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1 Introduction  

It is the objective of this report to give an overview of the role of  Pilipino and English languages in 

the Philippines.  I have used data and information gathered from almanacs, history books 

(particularly the “History of the Philippine Islands” compiled and edited by Blair and Robertson), 

linguistic databases, and other accessible sources such as the internet. Having studied and lived in 

the Philippines, I have also shared some of my personal accounts and opinion with regards to the 

use of both languages. This report is divided into two parts: the first part discusses Pilipino, the 

declared national language of the Philippines; the second part discusses English and its socio-

cultural and economic impact on today’s Philippines society.   

 

1.1 The Philippines 

 

1.1.1 Ethnic and linguistic diversities in the Philippines 

The Philippines today is a country populated by people of diverse ethnic origins. Most Filipinos are 

descendants of the early inter-island migrant settlers coming from Asia and the Pacific.  The 

Tagalogs, Visayans, Bicolanos, and Ilokanos1, who altogether comprise around 40% of today’s 

Philippine population, are of Young-Malay origin.  Filipinos with Indonesian and Polynesian 

ancestry number at around 30%.  Other stocks that belong to the Philippine’s ethnic minority groups 

are the Old-Malays and Negritos (10%), Chinese (10%), and Oriental-Indians (5%)2.  

     The Philippines is a country with many regional lingua francas.  This is brought about by its 

multi-ethnic populace and geographical set-up3.  More than 100 different dialects are spoken within 

the Philippine archipelago today. The most widely spoken among them are Tagalog (29%) and 

Cebuano (24%)4. Philippine dialects fall into the category of Malayo-Polynesian5 languages, one of 

the biggest in the family of the Austronesian languages6.  

                                                           
1 Where they live: Tagalog-Central Luzon, Visayan (Cebuanos, Ilongo, etc...)-Visayan Region, Bicolanos-Southern Luzon, Ilokanos-Northern Luzon. 

Source: Der Fischer Welt Almanac 1995  
2 Source: Der Fischer Welt Almanac 1995 
3 The Philippines is composed of more than 7,107 islands, stretching from the Formosa straight down to the borders of Northern Borneo and Celebes 

Island.  
4 Source: Der Fischer Welt Almanach 1995 p. 497 
5 Source: Ethnologue Database  
6 “The Pacific Islands are thought to be the most recently peopled part of the globe.  It is generally estimated that the Austronesians left their 

homeland in southern China 6-7000 years ago. Some settled in Micronesia and parts of Melanesia.  Others went as far as Easter Islands, off the coast 

of  Chile.  Still others traveled as far as Madagascar, off the coast of Africa. These migrants brought many varieties of Austronesian languages, which 

may be ultimately related to the Tai language family of Southern China and continental Southeast Asia... “(Excerpts from Suzanne Romaine’s article 

on the Pacific languages,  English around the World: Sociolinguistic Perspectives. P. 620) 
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     Pre-Hispanic inter-island migration and trade between early settlers made possible cross-ethnic 

contacts and gave birth to these numerous dialects. It is to be noted that the Philippine sea routes 

allowed early migrants to look for and move to new settlements within the archipelago; whereas 

enterprising traders (i.e. the Chinese7) capitalized on these sea routes to carry out barter-trade from 

one island to another.  

 

1.1.2 Brief history of Philippine colonization: 1521 to 1946 

The Philippines was discovered in 1521 by Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese explorer sailing for 

the Spanish Crown. The Philippines was named Filipinas (after King Philip II of Spain). Spanish 

control of the island started officially in 1565 under the first Spanish Governor General Legazpi. 

Manila became the official capital in 1595 and the seat of power of the Spanish colonizers.  Spain’s 

rule over the Philippines lasted until December 10, 1898, the day the Treaty of Paris8 was signed.  

Shortly before the signing of the treaty, the Philippines, led by the revolutionary government of 

General Emilio Aguinaldo, declared its independence on June 12, 1898.  With the exception of 

Manila, which the Americans took control of, the whole Philippine archipelago was under 

Aguinaldo’s command. The independence was, however, short-lived.  The American naval forces in 

Manila initiated a war with Gen. Aguinaldo’s government lasting three years and ending in 1901. 

The Americans declared the Philippines as a protectorate country. American occupation of the 

Philippines lasted until 19469.  

