidimen-
sional discourse that requires going beyond merely observing the surface grammatical
structure of the language. Instead, it was shown that it is also critical to investigate and
delve into how gender is portrayed in language use and discourse. Thus, the findings
from these previous studies are helpful in understanding the underlying relationship
between language and gender, particularly the role of language in perpetuating sexism.
It also establishes the background of the longstanding gender portrayal and represen-
tation in Filipino from a sociolinguistic perspective. The present study aims to address
and bridge the gap that these previous research present by analyzing how gendered
the Filipino language is in terms of gender associations in lexical terminologies, gram-
matical categories, metaphors, and other linguistic expressions.

3 Methodology
The study aims to fulfill its main objective, which is to describe how gendered the
Filipino language is. This involves presenting an overview of the general gender no-
tion in the country based on how it manifests in language use. To achieve the objectives
of the study, the data collection and analysis methods were carefully chosen in consid-
eration of a number of limitations to the research process.

3.1 Data Collection, Analysis, Methods, and Procedures
Due to a number of constraints on data collection, such as time, resources, and logis-
tical restrictions, the bulk of data used in the study was gathered from written texts
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and resources available online, including books, journal articles, periodicals, online
databases, dictionaries, as well as online blog posts. In line with the constraints on
the process of data collection, textual analysis of these written sources was deemed to
be the most feasible and appropriate methodology for achieving the objectives of the
study. Admittedly, this method poses a lot of limitations in the process of data collec-
tion and analysis. Nevertheless, the researcher attempted to present findings from the
available data as comprehensively as possible. The textual analysis process involved
the careful selection of the types of sources and the acquisition of appropriate texts to
be used for data collection. Within the texts, a list of gender-related lexical items and
expressions was generated and processed.

Extensive content analysis was then applied to uncover certain themes and concepts
within the generated list and attempt to provide adequate answers to the research ques-
tions. From this set of collected data, the lexical items and expressions were then orga-
nized and grouped according to their designated category. This categorization process
aims to demonstrate in which aspects of the Filipino language gendering most promi-
nently present itself and how exactly it manifests in language use. Due to the nature of
the research structure, other than textual and content analysis, no particular theoretical
framework was followed to analyze the data collected for the study. Nonetheless, data
were analyzed in relation to the gender studies models and theories in the literature
review.

4 Findings and Discussion
In this chapter, the findings, interpretations, and analysis of the data are presented. The
findings are divided into three sections: Section 4.1 presents the pronouns in Filipino,
4.2 describes the gender marking that happens in nouns (kinship and occupational
terminologies) and adjectives and its relationship to gender perception, and 4.3 dis-
cusses gender-marked expressions in Filipino, while 4.4 presents the summary of per-
sisting gender stereotypes and roles in the language and how gender representation
has changed and is changing in the present context.

4.1 Pronouns in Filipino
The pronoun system of Filipino has already been investigated in depth by previous
studies. As illustrated in Table 1, the personal pronouns of Filipino have indisputably
no gender marking. For instance, unlike languages like English which identifies the
gender of third person singular pronouns as either he or him/his for male or she or her
for female, Filipino only uses the gender neutral pronoun siya and niya/kaniya. As this
is one of the primary criteria of a language with grammatical gender, it is downright
established that Filipino has no grammatical gender.

However, this unique pronominal feature Filipino poses an issue in translation. As
observed by Quindoza Santiago (1996), the majority of English-translated works of
Filipino literature assumes that the person being referred to by siya is a male, thus trans-
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Table 1
Personal Pronouns in Filipino

Person Singular Plural

1st Person ako ‘me’, akin ‘my’ kami/tayo ‘us’,
amin/atin/namin ‘our’

2nd Person ikaw/mo ‘you’, iyo ‘your’ kayo ‘you’, inyo/ninyo ‘your’
3rd Person siya ‘he/she’, niya/kaniya

‘him, his, her’
sila ‘them’, nila/kanila ‘their’

lating it into English as he. Notably, the same pattern can be observed in the translation
of sample sentences containing the third-person pronouns in the reference grammar
notes of the major Philippine languages mentioned in the literature review.

4.2 Gender Marking in Nouns and Adjectives
The collected data also revealed that gendering in Filipino is not limited to pronouns or
grammatical gender per se. Instead, gendering becomes more apparent in the language
in gender stereotypes that manifest in various parts of speech, particularly nouns and
adjectives.

4.2.1 Nouns

For nouns, two categories have been dominantly observed to have gender marking in
Filipino, namely kinship and occupational terminologies.

Filipino Kinship Terms Filipino has a wealth of terminologies for consanguineal and
affinal kinship relations. Table 2 and Table 3 present an exhaustive list of both non-
gendered and gendered kinship terms in the language, as gathered from Quindoza
Santiago (1996), Stoodley (1957), and the online database Tagalog Lang.

Table 2
Non-Gender-Marked Kinship Terms

Filipino English Filipino English

asawa spouse pamangkin nephew/niece
anak child inaanak godchild
apo grandchild kinakapatid godsibling
kapatid sibling biyenan parent-in-law
panganay firstborn manugang child-in-law
bunso lastborn balo widow/widower
pinsan cousin balae child-in-law’s parents

bilas sibling-in-law’s spouse

Note. List gathered from Stoodley (1957), Quindoza Santiago (1996), and the online database Tagalog Lang.
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Stoodley (1957) affirms that the language generally employs “sex-neutral” kinship
terms, as seen in the list of non-gendered kinship terms in Table 2. Instead, the language
uses the identifiers na lalaki ‘male’ or na babae ‘female’ to make a sex distinction for these
terms. The hypothesis that was formed to explain this was that in the pre-Spanish
colonization period, there was an equivalent social evaluation of male and female in
the early Filipino society, and it was only when Catholicism was brought to the country
that the strong male preference has had a localized effect on Filipinos.

Gallego (2015), in her examination of Kroeber’s (1919) reconstruction of Proto-
Philippine (PPH) kinship system, also identified a lack of distinction in terms of sex
in the PPH language, except for the terms ama and ina for parents as well as terms for
uncles and aunts. The explanation for this sex distinction has been explained to be
motivated largely by the division of labor in the home, wherein the ina is responsible
for nursing the children while the ama is responsible for other household chores. In
line with Stoodley’s (1957) claim, Gallego also deduced that the lack of separate terms
in PPH for husband and wife (PPH *qasawaq is used instead) may indicate the equal
responsibility of both spouses in the nuclear family. The same reasoning was given to
the generic PPH *anak, in that children’s responsibilities to parents are equal regardless
of sex.

Table 3
Gender-Marked Kinship Terms

Filipino English Filipino English

ama/tatay father lolo/ingkong grandfather
ina/nanay mother lola/impo grandmother
kuya older brother tiyo uncle
ate older sister tiya aunt
diko second older brother ninong godfather
ditse second older sister ninang godmother
sangko third older brother bayaw brother-in-law
sanse third older sister hipag sister-in-law
siko fourth older brother siyaho elder brother’s husband
sitse fourth older sister inso elder brother’s wife
toto younger brother
nene younger sister

Note. List gathered from Stoodley (1957), Quindoza Santiago (1996), and the online database Tagalog Lang.

With regard to sibling terminologies, on the other hand, age has been determined to
be the primary basis of the division of labor in early Filipino society and not sex, empha-
sizing the importance of the terms panganay ‘firstborn’ and bunso ‘lastborn’. However,
as can be observed in Table 3, sexual distinction between male and female siblings has
become more apparent and warrants a change in expected obligations between siblings.
For instance, instead of the distinction with age, the kuya ‘elder brother’ is now expected
to help in the field while the ate ‘elder sister’ is expected to help in household chores.
Gallego (2015) explained that this evolution is a result of a number of reasons, such as
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a change in the rule of residence or a result of contact with foreign cultures, wherein
it is worth noting that the sibling vocabularies listed in Table 3 are all borrowed from
Chinese.