 

1.1.3 Catholicism and English: two colonial legacies that united a country 

Though ethnically and linguistically diverse, the Filipinos of today are united in some aspects. This 

unity is a product of Spanish and American colonization. First, the Filipinos today are joined in 

their religious faith. A great majority, 94 percent, are Christians (84% Catholic)10.  Catholicism is a 

legacy of more than 350 years of Spanish colonization. Second, the Filipinos are relatively united in 

terms of adopting English as an alternative language to their local dialects.  English is spoken by 

about 45 percent of the present day Philippine population11. Although the Americans stayed in the 

islands for a little less than fifty years (with a brief interruption between 1942 to 1945 due to the 

Japanese occupation in the Second World War), they were able to teach the English language to a 

great number of  Filipinos. Long after the Americans left the Philippines, and after the declaration 

                                                           
7 Sanfotsi (the present day Philippines) was documented by a Chinese geographer named Chou Ku-Fei at around 900 a. d. as follows: “Sanfotsi is an 

important thouroughfare on the sea-routes of the foreigners on their way to and from....” (Blair & Robertson) 
8 The Treaty of Paris ended the Spanish-American war.  The United States, as a result of winning the war, took possession of Puerto Rico, the 

Philippine Islands, Guam and several other islands previously possessed by Spain.  Source: A Treaty of Peace Between the United States and Spain, 

U.S. Congress, 55th Cong., 3d sess., Senate Doc. No. 62, Part 1 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1899), 5-11. 
9 Brief Historical details of American colonization of the Philippines will be discussed in Section 3. 
10 Source: Der Fischer Welt Almanach 1995, p. 497 
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of Philippine independence in 1946, English is still an important language in many domains of 

Philippine life. As in the American colonial days, English remains the language of Philippine 

bureaucracy, education, politics, and culture.  

 

2 Pilipino  

 

2.1 Introduction 

Pilipino is the national language of the Philippines and is taught at all school levels.  It is an 

artificial language in development.  A new language is to be developed from Pilipino, which will be 

called Filipino.  Pilipino will then be replaced by Filipino as the national language12.   

     Pilipino is a language derived from Tagalog. Tagalog’s choice to become the basis of the 

Pilipino language may be justified by the following facts: 1) historically,  Tagalog was the dialect 

spoken in the eight united Philippine provinces  that revolted against Spanish colonial rule in the 

latter part of the 19th century. Thus, it has been given a special recognition in Philippine history; 2) 

geographically, Tagalog is the lingua franca of Manila and its neighboring provinces and is also 

understood in almost all parts of Luzon. Since Manila is the seat of the Philippine government 

administration, Tagalog was easily chosen to become the basis of Pilipino; and 3)in terms of the 

number of speakers, no other dialect in the Philippines is as widely spoken or as widely understood 

as Tagalog. Today, it dominates Philippine cultural lifestyle. For instance, the majority of local 

films and music are produced in Tagalog and are very popular all over the Philippines. 

 

2.2 Historical aspect13 

 

2.2.1 Was there a common language spoken by pre-Hispanic Filipinos? 

In the pre-Hispanic Philippines, literacy was high among the inhabitants.  A well- developed writing 

system14 was already in place before the Spaniards came.  Writing, though, was used simply for 

personal communication and poetry15.  This suggests, however, that a common language 

comprehensible among the multi-ethnic inhabitants of the pre-Hispanic Philippines was already 

developing and, in due time, a shared language between the different tribes might have evolved 

naturally. A “common” language, so to say, might have developed in the Philippines similar to that 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
11 (ibid.) 
12 Source: Ethnologue Database 
13 Dates provided by  Historical Timeline: Businessworld- Manila 
14 This was documented in two accounts, one by Fr. Pedro Chirino S.J. in his book Relacion de las Islas Filipinas: „ All these islanders are much given 

to reading and writing, and there is hardly a man, much less a woman, who does not read and write.“ The other account was written by Dr Antonio 

Morga, commander of the ill fated San Diego.  He wrote in his 1609 book Sucesos de las Islas Filipinas: „Almost all the natives, both men and 

women, write in this language.  There are very few who do not write it excellently and correctly“. (Blair & Robertson) 
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of the national languages of Malaysia, Indonesia, and Brunei16.  The Spanish conquest of the 

Philippines interrupted the early stage of this “mutual” language development and even caused the 

death of many local dialects.  

 

2.2.2 Degree of influence of the Spanish language on Philippine dialects  

In 1686, the King of Spain decreed free primary education and the teaching of Spanish in the 

Philippine archipelago.  The introduction of Spanish has caused the death of many pre-Hispanic 

dialects, yet it has also given birth to new ones - a variety of “hybrid” Philippine contemporary 

dialects.  Spain governed the Philippines under the motto of “Divide and Rule17”, and the influence 

of the Spanish language on the local dialects varied from place to place and island to island. There 

are some areas in the Philippines where a Spanish-based creole language developed, more 

commonly known as Chavacano.  It has predominantly Spanish vocabulary and Philippine-type 

grammatical structure. Chavacano is fast becoming extinct in many parts of the Philippines, except 

in Zamboanga, where it has become an important local lingua franca. Chavacano is spoken in 

Zamboanga in  local radio and television programs as well as in primary schools. There are also 

some local newspapers published in this language.  

     The truth of the matter is that, although the learning of Spanish was enforced upon the Philippine 

inhabitants in the year 1686, it did not become widely spoken after then. Indeed, Spanish was only 

spoken by the few Spanish settlers and educated Filipinos. It, however, influenced the direction of 

development of many Philippine dialects in terms of writing, phonology and lexicography. The 

following quote from Blair & Robertson’s History of the Philippine Islands exemplifies how the 

Spanish language caused to change Tagalong’s writing system, phonology and lexicography. 

 

The widespread use of an indigenous script18 prompted the religious authorities to 

publish a book using the Tagalog script to help spread Christianity.  However, the 

Tagalog script and its importance totally diminish due to its inability to record the new 

sounds introduced by the Spaniards and the rapid acquisition of literacy in the Latin 

script with concomitant social and material benefits to the Filipinos during the Spanish 

colonization. Although it never became widely spoken, Spanish introduced loan words 

to Tagalog and caused its sounds to be changed forever. (Blair & Robertson)  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
15 “Diego de Bodabilla, a priest who lived in the Philippines for 18 years, wrote a manuscript in 1640 in which he says: they only use writing to 

communicate with one another, they do not have manuscripts relating to history or science.”(ibid.) 
16 My acquaintance with Indonesian students here in Germany allowed me to investigate the distinctions and similarities of our languages. They also 

have given me the idea that Bahasa Indonesia and Bahasa Malaysia (also spoken in Brunei) are very similar to each other, and that Indonesians and 

Malaysians can talk to each other without difficulty by using their national languages.   
17 The archipelagic setting of the Philippine made it hard for the Spaniards to rule her from a central government in Manila. With the help of the 

religious orders, like the Franciscans and the Dominicans, who were not only given the right to claim land for Spain but also to  govern, Spain’s 

conquest of the Philippines became possible.  Except in the larger part of Mindanao, Philippine Christianization was already completed by the time 

the Americans took control of the Islands.  
18 (please refer to footnote 15)  
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2.3 Attitudes towards the use of Pilipino in other Philippine linguistic regions  

 

2.3.1 The Cebuano’s ire 

The use of Pilipino drew criticism from other Philippine linguistic groups19.  To some extent, there 

was active resistance against its usage. For instance, the Philippine national anthem is now decreed 

to be sung in Cebuano and not in Pilipino20 in the island province of Cebu. The move made by local 

Cebuano politicians was, however, to be considered culturally symbolic rather than to be seen as a 

political defiance against the central Manila government. Cebuanos have always identified 

themselves as Filipinos and discussions of independence are rather seldom in this island province. 

On the part of the Cebuanos21, this symbolic act is a mere cry for historical, linguistic,  political, and 

geographical recognition and, most evidently, a cry for more fiscal benefits22 that can help trigger 

economic activity (e.g. tourism) and growth. Such clamor is based on the following facts: 1) 

historically, Cebu is the first and oldest city in the Philippines.  Long before Manila fell into the 

hands of the Spanish Conquerors in the 16th century, Cebu was already an established trading and 

military post for the Spaniards. And as the saying goes, the “seed” of Christianity in Asia was 

planted here23; 2) linguistically, Cebu is the home to the country’s second largest language group. 

Cebuano, though originally spoken only in the island of Cebu, is now being spoken in many parts of 

Mindanao, the eastern part of Negros and in Bohol; 3) politically, the province of Cebu has been an 

active player and a political bastion for would-be Philippine politicians. In fact, Cebu is the home of 

the Philippines’ second president; and 4) strategically, due to its geographical location, Cebu is the 

alternate gateway to Manila. Many multinational companies have established their local 

headquarters in Cebu because of its strategic and central location. Cebu is a port of call for many 

international (and almost all domestic) shipping and air lines, making it virtually the capital of the 

Philippines.  

 

2.3.2 Davao: home to many ethnic tribes, dialects, and languages24 

Davao25 , unlike Cebu and Manila, was settled by the Spaniards and Filipino Christians only after 

the middle of the 19th century. For three hundred years, the whole Davao region was untouched by 

Spanish rule, and was governed by Datus26, like the city-states of ancient Greece.  Ethnic tribes like 

                                                           
19 Other widely spoken dialects in the Philippines are Cebuano, Ilocano, Ilongo, Waray, Pamgpango,  
20 Source: Philippine Daily Inquirer 
21 The natives of the island of Cebu are called Cebuanos. 
22 A big slice in the national budget for provincial infrastructure depends much on Manila-based economic managers. Political representation and 

assertiveness of  “provincial” politicians in the centrally managed Manila government play a big role in getting the much needed fiscal funding.    
23  It was in Cebu  where Ferdinand Magellan planted the cross, symbolizing the beginning of  Catholicism in the Philippine archipelago and in Asia.    
24 Source: Ethnologue Database, Kultura Davao 
25 Davao refers to the area south-east of the island of Mindanao.  Davao comprises Davao City and the three Davao provinces, namely: Davao del 

Norte, Davao Oriental, and Davao del Sur. 
26 “local chieftains” 
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the Malay Muslims, the Bagobos (upland tribes), the Kalagans (Samal Island tribes), coexisted 

peacefully with each other. When the first Spanish settlers came in 1847, they fought a short war, 

causing the tribes to flee further upwards into the mountains. Other tribes though, especially those 

living in the lowlands, opened contacts with the Spanish settlers, and were eventually Christianized.   