Thus, we can see how the evolution of kinship terminologies in relation to gender
has in turn brought a change in behavior with regard to relevant kin and vice versa.
This shows the related changes that transpire alongside the side-by-side evolution of
the Filipino society and Filipino kinship nomenclature.

Filipino Occupational Terms For this section of the study, the researcher heavily re-
lied on the list of data gathered by Miciano (2001) in her investigation of the overt and
covert gender and perception of job-related terminologies in Tagalog-speaking regions
in CALABARZON. In this study, interviews and surveys were conducted to elicit data
on how Tagalog speakers in CALABARZON mark lexical items with gender. Since the
present language of study is Filipino, the data gathered in Miciano’s previous study
were deemed suitable to be analyzed further in the present study. Here, three gen-
der markings in occupational terms were identified, namely: (a) non-gender-marked
and non-gendered, (b) non-gender-marked but gendered, and (c) gender-marked. To
clarify, gender marking here refers only to the morphological structure of the term while
genderedness refers to the perceptual association of the occupation with a certain gender.

Table 4 presents examples from Quindoza Santiago (1996) of non-gender-marked
terms that are at the same time not percetually associated with a specific gender. The
author explained that most native Filipino occupational terms, like the examples below,
tend to be non-gender-marked compared to occupational terms borrowed or have been
influenced by the language system of the country’s previous colonizers.

Table 4
Non-Gender-Marked and Non-Gendered Occupational Terms

Filipino English

manggagamot doctor/healer
manghihilot a person practicing the traditional Filipino practice of healing
manananggol lawyer
guro teacher

Note. Examples gathered from Quindoza Santiago (1996).

On the other hand, non-gender-marked terms but are gendered in meaning were
also observed in the list of terms generated by Miciano (2001). A dichotomous pat-
tern emerged in the analysis of this list, i.e., non-gender-marked terms related to labor,
strength, and machinery, were identified as panlalaki ‘masculine’. To illustrate, terms
like magsasaka ‘farmer’, mangingisda ‘fisher’, and manggagawa ‘laborer’ are structurally
non-gendered but are often stereotypically associated with masculinity and thus per-
ceived as men. Meanwhile, the terms identified as pambabae ‘feminine’, such as ‘en-
tertainer’ and ‘dancer,’ were limited to decorative functions, with some linked to en-
tertainment, showing the long-standing idealization of women’s role and function in
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society.
As mentioned earlier, the Spanish language system has had a profound influence on

the country’s languages. This has resulted in Filipino’s borrowing from the language,
most notably the adoption of the markers -o/-a to mark the gender of nouns. As such,
unlike the native terms listed in Table 4, there is clear gender demarcation in borrowed
occupational terms with the use of these gender markings, as exemplified in Table 5.
The terms found on this list are gathered from Quindoza Santiago (1996) and Miciano
(2001). However, as can be observed, the terms marked with -o/-ø endings are typically
also used as the general term for these occupations regardless of gender, even if they
have a corresponding feminine form. For instance, the terms doktor and abogado may
refer to either a male or female doctor and lawyer, and it is only when the -a marking
is added that the term is explicitly identified as female. This may suggest that the
stereotypical Filipino gender notion perceives a prototypical male experience among
all people.

Table 5
Gender-Marked Occupational Terms

Filipino English Filipino English

doktor male/female doctor arkitekto male/female architect
doktora female doctor arkitekta female architect
abogado male/female lawyer inhinyero male/female engineer
abogada female lawyer inhinyera female engineer
maestro male/female teacher tindero salesman/saleswoman
maestra female teacher tindera saleswoman

Note. Examples gathered from Miciano (2001) and Quindoza Santiago (1996).

4.2.2 Adjectives

Linguistically, only nouns are categorized for gender. But socially, adjectives may also
be gendered. From the list of adjectives gathered from Miciano’s (2001) survey, two cat-
egories surfaced, namely: (a) non-gender-marked but gendered adjectives and (b) gen-
der-marked and gendered adjectives. These two categories exhibit the stereotypical
descriptions ascribed to men and women. To illustrate, non-gender-marked adjectives
like matipuno ‘stocky’, maginoo ‘gentlemanly’, and matapang ‘brave’ were found to be
more perceived as panlalaki, while adjectives like maganda ‘beautiful’, maasikaso ‘car-
ing’, and masinop ‘orderly’ were described as pambabae. Thus, the theme that came up
dominantly from this first category is that non-gender-marked adjectives used to de-
scribe males are dominantly associated with concepts of traditional masculinity, such
as dominance, assertiveness, and instrumentality, while women’s descriptions have an
inclination toward nurturance and beauty.

On the other hand, similar to nouns, some adjectives in Filipino can also be gender-
marked using the Spanish-adopted markings -o/-a and -ero/-era, with examples like
pasensyoso/pasensyosa ‘patient’, strikto/strikta ‘strict’, bolero/bolera ‘bluffer’, etc. However,
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aside from the structural gender-marking, some of gender-marked and gendered adjec-
tives also have another layer of gendered perception. For example, while both -ero and
-era can be added to the verb kaskas ‘spurt’ or bola ‘bluff’ to form an adjective, it is more
common to attach the -ero marker to these verbs as the descriptions kaskasero ‘speed-
ster’ and bolero ‘bluffer’ are generally perceived as masculine traits and thus associated
with men. Furthermore, aside from the -o/-a and -ero/-era markers, a third masculine-
feminine pair of markers has also been identified by Baklanova (2017), namely the -
ado/-ada endings, citing examples, such as iritado/iritada from the verb irita ‘irritate’,
edukado/edukada as an equivalent to the English adjective educated, and more. Similar to
the consensus that has been formed with the occupational terminologies, the masculine
forms are often used as the general term for these adjectives regardless of gender.

4.3 Gendering in Filipino Expressions
Gendering in Filipino also manifests itself in the expressions used in the language. This
section will cover three areas: (4.3.1) metaphors and idiomatic expressions, (4.3.2) rid-
dles, and (4.3.3) general expressions and sayings. The list of expressions presented in
this part was primarily gathered from online databases KapitBisig.com, SEAsite Project,
and Tagalog Lang featuring collections of Filipino literature, as well as metaphors
mentioned in Quindoza Santiago (1996) and Klimenko’s (2009) list of Tagalog animal
metaphors.

4.3.1 Metaphors and Idiomatic Expressions

Metaphors and idiomatic expressions are two ways of expressing meaning figuratively.
For the purpose of this study, we will follow Merriam-Webster’s (n.d.-a, n.d.-b) defini-
tions of the two concepts.

Firstly, we define metaphor as a word or phrase denoting an idea used in place of
another to suggest a shared trait or likeness between them. Metaphors are often used
in pieces of literature as a way of describing things in a figurative way. In Filipino
literature, women have often been described using metaphors like bituin ‘star’ whose
character merely revolves around beauty and love but has no voice in text and is of-
ten tied down to the character of the male protagonist. The same pattern can be ob-
served in the examples in Table 6 found in Quindoza Santiago (1996) and translated
by the researcher. According to Quindoza Santiago (1996), this placement of women
on a pedestal was said to largely be an influence of the Spanish patriarchal culture.
Prior to this, women had a more empowered image in early Filipino history and litera-
ture. Far from a one-dimensional character, they enjoy individual rights, the ability to
choose who to marry, no discrimination in the preferred sex of offspring, the freedom
to separate from their spouse under reasonable circumstances, and the early culture’s
openness to premarital sex.