Spanish settlers began to claim land to build ranches and many intermarried with  the local tribes. 

Soon, many people from other parts of the Philippines came to settle in Davao, bringing with them 

their dialects, cultures and traditions. Because of varied economic opportunities, such as farming 

and fishing, the Davao region received a constant flow of migrants from different Philippine 

islands.  Due to these circumstances, new varieties of local dialects were born. At first, there was 

only one dialect called Dinabao, a combination of the Mandaya dialect and Spanish. Then, a hybrid 

dialect called Davawenyo evolved.  Davawenyo is a synthesis of Tagalog, Cebuano, other Visayan 

dialects and some Spanish words.  Davawenyo is spoken by the lowland Davaoenos27, who are 

bilingual in Cebuano (around 91 to 97%).  

     In the first half of the 20th century, and during the American occupation, Davao attracted not 

only Filipino migrants, but also American businessmen, Chinese and Indian traders, and Japanese 

farmers. Thus Davao was not only home to various Philippine dialects, but also to foreign 

languages.  In 1935 there were already 16,047 registered foreigners living in Davao.  Seventy five 

percent of them were Japanese28, who either married local natives and stayed, or  were repatriated  

back to Japan after the Second World War. Many descendants of these Japanese immigrants still 

live around the Davao region.  

     The land reform program of the Philippine government during the 1950’s and 1960`s encouraged 

further migration into the Davao region29.  This gave the Davao region a new multi-ethnic and 

multi-lingual character.  As opposed to the migrants from  the Spanish and American periods,  the 

new settlers to Davao were mostly simple farmers, and conversed with each other far better in 

Pilipino than in English.  Aside from that, they have learned to communicate with each other using 

their own dialects30.  The notion of the Pilipino language did not draw so much criticism in the 

Davao region. Pilipino was, in fact, a welcome idea, especially for the people in the urban areas. 

Though Pilipino (or Tagalog) is not as widely spoken as Cebuano in the Davao region, it is 

understood by many people from other ethnic groups.  Pilipino thus has become the link language 

now between multi-ethnic groups.  

 

                                                           
27 Davaoeno is the term used to describe the people living in the Davao region. 
28 Because of the huge number of Japanese settlers, Davao was referred to then as “Little Tokyo” 
29 In the 1950’s, Philippine president Ramon Magsaysay promised land to the landless.  Mindanao, of which Davao is a big part of, what became an 

area for resettlement for different ethnic groups from northern and central  Philippines, thus Mindanao was known as the “Land of the Promise”.  
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2.4 Conclusion 

 

2.4.1 Pilipino: a distinct south-east Asian national language 

Pilipino is unintelligible to Malaysians, Indonesians and Bruneins, with whom Filipinos share 

ancestral roots. With the exception of some dialects found in the south, like Tausug31, most 

Philippine dialects changed their course of development as a result of the Spanish conquest. 

Tagalog, which is the basis of Pilipino, was not spared. This makes Pilipino a language distinct 

from other southeast Asian languages, such as the Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia. 

 

2.4.2 Pilipino and its practicability 

Tagalog’s choice as the basis for the development of a Philippine national language may not be 

greeted with enthusiasm in other linguistic regions, like Cebu.  On the other hand, if Cebuano or 

any other dialect were to be made the basis for the development of a Philippine national language, 

this would not at all resolve the national language issue, as any dialect that would replace Tagalog 

would likewise be greeted with resistance by other rival linguistic groups.  The option left is to 

allow each ethnic group to use and develop their dialects within their linguistic regions, so that 

through this, their cultural and historical identity may be preserved.  However, this does not mean 

that the goal of producing a national language is to be abandoned – one that can be taught in school, 

one that can link all other dialects and thus foster national unity in an archipelagic and multi-ethnic 

country like the Philippines. Tagalog as the basis of Pilipino has shown its practicability, as 

demonstrated in the Davao region. It gives us a picture of how a national language can become 

useful and important. The Davao example shows that Pilipino can become more acceptable to the 

broad majority of the populace when it becomes functional to people, especially those who are not 

conversant in English, and when it becomes a necessity in an environment where everyone is a 

stranger to each other.   

 

2.4.3 Redefining the goals of Pilipino, the Philippine national language 

The main task left for the Philippine government right now is to make people understand the 

necessity of developing a national language, one that can unite a nation that has long been 

subjugated and miseducated by her colonial rulers. Pilipino should not be taught to the Filipinos in 

the same way foreign languages, like English and Spanish, were taught to their forefathers, who 

learned  them to  become effective servants of their colonial masters. Pilipino should be taught to 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
30 This linguistic phenomenon, as I have observed, is common in Davao, especially ,for example, in the traditional market place where one asks 

something in Tagalog and another will answer in Cebuano. 
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Filipinos with the objective of promoting closer 1) cultural, 2) linguistic, and 3) economic ties 

within multi-ethnic groups.  

     1) Promoting cultural ties: The Philippine national language should not have the objective of 

imposing Tagalog culture on other local ethnic cultures. Instead, Pilipino should be the subject of 

cultural enrichment at the national level. True, this has been the goal upon its institutionalization in 

the commonwealth years during the 30’s. Yet, throughout the years after the declaration of 

Philippine independence, little effort has been undertaken by the Manila-based language technocrats 

to make this national goal a reality, as there is artificiality rather than inter-ethnic adaptability in the 

manner by which Pilipino is being enhanced. Lexically, for instance, the words ‘salumpuwit’ 

(Pilipino term for ‘chair’, which literally means ‘catch-buttocks’) and ‘sintorong pankaligtasan’ 

(Pilipino term for ‘seat belt’) have never become easily intelligible to a broad majority of Filipinos. 

More practically, the Spanish word ‘silla’ and the English word “seatbelt’ can be straightforwardly 

assimilated instead into the Pilipino language since these words (though foreign in origin) are much 

more commonly used and understood in various different Philippine dialects. The national language 

can be enriched by adding to its vocabulary more of these words and phrases that represent objects 

and, most importantly, the rich and important cultural concepts and traditional beliefs of different 

ethnic groups, helping to promote understanding between them. (On the part of the Tagalog 

speakers, this is also one way in which they will be compelled to “re-learn” their language.)   

     2) Promoting linguistic ties: Pilipino must be the link language of all other Philippine dialects. 

Though based in Tagalog, Pilipino, a language in development, must be able to accommodate in its 

lexicon important words and phrases from other dialects and must be able to allow its grammatical 

structures to be influenced by them. In this way, dialects may form a tie with the national language.  

So as not to cause death to other dialects, Pilipino must be able to encourage multi-linguality to all 

Filipinos. It is to  be taught side by side with a person’s dialect. In promoting the intelligibility of 

Pilipino, there should be, for instance, local sub-titles in national television programs or films, so 

that the national language can be better understood by non-Tagalog speakers.     

     3) Promoting economic ties: Pilipino must be able to promote economic ties among multi-ethnic 

groups. Here we speak not only of the Cebuanos or the Tagalogs, but also of the Chinese-Filipinos, 

the Spanish-Filipinos, the American-Filipinos, and the Indian-Filipinos, the more “well-to-do” 

among the other ethnic groups. Filipinos might be able to “re-welcome” and re-integrate these 

“ethnic groups” by letting them contribute to the development of a Philippine business vernacular, 

just as their forefathers did previously. From their forefathers, Filipinos learned to understand the 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
31 Tausug is spoken by the Muslim inhabitants in Jolo, Sulu.  Tausug is a second language for many Moslem people in the island of Mindanao and is 

also spoken in Sabah, Malaysia and Kalimantan, Indonesia. Source: Ethnologue, Database 
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meaning of “Pakyaw”, “Alcanse”, “Overtime”, and “Chit”32.  These words can be very useful in 

local business transactions and are generally understood by many Filipinos. 

 

3 English in the Philippines 

 

3.1 Introduction 

English is an important language in the Philippines. It is the medium of instruction in all schools 

and universities.  It is also the language used in both government and business transactions.  

Moreover, along with Pilipino and other Philippine dialects, English is the language used in the 

mass media33.  

     Based on Ethnolouge Database’s 1980 estimate, 52% of Filipinos in the Philippines claim to 

speak English as a second language34. If accurate, this makes the Philippines one of the largest 

English speaking countries in the world35, only outnumbered by the United States of America, the 

United Kingdom, and perhaps India in terms of the number of speakers.  

     The use of English in almost every domain of Philippine life has given birth to a new variety of 

English, called Philippine English. It is one of the new Englishes36. Due to the multi-ethnic and 

multi-dialectal attribute of the Philippine populace, substratal varieties of Philippine English also 

exist, such as Bisayan English, Ikokan English, and Tagalic English37.    

 

3.2 Historical aspect38 

Technically, the Philippines became an American territory on the day the Treaty of Paris was 

signed.  However, the Philippine-American war39  between 1899 and 1901 delayed America’s total 

control of the Philippine islands. It was only after this war that control was achieved and 

colonization of the Philippines started. The Filipinos, under the governance of the United States of 

America, were educated to become good colonials. Education was the instrument used to neutralize 

in a subtle way the growing nationalism of the Filipinos brought about by their war against Spain 

and the United States of America40.  According to historian Renato Constantino, the first and 

perhaps the master stroke in the plan to use education as an instrument of colonial policy was the 

decision to use English as the medium of instruction.  English introduced the Filipinos to a strange 

                                                           
32 Translation: Pakyaw: Chinese word for to charter or flat rate; Alcanse: Spanish word for becoming bankrupt or losing (in business); Overtime: to 

work after office hours; and Chit: Term used (originally by the oriental Indians in the Philippines) to mean Voucher.   
33 Source: Der Fischer Weltalmanach 1995 
34 Source: Ethnologue Database 
35 52% of  60,703, 206 (1990 pop.)= ca.31,560,000 Speakers   
36 English around the World, Sociolinguistic Perspectives: J. Shire p. 333 
37 ibid.  
38 Dates provided by  Historical Timeline: Businessworld-Manila 
39 Up to  this day, American history books  would still refer to this event  as Philippine insurrection. 
40 The Miseducation of the Filipino:Renato Constantino p.4 
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new world.  With American textbooks, Filipinos started learning not only a new language, but also 

a new way of life, alien to their traditions41. Through the American colonial and educational 

policies, American institutions and ideas were transplanted to the Philippines42.  