The spread of Christianity in the country also institutionalized the images that men
and women alike are expected to ascribe to. The excerpt “Pagsamo ni Maria sa Diyos
Ama” from Pasyong Pilapil (1873) was interpreted by Quindoza Santiago as a way of
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Table 6
Examples of Metaphors Used to Describe Women in Filipino Literature

Filipino English

magandang bulaklak beautiful flower
diwang ginto ng makata golden consciousness of the poet
paraluman ng bayani muse of the hero
nagniningning na bituin sa gabi shining star at night
tahanan ng lalaking naglagalag home of the wandering man

Note. Examples gathered from Quindoza Santiago (1996) and translated by the researcher.

institutionalizing the Diyos as a powerful patriarchal figure, the Birheng Maria as a pris-
tine and sacrificial mother, and the Santo Kristong Anak as a pure and innocent child.
This subtle way of describing these characters in a famous piece of religious literature
has been said to be a huge factor in ingraining the expected roles of men, women, and
children in the Filipino household. This also led to the long-standing association of the
quality of being a birhen ‘virgin’ to women which, as we now know, is only a social
construct made to repress women and shame them for exploring their sexuality.

This influence of Christianity has later translated to the one piece that has undeni-
ably served as a foundation in establishing the stereotypical Filipino image of men and
women—the Tagalog creation myth “Malakas at Maganda.” According to Clark (2020),
the first documentation of the myth appeared in Mabel Cook Cole’s 1916 collection
Philippine Folk Tales. However, because of the story’s striking similarity to the Visayan
creation myth that tells the story of the first man and woman from bamboo, Malakas at
Maganda is presumed to be a Tagalog retelling of the traditional Visayan story. Cook
Cole (1916) also prefaced the section on myths in the collection by mentioning the in-
fluences of Christianity and Western literature. The title “Malakas at Maganda” in it-
self creates a visual rhetoric establishing lakas ‘strength’ as men’s and ganda ‘beauty’ as
women’s primary attributes. From what Clark (2020) found, the names of the charac-
ters became popularized in literature and plays starting in the 1930s until the story has
later been adopted in educational textbooks used in schools. This teaching of the myth
to young, impressionable children across generations has undeniably had a profound
impact in establishing the stereotypical image of men as “the strong one” and women
as “the beautiful one” beyond the corners of the classroom and up to a societal level.

Secondly, we define idiom as an expression with a non-literal meaning that cannot
be deduced from its individual words. Idiomatic expressions are usually understood
culturally. Take the example of the expressions haligi ng tahanan and ilaw ng tahanan.
The consensus from the previous section on gender markings in adjectives evidently
also applies in this aspect. The portrayal of fathers as the pillar of the home in the
expression haligi ng tahanan prescribes the stereotypical depiction of males as strong,
masculine, and dominant. At the same time, the portrayal of mothers as the light of
the home in the expression ilaw ng tahanan exhibits the similar depiction of females as
nurturing and feminine with the idea that their role as the ‘light’ is to provide guid-
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ance and to take care of the whole family. These kinds of portrayals have had little to
no change throughout generations (Mabanglo, 2009), thus continuously perpetuating
gender stereotypes in Filipino household roles.

Table 7
Gendered Filipino Idiomatic Expressions

Filipino English Meaning

haligi ng tahanan pillar of the home to refer to a father
ilaw ng tahanan light of the home to refer to a mother

Note. Examples gathered from Quindoza Santiago (1996).

On the other hand, non-compliance to these stereotypes results in derogatory expres-
sions and slang. For instance, when the male partner does not act in accordance with
their expected masculine and dominant attribute in a relationship, he is then labeled
as macho-nurin or under the saya to poke fun at his subordination by his female partner.
This implies that displaying feminine qualities is perceived as a weakness and denotes
the lower position of women in society in the Filipino culture. This gendering and sex-
ism in Filipino also extends to profanity and swear words in the language, such as in
the expression putang ina. Note that puta is a Spanish word used to refer to a prostitute,
which has been later borrowed and adopted in Filipino. The association of the image
of ina ‘mother’ to this word is another evident manifestation of sexism in the language
that abhors the image of women every time it is uttered.

Table 8
Gendered Filipino Slangs

Filipino English Meaning

macho-nurin masculine-follower henpecked husband/boyfriend
under the saya under the skirt henpecked husband/boyfriend

Note. Examples gathered from Dionisio (1994).

Additionally, from the list of idiomatic expressions gathered, an interesting pattern
that surfaced was the wealth of gender-related animal idioms there is in the language,
as seen in the following idiomatic expressions gathered from Klimenko (2009) in
Table 9.

As can be observed in this list, many of the animal idioms related to gender in Filipino
make use of birds. However, it is interesting to see how different the portrayal of
the two genders is using the idea of different bird species. The two idioms related
to women, i.e., kalapating mababa ang lipad ‘prostitute’ and kulasisi ‘mistress’, both have
negative connotations against women’s character. The same condemnation of promis-
cuity in women is depicted in higad which is commonly used to describe a woman who
is seen as lascivious. Meanwhile, the contrast between the two idioms related to men,
i.e., ibong malaya ‘bachelor’ and matandang tinali ‘a bachelor unwilling to espouse’, de-

107



DELA CRUZ UP Working Papers in Linguistics, Vol. 2, No. 1 (2023)

Table 9
Gender-Related Filipino Animal Idiomatic Expressions

Filipino English Meaning

kalapating mababa ang lipad low-flying dove prostitute
kulasisi hanging parrot mistress
ibong malaya free bird bachelor
matandang tinali old rooster a bachelor unwilling to

espouse
maningalang-pugad to look up a nest to court a woman
higad caterpillar lascivious woman
barako boar libertine man
hipon shrimp a person (usually a woman)

with a beautiful body but
ugly face

Note. Examples gathered from Klimenko (2009).

picts the idea that marriage to men can mean the loss of their freedom and liberty. Thus,
the idea of settling down in marriage is equated to pagkakatali or being bound. In the
same vein, the expression maningalang-pugad, meaning ‘to court a woman’, is a mani-
festation of the unequal attitude in the Filipino society towards the dynamic of men and
women. The idea of “looking up a nest” in this expression, with the “nest” being the
woman, is a manifestation of the position of women in society as a possession meant to
be “won over” by men.

The expressions barako and hipon, on the other hand, illustrate the ideal physical and
character traits men and women are expected to possess. The idea of being barako is
having the stereotypical macho qualities, i.e., being physically muscular and acting
bold and aggressive. In the same manner, hipon is a term typically used to describe a
woman with a beautiful body but an ugly face, which exhibits the standard of beauty
ingrained in the Filipino mind that, if not attained by a woman, becomes reason for her
ridicule.

4.3.2 Riddles

A number of Filipino riddles or bugtong were also investigated to see whether they re-
flect the notion of gender in the Filipino language and culture. A riddle is defined as
a creatively phrased question or statement that is deliberately confusing and typically
presented as a form of a game (Oxford University Press, n.d.). In the Philippines, bug-
tong has been found to be traditionally a game played at funeral wakes, but later it
spread and became more popular as a form of pastime activity (Hart, 1994), thus mak-
ing it an important part of Filipino culture and literature. A list of Filipino riddles was
gathered from KapitBisig.com and SEAsite Project. Out of the 31 gender-marked riddles
identified, 17 contained gendered common nouns while 14 contained gendered proper
nouns.
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Having examined the gendered components of the said riddles, several patterns were
uncovered. All the riddles consist of two lines, with the first line typically ending with
the person noun and the second line ending with a word that rhymes with the person
noun in the first line, e.g., bayaw-ilaw, Mang Juan-dumadaan, prinsesa-tasa, Kaka-bukaka,
kapitan-mahawakan. Aside from rhyming, the usage of person nouns in some cases is
for mere play with words, e.g., ate and atis. Thus, over gender motivation, the use of
person nouns in the riddles is more of a way of poetic construction. Nevertheless, the
way in which gender is portrayed in these riddles is still worth examining.

In both common and proper nouns, male and female are more or less represented
equally in the riddles. Common nouns with no specific genders were also identified.
Among these common nouns, the dominant domains can be categorized as follows:
kinship (bayaw, kumpare, ate, dalaga, ina, anak), religion (pari, arsobispo), monarchy (hari,
reyna, prinsesa), and occupation (kapitan, sundalo). On the other hand, the analysis of
proper nouns has revealed that aside from general proper names (Lelong, Kiko, Mang
Juan, Pedro, Gomez, Mang Kulas, Neneng, Kaka, Nene), a number of biblical names are
also found in Filipino riddles, such as the figures Adan, Sta. Maria, and Sta. Ines.