 

3.3 Domains of usage of the English language in the Philippines43  

 

3.3.1 Education 

(I can very well remember that in my elementary school years, well-loved children’s television 

programs like “Sesame Street” or “Popeye” were aired regularly in the Philippines.) Even before 

entering school, children, especially those in the urban areas and those with access to television, are 

already acquainted with American culture and the American way of life through these English 

programs.  

     Filipino children start to learn English formally in kindergarten.  (Unfortunately) in formal 

schooling, Filipino children are confronted with the “pseudo-reality” of the teaching materials being 

presented to them (as there are only English reading and writing materials made available to them). 

These materials can be considered a kind of pseudo-reality in the sense that children familiarize 

themselves, for example,  with the American flora even before they have become accustomed to 

their country’s own: In teaching the English alphabet, a teacher will say “A” is for “apple” – a fruit 

which hardly grows in the tropical climate of the Philippines and is relatively expensive.  

     In the intermediate, high school and college levels, the use of English becomes  increasingly 

important, as all primary subjects are taught in this language.  The intensive use of English at these 

levels is aimed at preparing students for their future occupations, so that by the time they finish their 

schooling, they are already well versed in the English terminology they need to know for their jobs.  

The use of English at the upper levels also aims at preparing students for state examinations, which 

are only given in the English language.   

 

3.3.2 Government and business transaction 

After the Americans left in 1946, English remained in use in all private and government offices. In 

government offices, for instance, identity cards issued by the Social Security System are written in 

English; driver’s license tests given by the Land Transportation Office are in English as well. In 

government transactions, such as public biddings, English is also used.  Furthermore, English is the 

language in legal proceedings. (One will be surprise to know that in a country like the Philippines) 

                                                           
41 ibid. p. 7-8 
42 ibid. p. 11 
43 From this section onwards, the topics will be discussed  based  on my personal accounts and observation. 
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there are many employees working for the Justice Department as interpreters for people who cannot 

speak and understand English. In the Philippines, business dealings, such as the recording of 

transactions or the writing of business contracts, are all patterned after Standard American English. 

The present and past governments are not keen to change this system. In fact, the use of English in 

this area has not been a subject of public criticism and no protests against its use in government and 

business transaction have been initiated by any group (until recently, when the newly elected 

Philippine president called for the use of Pilipino in all public and private offices44).    

 

3.3.3 Mass media 

Nationwide, English is alternately used with Pilipino in radio and television programs, such as the 

national and international news programs. There are also numerous Philippine talk shows anchored 

by English-speaking Filipinos. (Foreigners viewing such a program may find it, however, amusing 

to hear show moderators and their guests sometimes talking in mixed Pilipino and English.)   

     Many Philippine newspapers and magazines are likewise printed in English. Although these are 

mostly published in Manila, cities like Cebu and Davao have their own local English tabloids 

containing regional news. Because these newspapers are written in English, they appeal to 

international readers.  Many of these newspapers can be read on the Internet.  

     In the Philippines, foreign films are shown in English. For example, the most recent Hollywood 

films are shown regularly in their original English version in all major Philippine cities.  Chinese 

films, those mostly produced in Hong Kong and originally shot in Chinese, are shown in their 

English version in Philippine movie houses. No attempt has been made to subtitle them in Pilipino.  

Filipino viewers, especially those from the urban areas, are accustomed to watching such foreign 

films.    

 

3.3.4 Politics  

The language of Philippine politics is also in English. English is the lingua franca of many Filipino 

politicians. In the Philippines, it is common to hear government officials and politicians publicly 

expressing their ideas concerning national issues in English. Furthermore, election campaign 

materials are also printed in English side by side with Pilipino or  Philippine dialects. 

 

 

 

                                                           
44 Newly elected Philippine President Joseph Estrada  has been criticized by his political opponents  for not having a good command of  English.  In 

his defense, though he  later  back-tracked,  he issued an executive directive ordering all heads of  government institutions “to make full use” of 

Pilipino in public offices. Source: Philippine Daily Inquirer.   
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3.4 Attitudes towards the English language 

 

3.4.1 Acceptance of English due to economic and social opportunities 

The English language offers economic and social opportunities to people who are able to speak, 

read, and write it. This is one reason why English is accepted by a great majority of the Filipinos.  