Table 10
Gendered Common Nouns Used in Filipino Riddles

Male Female Unidentified

bayaw ate kapitan
pari prinsesa sundalo
arsobispo reyna anak
kumpare dalaga
hari ina

Table 11
Gendered Proper Nouns Used in Filipino Riddles

Male Female

Lelong Sta. Maria
Kiko Neneng
Mang Juan Kaka
Pedro Nene
Gomez Sta. Ines
Mang Kulas
Adan

If we focus solely on the semantics of the riddles without having the actual answers
to them in mind, we will find that some of the phrases exhibit implicit gender associ-
ation. The association of the verbs kumendeng ‘to sway the hip’ and manahi ‘to sew’ to
female characters in the riddles “Kay liit pa ni Neneng, marunong nang kumendeng”
and “Bata pa si Nene, marunong nang manahi” prescribes to the stereotypical notions
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of “feminine” activities and roles. Meanwhile, over exhibiting an action, a pattern that
surfaced in some of the riddles that feature male characters, especially with proper
nouns, is the possession of something, e.g., bahay ni Kiko ‘Kiko’s house,’ lupa ni Mang
Juan ‘Mang Juan’s land,’ bahay ni Mang Kulas ‘Mang Kulas’s house,’ and baston ni Adan
‘Adan’s cane’. There are also gender ambivalent riddles where there is a male and fe-
male version featuring in the same riddle, such as “Bahay ni Gomez/Sta. Ines, punong-
puno ng perdigones,” as they both Gomez and Sta. Ines rhyme with perdigones ‘lead
shot’.

Meanwhile, even though both male and female monarch roles are featured in these
riddles, there is a gaping difference in the way they are portrayed. Compare the differ-
ence in portrayal between the riddles containing hari ‘king’ and the riddles containing
prinsesa ‘princess’ and reyna ‘queen.’ In the riddles “Alipin ng hari, hindi makalakad
kung hindi itali” and “Dumaan ang hari, nagkagatan ang mga pari,” there is a clear
depiction of the king’s role as dominant and all-powerful figure. On the other hand,
in the riddles, “Isang prinsesa, nakaupo sa tasa,” “Nakatalikod na ang prinsesa, ang
mukha’y nakaharap pa,” and “Nakayuko ang reyna, ’di nalalaglag ang korona,” the
focus is more on the aesthetic and decorative quality that comes with being a female
royalty more than the functional role they play as a monarch.

Additionally, some other riddles that make use of female characters exhibit a sex-
ist nature, such as in comparing the shape of the guitar to that of the expected figure
of a dalaga or a young lady in the riddle, “Instrumentong pangharana, hugis nito ay
katawan ng dalaga,” or the sexual innuendo in the riddle about scissors, “Eto na si
Kaka, bubuka-bukaka,” which when uttered conceives an image of a woman named
Kaka spreading her legs. There are also riddles that explicitly mention sexual organs,
such as in the riddle about suman, “Titi ng pari, tadtad ng tali,” which likens the shape
of suman to that of the shape of the penis of a priest.

Overall, while there is generally a lack of gender motivation in the formation of
Filipino riddles, a deeper look into their semantics still reveal underlying gender stereo-
types and discrepancy.

4.3.3 General Expressions and Sayings

Finally, there exists a number of gendered general expressions and sayings in Filipino
that are used in everyday speech. The most common of these are the expressions
“kababae mong tao” and “kalalaki mong tao” followed by a behavior or quality that
does not conform to gender stereotypes. For example, a woman would be called out
for not sitting in a prim and proper and “ladylike” manner by saying “Kababae mong
tao, ganiyan ka umupo.” Or, because the Filipino society is a highly patriarchal one,
men are taught that it is not “manly” to cry or show any emotions, giving birth to
expressions like “Kalalaki mong tao, umiiyak ka” and “Ang tunay na lalaki, hindi umi-
iyak.” These expressions suggest that a person cannot do something or behave in a
certain way because of their gender, perpetually boxing men and women in constrain-
ing societal standards on a daily basis.

On another note, the expressions “babae kasi” and “lalaki kasi” work in strikingly
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different ways. When “babae kasi” is uttered in relation to an action or behavior a
woman exhibited, it is often to denote some sort of character weakness and incapa-
bility. Take for example a woman working in a male-dominated field: one mistake
will immediately be pointed back to her “weaker” feminine qualities and being “babae
kasi.” Meanwhile, the expression “lalaki kasi” is often taken in a more lighthearted way
to justify wrong male behavior. For instance, a man engaging in an extramarital affair
does not come as a surprise in the Filipino society and is sometimes even met with the
response, “Ganoon talaga, lalaki kasi,” implying that his act of cheating is justified and
should be understood because it is in the nature of men. The striking contrast in the
underlying meaning between these two similar expressions demonstrates the inherent
bias toward the male gender in the Filipino society, as exhibited in language use.

In line with this, many values in Filipino are appropriated to favor the male gender.
For instance, De Castro (1995) investigated the existing Filipino notions of masculinity
and masculine identity. Here, it was brought to light how the “masculine” qualities
associated with the concept of pagkalalaki, such as the idea of a tunay na lalaki ‘real man’
and the trait of pagkamaginoo ‘gentlemanliness’ are not exclusive to men but, in reality,
also apply to women. These withstanding uses of language contribute to the perpetua-
tion of Filipinos’ social and cultural notions and perceptions about gender as a society.

4.4 Changes in Gender Representation in the Present Context
As examined, the general findings of the study revolved around stereotypical percep-
tions of gender in the country. While an extensive updating of these would be a great
addition to the study, data on the present changes occurring in Filipino gender percep-
tion prove to be still limited and scarce. In addition to this are the inevitable limita-
tions of the methodology used for the data collection and analysis in the present study.
Nevertheless, there have been a few studies recently conducted on the topic, particu-
larly on gender representation in Filipino storybooks and textbooks.

A study by Mante-Estacio et al. (2018) investigated the gender representation in 60
Filipino children’s storybooks that were published between 2006 to 2017. The result
of the study revealed that gender stereotypes, such as men being dominating and au-
thoritative and women being submissive, are no longer being reinforced in Filipino
children’s storybooks. Instead, a subtle change in gender portrayal is happening in
the said texts. For instance, actions and behaviors related to feeling and nurturing,
expressed in verbs like iniyakan and hinalikan, that are usually ascribed to female char-
acters are now being attributed to male characters as well. In line with this, actions and
behaviors denoting agency and control, including power and status, are now being as-
cribed to female characters. This illustrates that far from traditional gender stereotypes
and portrayal, certain behavioral traits and characteristics are now not automatically
assumed as associated with a specific gender in children’s storybooks in the language.
On another note, despite this significant progress, it cannot be discounted that the ma-
jority of the characters found in the storybooks analyzed are still dominantly male.

Meanwhile, in a more recent study by Jacinto et al. (2020), textual and visual analy-
sis was conducted to uncover underlying gender portrayals in select English-Filipino
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grade one textbooks under the K-12 program. For the purpose of the present study,
only the findings of the textual analysis will be tackled and discussed. These findings
were summarized by the researcher and presented in Table 12.

Table 12
Summary of Jacinto et al.’s (2020) Textual Analysis Findings on Gender Representation in
English-Filipino Grade One K-12 Textbooks

Category Male Female

Household chores strength-related; more
diverse

general household
management

Life skills support competitiveness guidance and discipline
Nurturance and support no absolute responsibility;

utilization of machineries
providing comfort and
warmth

Provision of resources financial support recent ability to provide
financial support

Family system management authoritarian, enforces
behavioral standards

gentle, kind discipline

Entertainment physical/outdoor activities soft and elegant activities

With regard to household chores, men are now portrayed in Filipino textbooks to
take on more diverse roles, including activities more traditionally linked with women,
such as cooking and gardening. However, women’s roles are depicted as still limited
to general household functions with no mention of any strength-related activities. This
similar pattern was also observed in the rest of the categories identified.

Focusing on parental roles, teaching competitiveness and developing toughness as
a life skill are associated with fathers, while mothers are expected to be responsible
for disciplining, helping with school work, and providing an overall good upbringing
to their children. Additionally, while it is naturally expected from women to provide
comfort and nurturance to the family, the same responsibility is not expected from men.
The pervasiveness of traditional household stereotypes ascribed to women is illustrated
in the following line from one of the books examined by Jacinto et al. (2020), Baybayin:
Paglalayag sa Wika at Pagbasa (p. 339): “Nakasanayan na ng mga Pilipino na ang nanay
ang nag-aalaga sa mga anak” (“It has been a practice of Filipinos for the mother to
take care of the children”) (p. 24). Another statement found from the same book that
says, “Maaari na ring magtrabaho ang mga nanay” (“Mothers can also finally work”)
(p. 399) implies that women have only recently been given the ability to work and
provide financial support to the family.

A clear demarcation between the portrayal of the expected interests of men and
women also emerged in the analysis. Take the dialogue, “‘Helen, ang holen ay para
lamang sa lalaki. Manika na lang ang iyong paglaruan,’ wika ng kaniyang kuya,”
(“‘Helen, jolens are only for boys. You can only play with dolls,’ her brother said,”)
from REX Book Store’s Inang Wika: Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education Series in
Tagalog that Jacinto et al. (2020) cited: the imposition of Helen’s older brother on what
she should and should not play with is an illustration of how men inside the Filipino
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family have a tendency to enforce stereotypical behavioral standards on female fam-
ily members starting in childhood. Finally, the findings affirmed that the portrayal of
men and women’s forms of entertainment in textbooks remain dichotomous, i.e., men
find joy in engaging in physical and outdoor activities like sports while women enjoy
activities that show beauty and grace like dancing.

To sum up, the findings of these two studies show that small steps are occurring
toward progress with regard to gender representation in Filipino children’s storybooks
and textbooks. This progress is particularly evident in the changes materializing in the
portrayal of gender in children’s storybooks. On the other hand, while there have been
changes in the depiction of men and women in textbooks, the majority of the patterns
that emerged are still heavily restricted to traditional gender stereotypes. Furthermore,
it was observed that gender representation is still heavily limited to the gender binary
system and has not had significant progress from the disparity in gender representation
favored toward men from literature in the past.

5 Conclusions and Recommendations
The study aimed to determine the extent of how gendered the Filipino language is.
Looking through different aspects and elements of the language, notable patterns were
uncovered and brought to light. For one, the genderedness of Filipino is not realized in
only one aspect. Unlike the common notion, the extent of gendering in the language is
not only limited to grammatical gender, and the lexicography of Filipino, i.e., its noun
and pronoun system, does not prove that the language is a “gender neutral” language.
Instead, gendering becomes more apparent when you look closely at the usage of cer-
tain categories of lexical items and expressions in the language.

While it is established that Filipino have gender neutral pronouns, its unique
pronominal feature often poses an issue in translation. Without the complete context,
the person being referred to by the third-person Filipino pronouns is often perceived as
a male when translated into English (Quindoza Santiago, 1996). Nouns and adjectives
in the language were also revealed to be gendered to some extent.

Two noun categories were identified to dominantly possess gender marking, namely:
kinship and occupational terminologies. With regard to the former, Filipino generally
employ “sex-neutral” kinship terms and make use of the identifiers na lalaki ‘male’ or na
babae ‘female’ when making a gender distinction (Stoodley, 1957). Contact with other
nations, such as Spanish and Chinese, influenced the evolution of Filipino kinship ter-
minologies along with the behavior regarding relevant kins. On the other hand, overt
and covert gender perceptions of occupational terminologies as examined by Miciano
(2001) were revisited and reexamined. Three gender markings in occupational terms
were identified, namely: (a) non-gender-marked and non-gendered, (b) non-gender–
marked but gendered, and (c) gender-marked. But while only nouns are categorized
for gender linguistically speaking, adjectives have also been found to undergo some
form of gendering. Two adjective categories were identified to possess gender marking
and exhibit stereotypical descriptions ascribed to men and women, namely: (a) non–
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gender-marked but gendered and (b) gender-marked and gendered adjectives. A strik-
ing dichotomous pattern was formed in this examination. Non-gender-marked terms
related to labor, strength, and machinery, were identified as panlalaki while terms iden-
tified as pambabae were limited to decorative and entertainment functions. Similarly,
adjectives used to describe males are heavily associated with concepts of traditional
masculinity such as dominance, assertiveness, and instrumentality, while women’s de-
scriptions have a deep inclination toward nurturance roles and beauty.

Meanwhile, gendering in Filipino expressions, i.e., metaphors, idiomatic expressions,
riddles, and sayings, were examined to reveal how they reflect the notions and con-
ceptualizations of gender in the language. The majority of the expressions analyzed
uncovered various gender stereotypes that root in the traditional Filipino patriarchal
society, such as the ideal image of Filipino men and women in the metaphor “Malakas
and Maganda” and the societal gender expectations in the household in the idiomatic
expressions haligi ng tahanan and ilaw ng tahanan. A wealth of animal idioms related
to gender were also observed, with many expressions depicting negative connotations
against women’s characteristics while the general portrayal of men revolves around
stereotypical masculine qualities. Meanwhile, riddles with mentions of gender are
found to be not gender motivated in itself but more of a way of poetic construction,
i.e., rhyming. Nevertheless, looking into the semantics of these riddles revealed both
implicit and explicit gender stereotyping and association. General expressions and say-
ings about gender that perpetuate gender stereotypes and societal standards in every-
day speech were also uncovered.

Finally, changes in gender perceptions were briefly touched on in the presentation of
the findings from Mante-Estacio et al. (2018) and Jacinto et al. (2020), recent studies on
gender representation and portrayal in Filipino children’s storybooks and textbooks.
The analysis of these two studies showed that Filipino children’s storybooks are mov-
ing toward a more progressive direction with regard to gender portrayal compared
to Filipino textbooks used in schools, where gender representation remains stagnant
and limited to conventional stereotypes. As mentioned, due to constraints in time and
methodology, further research and data collection are needed to substantiate these ini-
tial findings. Nevertheless, these recent updates are worth mentioning in line with the
objectives and possible future trajectory of the present study.

Overall, this study presented the different aspects wherein gendering and gender
marking manifest in the Filipino language. The data discussed pointed out the varying
extent of how gendered Filipino is as a language. This study proves to be an important
piece of research in the limited linguistic body of knowledge regarding gendering in the
Filipino language as it tackles different facets of the language that has not previously
been explored in depth, especially the linguistic discussion on gendering in Filipino
metaphors, idiomatic expressions, and riddles. This study would be most helpful to
future researchers of the relationship between gender, identity, and language in the
Philippine context. Admittingly, the study has various flaws and weaknesses, espe-
cially with the limitations on data collection and analysis. Thus, a recommendation to
future researchers, if the circumstances would allow, would be to update the discussion
on present gender notions and perceptions using more well-grounded methodologies,
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such as surveys and interviews. Furthermore, it would also be interesting to expand the
discussion of gendering to other Philippine languages to see if similar findings from the
present study will come up, and to further broaden the discourse beyond the gender
binary.
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7 Appendix
7.1 Gendered Filipino Riddles (Common Nouns)