Being well versed in English, Filipinos have greater chances of finding employment. Aside from the 

job interviews, which are frequently done in English, companies give their white-collar job 

applicants English evaluation tests before accepting them.  Similarly, even in the case of blue collar 

workers, applicants are required to display knowledge of the English language to be employed. 

Thus, even Filipino janitors, chambermaids, drivers, factory workers, etc. are relatively conversant 

in English.  

 

3.4.2 A positive attitude towards the English language 

The Filipinos generally have a positive attitude towards the English language. As one author states:  

“Filipinos like the sound of English, even though they don’t understand all the English words they 

hear45”. This is one reason why many Filipinos like to listen to English music or still prefer 

attending masses celebrated in English rather than in their own native dialects.  

 

3.4.3 English: a language of the urbanites  

It is a common knowledge in the Philippines that English learned in the urban centers is superior to 

that learned in the rural areas. There are two points I would like to elucidate here that accompany 

this perception. First, there are varying degrees of how English is learned in the provinces and in the 

cities. Phonologically, the English learned in urban areas is considered superior since Filipino 

urbanites have better access to television and other forms of English-transmitting mass media. They 

are more exposed to English movies and programs (which compensates for the lack of English 

speaking Americans or Britons living in the Philippines, with whom Filipinos can talk and practice 

their English).  Filipinos in urban areas learn to master English phonology through the American 

films and programs they hear and watch. This is not the case in rural areas, because Pilipino films 

are much more popular there than the rarely shown English films. The use of English in the rural 

areas is confined only to the classroom, where rural students learn to pronounce words only from 

their teachers, who are mostly ill-trained in the teaching of the language. Second, access to 

resources also varies between urban and rural schools.  Urban people have more access to English 

reading materials, such as books and magazines.  Access to other forms of mass-media in the major 

                                                           
45 The Miseducation of the Filipinos: Renato Constantino, P. 11 
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cities, such as the internet, allows many Philippine city dwellers to learn new English terminology 

rapidly.  This is not the case in rural areas, where people only learn basic English words. The 

topography of the Philippines also adds to the disadvantages of some rural people. The mountainous 

terrain of many Philippine islands makes it hard to bring electricity to and to construct roads in 

isolated towns and villages. Hence, rural people are denied access to modern forms of 

communication such as the internet, television and radio.    

 

3.4.3.1 Rural folks’ attitude towards English 

Rural people normally talk to strangers in their own dialects.  If they sense that they are talking to 

someone who cannot understand their dialect, they have the tendency to assume that one  comes 

from a far away city (normally assuming that this city is Manila).  For this reason, they will try to 

speak in Pilipino.  However, this is not the case when they encounter apparent Europeans. Most 

rural people have the common assumption that all white people are “Americano”, and will try to 

speak to them in English.  Though most rural people are not well-versed in either English or 

Pilipino (as in the case of those living in non-Tagalog provinces), they are customarily inclined to 

be friendly to strangers who approach them for help.      

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

3.5.1 Advantages of the use of English in the Philippines 

 

3.5.1.1 Functionality and practicality of the use of the English language 

English is a functional language for a country with diverse linguistic groups like the Philippines.  

As an important language for communication, English makes it possible for almost every 

governmental, educational, and business institution to operate. Furthermore, its acceptability among 

the different Philippine ethnic groups makes it a practical choice of language for use in government 

and business transactions. Unlike Pilipino, the Philippine national language which is still in its 

developmental stage and has not yet gained wide acceptance among many ethnic groups,  the 

English language is now spoken by more than half of the Filipino populace.   

 

3.5.1.2 The English-factor that puts the Philippines at an advantage 

At 94%, the Philippines has one of the highest literacy rates in Asia46.  Its English-speaking 

workforce makes the Philippines more attractive to foreign investors than some of its neighboring 

                                                           
46 Source: How are you doing by numbers Asiaweek 27 November 1998 
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countries. This “English factor” puts the Philippines at an advantage in attracting  much-needed 

foreign capital to trigger economic growth and to create jobs for its working class.  

     Representatives of multi-national companies establishing businesses in the Philippines will find 

it easy to communicate with their English-speaking Filipino counterparts;  the “mass” availability of 

English-speaking Filipino engineers, scientists, and even plain workers makes it possible for multi-

national companies to transfer capital and technology into the Philippines very  easily.  

 

3.5.2 Disadvantages of the use of English in the Philippines 

 

3.5.2.1 English: contributing factor to the alienation of poor Filipinos   

Alienated people are “marginalized” and cannot participate in the process of nation building. 

Because of their failure to express themselves verbally, they are prevented from asserting 

themselves politically. The continuing use of English in almost all domains of Philippine life 

contributes to the alienation47 of millions of poor Filipinos.  If many Filipinos can understand 

English, there are also many who cannot.  Those who cannot comprehend English, especially the 

urban poor and the rural farmers, fail to understand real issues confronting their country. Their 

failure to understand social, political, and economic issues, especially those that directly affect their 

lives, results in passivity and oppression, as they tend to leave political participation in the hands of 

the few English-speaking elites – these include their landlords, their movie idols, and the numerous 

prominent families of politicians who only care about their personal interests.   