Male Female Unidentified

1. Alitaptap
Eto na si bayaw,
dala-dala’y ilaw.

1. Atis
Ate mo, ate ko,
ate ng lahat ng tao.

1. Ahas
Baston ng kapitan,
hindi mahawakan.

2. Barbero
Pari ma’t arsobispo,
napapagalaw ang ulo.

2. Balimbing
Nakatalikod na ang
prinsesa,
ang mukha’y nakaharap pa.

2. Walis
Isang hukbong sundalo,
dikit-dikit ang mga ulo.

3. Langgam
Maliit pa si kumpare,
nakakaakyat na sa tore.

3. Bayabas
Nakayuko ang reyna,
’di nalalaglag ang korona.

4. Paruparo
Hindi pari, hindi hari,
nagdadamit ng sari-sari.

4. Gitara
Instrumentong pangharana,
hugis nito ay katawan ng
dalaga.

5. Sapatos
Alipin ng hari,
hindi makalakad kung hindi
itali.

5. Kalabasa
Ang ina’y gumagapang pa,
ang anak ay umuupo na.

6. Suman
Titi ng pari,
tadtad ng tali.

6. Kasoy
Isang prinsesa,
nakaupo sa tasa.

7. Zipper
Dumaan ang hari,
nagkagatan ang mga pari.

7. Kawayan
Nang bata ay nagsaya,
at naghubo nang dalaga.
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Male Female Unidentified

8. Pinya
Isang prinsesa,
punong-puno ng mata.

Note. List gathered from KapitBisig.com and SEAsite Project.

7.2 Gendered Filipino Riddles (Proper Nouns)

Male Female

1. Bubuyog
Heto na si Lelong,
bubulong-bulong.

1. Bahaghari
Palda ni Sta. Maria,
ang kulay ay iba-iba.

2. Itlog
Bahay ni Kiko,
walang bintana, walang pinto.

2. Bibe
Kay liit pa ni Neneng,
marunong nang kumendeng.

3. Kalsada
Lupa ni Mang Juan,
kung sinu-sino ang dumadaan.

3. Dahon ng gabi
Naligo si Kaka,
ngunit di nabasa.

4. Pako
Nagtago si Pedro,
nakalitaw ang ulo.

4. Gagamba
Bata pa si Nene,
marunong nang manahi.

5. Papaya
Bahay ni Gomez,
punong-puno ng perdigones.

5. Gunting
Eto na si Kaka,
bubuka-bukaka.

6. Payong
Bahay ni Mang Kulas,
nang magiba’y tumaas.

6. Papaya
Bahay ni Sta. Ines,
punong-puno ng perdigones.

7. Ulan
Baston ni Adan,
hindi mabilang-bilang.

7. Pinya
Bahay ni Sta. Maria,
naiinog ng sandata.

Note. List gathered from KapitBisig.com and SEAsite Project.
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Essay

Does artificial intelligence genuinely
capture the essence of language?
Jan Apolline D. Estrella

If you have been around Facebook, Twitter, and Tiktok, then you most probably have
heard about the viral artificial intelligence (AI) bot, ChatGPT. Publicly released just
this November 2022, this state-of-the-art technology by OpenAI has recently taken the
internet by storm by making science fiction a reality. It can talk to you in a very natural
and human-like way, and it can answer almost any question that you might have.

In less than a week, it caught the attention of over a million users not just for how
human-like it is or for how similar it is to Tony Stark’s AI butler J.A.R.V.I.S. in the Iron
Man movies, but also for how it has proven itself to be useful to working professionals
who use ChatGPT as a tool for better and faster writing of articles, academic papers, job
applications, and even computer code (Aydın & Karaarslan, 2022). It has also been used
by students to automatically write their essays for them. However, this is a controver-
sial use case of plagiarism that requires an entirely different conversation for another
time.

ChatGPT is not the first of its kind. There is actually an area in artificial intelligence
that is dedicated solely to making computers understand and use human language.
This field in computer science is aptly called natural language processing (NLP).
Perhaps it is the first time you have heard of it, but it is definitely not the first time
you have experienced it. NLP is behind the helpful—but sometimes annoying—
autocomplete feature and spell checker on your phones. It is also the mechanism
that carefully assists you in writing emails on Gmail and papers on Google Docs by
predicting the next words that you want to say or correcting your grammar. You might
have even relied on NLP to finish your song translation class project as you made use
of Google Translate. Beyond academic and professional usage, you might still find
yourself depending on NLP as you count on Netflix’s recommendation system to lead
you to your next movie or series. Even before ChatGPT became famous, NLP has been
around you all along.

Now that you are aware of what NLP is, you might be asking yourself, “But how
can a computer understand human language?” A short history of NLP will lead you
to conclude that there have been multiple answers to this question over the years. NLP
emerged in the late 1940s when people began to hope for an automatic machine trans-
lator. During this time, most researchers came from a background in the study of lin-
guistics and language. NLP research in this period was primarily focused on syntax.
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Linguists felt the need to form an explicit, complete, and formal characterization of
language that can be applied to computer algorithms (Jones, 1994). One notable re-
searcher from this phase is Noam Chomsky, the father of modern linguistics. In 1957,
he published the book Syntactic Structures, where he recognized that for a language
to be understandable to a computer, the sentence structure would have to be changed
(Foote, 2019). With this, he introduced an elegant style of representing grammar called
Phrase Structure Grammar, which models how a sentence can be broken into parts due
to the recursive nature of language. For example, a sentence can be broken down into
a noun phrase and a verb phrase; a verb phrase can then be broken down into a verb
and a noun phrase; a noun phrase can then be broken down into a determiner, noun,
and prepositional phrase; and so on.

Figure 1
An Example of a Phrase Structure Tree

In other words, NLP technologies back then focused on the implementation of these
graceful yet brute-force handwritten textbook rules. Unfortunately, these rules can be
too rigid, and making them can be exhaustive for researchers. On top of that, the com-
puters they used had very limited storage and were extremely slow to take in all these
syntactic rules. NLP was struggling and it is easy to see why. After 12 years of research
and 20 million dollars, the task of machine translation was still more costly than manual
translation. So in 1966, the U.S. National Research Council officially halted the funding
of NLP.

It took 14 years for the past failure of NLP to be redeemed with a new revolution: the
focus shifted from syntactic to stochastic. To put it simply, the aforementioned tedious
rules were replaced with statistical and probabilistic methods (Foote, 2019). This has
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been made possible by the existence of more powerful computers. Before things get too
abstract for you, let me share with you a tangible example of an NLP technology that
utilizes statistical reasoning: Google Translate. This is how it works: by finding phrase
or sentence patterns in a humongous dataset of translated texts, it tries to find pieces
of text most likely to be associated with the text you want to be translated (Grajales,
2015). Forming sentences depend on statistically predicting what the next word after a
sequence of words will be by copying from examples.

These statistical methods served as a stepping stone to more modern artificial intel-
ligence that is better at learning the patterns found in different languages. Such well-
known new technologies include something called transformers, which is behind the
genius of ChatGPT. With mathematical equations, a transformer tries to observe the
relationships between all the words in a sentence, and figures out the specific contexts
that certain words or phrases are often used in. For example, let us look at two English
sentences:

The chicken didn’t eat the strawberry because it was full.

The chicken didn’t eat the strawberry because it was rotten.

In the first sentence, it refers to chicken. But in the second sentence, it refers to straw-
berry. In the translation of these two sentences into French, the translation of it varies
depending on the gender of the subject it points to. If the masculine noun chicken is the
focus, then it is translated to il. But if the feminine noun strawberry is the antecedent,
then the translation is elle.

Le poulet n’a pas mangé la fraise car il était plein.

Le poulet n’a pas mangé la fraise car elle était pourrie.

By paying attention to the surrounding context of each word, a transformer is able
to navigate through such ambiguities in a way that previous approaches could not.
Hence, with the success of such methods, stochastic models have since then dominated
the task of “understanding” human language in the field of artificial intelligence.

Not to sound too philosophical, but the question now is, is this “understanding”
really understanding? With the unquestionable excellence of artificial intelligence
in performing language tasks, this is a question that people already forget to ask.
Although their performance is indeed groundbreaking, stochastic technologies like
Google Translate and ChatGPT do not make use of any grammar rules, dictionaries,
nor even guidance from linguists or language experts. One can also wonder why these
models have to take in datasets as large as 36 million sentences to “learn” a language
(Vaswani et al., 2017) while a child can learn a language by hearing just a few sentences
from his parents. This makes one realize that these technologies seem to have no
understanding of language after all! As the father of modern linguistics who advocates
for an elegant and simple theory of language through his works, Chomsky ridicules
machine learning that uses purely statistical methods to mimic a certain behavior
without really understanding the meaning behind that behavior (Gold, 2011). AI bots
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sometimes act like clueless students who choose to find the answer to a math problem
on Google without trying to understand the solution. This drove me to ask a question
that allowed me to explore my hopes and establish my convictions as a wandering
computer science undergraduate in the field of natural language processing: does
artificial intelligence genuinely capture the essence of language?

For a long time, I have admired the elegance of Chomsky’s philosophy and have
sought to uncover what it means for a computer to “understand” language even if it
means deviating from how present-day statistical and probabilistic technology works.
I have only been able to create and interpret ideas regarding this artificial intelligence
debate from an algorithmic and computational perspective: language understanding
by simplicity versus by stochasticity. But after a brief experience of being a linguistics
student under an elective course, I found that this tension—when translated to a lan-
guage used by linguists—equates to a battle between the prescriptive and descriptive
approaches to language.

The prescriptive approach views grammar as a set of rules that define the “proper”
use of language (Yule, 2010). It basically focuses on how language should be used.
For instance, one must not end a sentence with a preposition. Sounds familiar? (Hint:
Chomsky appears to have a prescriptive approach to NLP.) On the other hand, the
descriptive approach revolves around how language is used. Researchers gather and
analyze samples of language usage and attempt to characterize language from there.
They focus more on the patterns and habits of people when using language. Does it
ring any bells? (Hint: In some way, AI tools seem to act like these descriptive linguists.)

In the beginning, I mistakenly thought I immediately had to take a side. But over
time, I learned that it is not the answers that bring us to the breakthrough, but the
questions.

What does language understanding mean?

Beyond what it looks like, what is intelligence?

Will we be able to create more successful language technologies by under-
standing how the human brain learns language?

How can machines extract meaning from language?

What does it take for artificial intelligence to genuinely capture the essence
of language?

Just as Douglas Hofstadter or “the man who would teach machines to think” would
remind, “For now, what is important is not finding the answer, but looking for it.”
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Essay

“Saan ka na? Papunta na.”: The
Indirectness of Filipino Communication
Jan Apolline D. Estrella

Saan ka na? Papunta na.

Anong ulam? Masarap.

Kain tayo? Busog pa ako.

Anong oras na? Maaga pa.

Tara, gala? Marami pa akong kailangang gawin eh.

Saan tayo kakain? Kahit saan.

This is how Filipinos usually reply to simple questions. Did you notice anything?
Ang labo nating mga Pilipino!

We answer a “where” question—like Saan ka na?—not with a place, but with a vague
remark. We answer a question that clearly asks for what we’re about to eat with
whether the food is delicious or not. We unnecessarily answer a question that only
requires a simple “yes” or a “no” reply—like Kain tayo?—with something beyond what
is asked.

After discovering this phenomenon, I started to intently observe how vaguely I talk
to other people. I caught myself on the act when I answered my mom’s question “Alis
ka na?” with “Kain muna ako.” Before ending our exchange, I wondered why I replied
so vaguely. And so I decided to repeat and revise my answer: “Hindi pa. Kakain muna
ako.” I then went out of the room and into the world full of conversations yet to be
made with the mind of a linguistics student, challenging myself to answer more clearly
and still failing. It is either the circumstances do not permit me to do so, or it just simply
does not feel right nor natural. Thinking about each instance I fell victim to this habit,
I realized that I almost always do not mean for my answers to miss the mark. In fact,
my brain deems it perfectly rational and logical to reply that way.

So bakit ganun? Well, ganun talaga. Kidding aside, I will now face the question at
hand: bakit ang labo nating sumagot? In more formal words, why does Filipino commu-
nication tend to be indirect?

Linguists will say that this is a matter of pragmatics, which is the study of how con-
text contributes to meaning. In other words, meaning that is being conveyed can go
beyond the sentence spoken because of context. Under pragmatics, there is such a thing
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as a speech act. A speech act is the type of “action” done by a speaker with a certain
utterance—like requesting, commanding, informing, and questioning (Yule, 2010). For
example, “Give me the plate!” is a command. “Can you lift a chicken?” is a question.
But what about “Can you pass me that plate of chicken wings?” Yes, this statement is
in the form of a question; but when you hear this, you do not say “Yes, I definitely can.”
Rather, you will give the speaker the said plate of chicken wings. This “question” turns
out to be a command.

The seemingly confusing line earlier is an example of an indirect speech act, which is
defined to be an utterance in which one speech act is performed indirectly by perform-
ing another. In the case of the plate of chicken wings, the statement intends to act out
a command but is spoken as a question. In the Filipino context, “Saan ka na?” without
context sounds like an inquiry. However, if this is asked to you by a peer while you
are running late for your meet-up, then the question might probably carry a different
meaning such as “Dalian mo,” a command. Feeling the sense of urgency, you then re-
spond with “Papunta na.” to offer some relief to your friend and to portray yourself to
be more thoughtful and responsible than you actually are. As you can tell from this,
the reply actually holds some reason.

This Filipino practice of indirect communication can be owed to our desire to be
polite. According to Levinson (1987, as cited in Boonkongsaen, 2013), politeness is
seen as conflict avoidance. This definition assumes that each of us has a “face” or a
public self-image (Boonkongsaen, 2013; Yule, 2010). If you say something that threatens
another person’s face (i.e., “Dalian mo.”), then what you performed is a face-threatening
act. If you say something that minimizes the threat to another person’s face, then you
just carried out a face-saving act. You might have exhibited this when you answered
“Kain tayo?” with “Busog pa ako eh.” because you did not really feel like spending time
with the person you were talking to. Through an indirect speech act, you were able to
lighten the burden of rejection and save the other person from embarrassment.

But what about the times where the situation calls for no risk of incriminating oneself
nor offending someone? Why did I answer “Alis ka na?” with just “Kakain pa ako”?
Why do we sometimes respond to “Anong ulam?” with only “Masarap”? What do the
speakers or the listeners benefit from not replying straightforwardly? As I reflect upon
my own speech actions, I observed that indirect yet detailed answers are a result of
my tendency to short-circuit what I want to say. Here, short-circuit does not equate to
straightforwardness. On the contrary, I unconsciously aim to skip over potential follow-
up questions by just glossing over any necessary explanations in my response. Going
back to my conversation with my mother, I intended to remove her need to follow up
“Alis ka na?” with “Bakit hindi pa?” by saying “Kakain pa ako.” instead of the too-simple
“Hindi pa.” In lieu of responding “Anong ulam?” with what we are going to eat, we just
simply say “Masarap.” since our brain short-circuits to the assumption that what really
matters here is whether eating will be enjoyable or not.

More than just pondering over the reason behind this habit, I was also amazed at
how these roundabout replies come so naturally to me and even the people around me.
Simply accepting the answers, the listeners also do not often complain about the speak-
ers’ indirectness. A study by Munalim et al. (2022) explores this more in the context
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of Filipino faculty meetings. This work confirms that native Filipino speakers in the
Philippines do belong to a high-context communication style, with which people are
often expected to read between the lines and capture more meaning through surround-
ing context. (In informal wording, I guess we were just built to be indirect, carrying
subtleties everywhere we go.) This style is said to be inherently marked with digres-
sion, indirectness and circumlocution which occur in any discussion. This is why the
questioning party can usually just have a face-saving “let it go” attitude to indirect
answers—which it already considers to be a legitimate response—and why my mother
never questions my lack of straightforwardness and excess of descriptive ability.