 

3.5.2.2 English: language of neo-colonialism 

The extensive use of English is allowing a new form of colonialism to flourish in the Philippines. 

This can be viewed from both educational and economic perspectives.  The present day educational 

policy of the Philippines is still deeply rooted in the old American colonial policy, which, according 

to Renato Constantino, is to make Filipinos behave like good colonials. To be good colonials, 

Filipinos had to learn English to be able to work for and with their colonial masters. The continuing 

use of English in Philippine schools makes it evident that American colonial policies are still in 

place. Although the Philippines was granted independence in 1946, no attempt was made to limit 

the use of English in the classrooms. The more apparent consequences are as follows: 1) Philippine 

schools are still producing Filipino technocrats and professionals who have been trained  to value 

western ideals and culture. For this reason, those who occupy key government positions are shaping 

                                                           
47 Alienation: The term derived from Marx and refers to the domination of people by power elites, material constraints, political structures, and 

though itself...It interferes with the production of authentic culture.  It is affected by any process which limits a person’s power to know the world, 

and thus dehumanizes the world itself. Source: Issues of Freirean Pedagogy, Tom Heaney 
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political and economic policies that suit foreign rather than Philippine interests. This is made 

evident by the Philippines’ persisting dependence on America in terms of trade48; 2) Philippine 

schools are still producing an English-speaking workforce who is ready to serve transnational 

companies in the Philippines. Indeed, this can be seen as an advantage in attracting foreign 

investment and creating more jobs; the learning of English, though, becomes an indication of a new 

form of economic servitude.  Whereas during  American colonization, Filipinos were employed as 

cheap laborers in the farmlands producing raw materials for export to America, today they are now 

being employed as cheap factory workers in foreign-owned companies producing shoes, 

microchips, and textiles for export to rich nations; and 3) Philippine schools are still producing a de-

nationalized Philippine citizenry with a strong fondness for American culture and the American 

way of life.  Thus, the Philippines is an easy dumping ground for American goods. Filipinos love 

American products because of their perceived “superior” quality. This kind of thinking has been 

passed on from generation to generation – a colonial mentality which is relentlessly re-introduced 

and  repeatedly  reinforced in the minds of younger Filipinos through  (1) the continuous teaching 

and use of English in Philippine schools and (2)  the influx of  American movies and television 

programs into the Philippines. No wonder that today, many Filipinos patronize American products 

much more than those locally produced. In effect, this is hindering a truly Philippine 

industrialization, one which should be founded on local technical ingenuity, because locally 

produced goods are not patronized by the Filipinos themselves.   

 

4 Summary 

The Philippines is an ideal place to conduct studies on language and dialect development.  Given its 

ethnic and linguistic diversity, we have seen how new dialects and languages came into existence. 

Given its historical background as a country that has been subjected to colonial rule for 400 years, 

we have seen how  foreign languages can influence the development of local dialects, and through 

it, magnify the otherwise concealed existing socio-linguistic realities.  

     My short discussion of Pilipino and English has attempted to present a historical analysis of the 

events that brought about the present linguistic dilemma in the Philippines. First, I attempted to 

discuss the predicament of creating a national language based on Tagalog – the most widely spoken 

Philippine dialect.  I have shown that, even though Pilipino, the declared national language of the 

Philippines, is gaining acceptance in other regions of the Philippines, such as the region of  Davao, 

it is still a subject of resistance among other linguistic groups, including the province of Cebu.  In 

                                                           
48 The USA is the Philippines’ largest trading partner.  18 % of Philippine imports comes from the USA while  36 % of Philippine export, consisting 

mostly of raw materials and sub-processed goods, such as electronic chips assembled in cheap-labor American owned companies in the Philippines, 

goes to the USA. (Source: Der Fischer Welt Almanach 1995)  
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conclusion, I proposed that in order for Pilipino to become more acceptable to a greater majority of 

Filipinos, its goals as a national language must be reassessed and redefined. In doing so, Pilipino 

must be developed as a national language that is culturally enhanced by different Philippine ethnic 

groups,   grammatically and lexically cultivated by various linguistic clusters, and further enriched 

by foreign words that can contribute to the development of a Philippine business vernacular. 

Second, I attempted to discuss the impact of American colonial policy on the present day 

Philippines.  I tried to show the status and domains of usage of English in the Philippines and 

recounted my observations concerning the attitudes of Filipinos towards the English language.  I 

examined the impact of adopting English as the business language for both public and private 

offices. The advantage of its use in the Philippines can be seen in terms of 1) its practicality in 

running and operating private and public institutions in a multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic 

environment, and 2) its ability to attract foreign investors.  These advantages, however, are coupled 

with disadvantages: 1) the use of English in the Philippines contributes to the continuing 

“marginalization” of the poor Filipinos; and 2) the use of English in the Philippines is allowing a 

new form of colonialism to flourish.  
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