However, in institutional settings like a school, the intention behind roundabout an-
swers may not be to avoid offending another, but something else: to dishonestly at-
tempt to gain approval by reflecting a deceptive verbal description of reality (Pe-Pua
& Protacio-Marcelino, 2000, as cited in Munalim et al., 2022). This reminds me of my
Shark Tank-like class in technopreneurship, where our professor would usually scold
students whenever they try to answer his difficult questions with totally unrelated an-
swers to make up for what they do not know and what they have not done:

Professor: Kaya ba ng app ninyo mag-detect ng red tides?

Student: Kaya po ng app namin i-map ’yung mga shorelines sa Luzon.

Professor: No, that’s not what I’m asking.

We have seen that there are different intentions behind one’s imprecision: it may be
due to being polite, short-circuiting, deceiving for approval, or maybe even something
else. Indirectness is truly a nuanced aspect of Filipino communication. It is not bad, but
it can be—just like how replying to “Saan tayo kakain?” with “Kahit saan.” can be cute
at first, but annoying when everyone is hungry for clarity.
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Essay

Incarcerated in language?
Jherr Daven F. Velasco

One of the exceptional facets that make our species as humans unique is language.
Zagada (2020) remarks that people have a long history of treating words merely as la-
bels for objects, and language was thought of only as a way to string words together in
order to share ideas, feelings, and concepts. But language is more than that. Boroditsky
(2017) describes language as “one of [the] magical abilities that we humans have”
(0:17) which facilitates our capacity to transmit even our most complex thoughts to one
another by making sounds and signs that our peers can decipher and understand—
eliciting emotions, imagination, and subsequent action in the process. Not only is lan-
guage an important tool for communication, but it is also a vessel for the culture of
the society that speaks it (Lumen Learning, n.d.). According to Eberhard et al. (2022),
recent linguistic data reveal that there are 7,151 documented languages in the world
which, by the above postulations, means that there are also more than 7,000 cultures
and beliefs embedded in them.

Language accomplishes several different functions which give it chief importance in
our lives. However, amidst these, it is also worth emphasizing that language is also
not a perfect tool that ensures successful thought transmission when we use it to com-
municate with other people. Gleitman and Papafragou (2012) most notably remarked
that “language is sketchy, thought is rich” (p. 636) due to various reasons including
the pervasive ambiguity of words and sentences, contextually reliant pronouns and
indexicals despite the specificity of their underlying referents, and incompleteness of
thought/proposition linguistic encoding.

Perhaps, one example of the sketchiness of language is exemplified by the very ques-
tion asked for this think piece: “Do you feel imprisoned in your own languages?” For
me, it can have two readings and interpretations based on what version of the hypoth-
esis of linguistic relativity we follow:

• There is the strong version which says that language determines thought
(Kihlstrom & Park, 2018). Subscribing to this version raises the question of
whether or not language imprisons me because it prohibits me to have thoughts
about concepts that are not encoded in my language. Any other idea that is
indescribable of the systems, vocabularies, and features my language has cannot
exist. Hence, in this view, language is a thought prison.

• On the other hand, the weak version of linguistic relativity, which states that lan-
guage simply influences thought (Harbeck, 2018), may provoke one to think that
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language imprisons me because it limits the ways I can communicate and express
myself to other people due to the restrictions it imposes on my perceptual expe-
riences and worldview. In this view, language is a transmission and perception
prison.

It should be noted that academics have already refuted the strong version of the
linguistic relativity hypothesis (see Fogarty & Whitman, 2018; Frothingham, 2022;
Harbeck, 2018; Kihlstrom & Park, 2018; Martin, 1986; Nordquist, 2019). However, as
scholars are more accepting of the possible influences of language in thought, I will be
anchoring my response in the second interpretation of the question.

Do you feel imprisoned in your own languages?

One of the biggest realizations I had upon reading the materials that deeply scrutinize
ethnolinguistic concepts is how limited my view of the world is, and I believe a ma-
jor part of that is because of the languages (and the consequent cultures embedded in
them) that I use. It is with this premise that I answer with an affirmative to the question
posed by this think piece. However, to make things clearer, I feel that it would be more
accurate if from here on forward, I use the phrase limited by rather than imprisoned in
my own languages due to the nuance that being “imprisoned” renders me in a state
of total arrest with great inability to do anything, compared to the connotations of be-
ing limited which still allows me to act beyond the said linguistic shackles, albeit with
certain disadvantages and impediments that make it more challenging to do so.

As a compound bilingual who is fluent in both Tagalog and English, I enjoy ac-
cess to and feel a certain kind of belonging to the worlds and cultures that speak
these languages. According to Boroditsky (2011), bilinguals not only have a more ex-
tensive connection with the world and its societies, but are also able to perceive the
world differently depending on the language they choose to use. In addition to this,
Nacamulli (2015) shares that bilingualism also gives the brain remarkable advantages
including higher grey matter density in the brain which translates to more neurons and
synapses, alongside heightened activity in certain regions when a second language is
engaged. This purportedly helps in delaying the onset of neurodegenerative diseases
like Alzheimer’s and dementia.

Yet, even if being bilingual gives me benefits in these areas, I still cannot deny the
feeling of restraint when dealing with views, ideas, and concepts outside English and
Tagalog. These limitations brought by the languages I speak manifested as difficulties
in my understanding of the world the speakers of the languages I study have. For
instance, when I was studying Korean as a foreign language, I remember being so as-
tonished by the seven speech levels in their language. As someone who uses mostly
English in university and even at home, I was so confused by the levels of politeness
that they have to learn especially when my languages do not have intricate systems that
affect the morphology of a language to reflect the level of politeness that needs to be
expressed. In Korean, there originally are about seven or eight verbal endings that vary
in terms of politeness whose usage is required in different contexts (Asia Society, n.d.;
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Jang, 2020). Though the number of Korean speech levels has declined to about four to
six still in use today as a natural consequence of the country no longer being a strict
class society, it still was confounding enough for me to study, especially as Tagalog just
mainly uses po and opo, while English only needs to drop slang terms and avoid the use
of personal pronouns to establish linguistic formality.

In addition, other circumstances that made these linguistically induced limitations
evident to me include moments when I encounter words or concepts with no direct
translation to either Tagalog or English. Some examples I found fascinating when I
first heard them include the German term Schadenfreude (which has already entered the
English lexicon) defined as “the joy one feels at another person’s pain” (Slauer, 2019,
para. 14), alongside the Arabic phrase ya’aburnee which literally means “you bury me”
(Belcher, 2021, para. 3) often used to tell the person one hopes to die first as living with-
out them would be too painful to bear. In addition, I also found the Spanish concept of
time intriguing. This is because the Spanish language designates different time frames
when one is to greet buenos días ‘good morning’ (used from around 6:00 to 14:00), bue-
nas tardes ‘good afternoon’ (used from around 14:00 to 21:00), and buenas noches ‘good
night’ (used beyond 21:00) (ProfeDeELE, 2017). I remember asking my Spanish profes-
sor about why this is the case, and she explained that this is rooted in the usual time
the sun rises and sets in Spain which not only affected how they greet each other but
also influenced how they live (as my professor said that they also start their day later
in Spain than here in the Philippines).

These are just some subjective examples that brought me to answer “yes” to the
query of whether I feel imprisoned in my own languages, with the belief that languages
limit the perceptual experiences and influence the consequent worldview carried by a
person. I specifically avoided using the term imprisoned as it gives certain connota-
tions about the belief that language is primarily deterministic—that one cannot have
thoughts outside of it if its systems cannot accommodate them. This decision also re-
flects my hope and desire that even if language limits the ways by which we navigate
the world, we are still in control of broadening our visions because it is possible if we
really want to. We just have to let languages, those that we do not speak, teach and
guide us.
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