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Introduction

The majority of the Filipino population descended from the Malay people, although there have been several 
cultural and ethnic influences in the Philippines throughout history. Chavacano speakers belong to one of 
the distinct ethnic-linguistic groups in the Philippines, which is home to at least a hundred different ethnic 
groups. Chavacano is also spoken in parts of Malaysia.1, 2

More than 1 million speakers of the creole language Chavacano live in the Philippines, with the highest 
population residing in Zamboanga City and its surrounding areas.3 Creole languages develop in a short 
period of time from the mixing of languages; in this case, Spanish and the indigenous languages on Mindanao 
island.4, 5 Also spelled Chabacano, the language has several dialects and a written form.6 Chavacano’s 
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status as a Philippine Creole Spanish language was marginalized historically in Filipino society, but today it 
is recognized as an official language.7, 8

Important Elements of Geography

Chavacano in Mindanao

The greatest concentration of Chavacano speakers is located on 
Mindanao, the second-largest island of the Philippines.9 Most of 
Mindanao’s population reside on the Zamboanga Peninsula. The 
long peninsula covers approximately 14,500 sq km (5,600 sq 
mi) of land and is connected to Mindanao by a narrow strip of 
mountainous terrain before expanding to the south.10 In Zamboanga 
City, at the peninsula’s southernmost tip, Chavacano speakers are 
known as Zamboangueños.11 Zamboanga City is located 935 km 
(505 mi) directly south of Manila and surrounded on three sides by 
water—the Sulu Sea to the west, the Moro Gulf on the east, and the 
Basilan Strait and the Celebes Sea to its south.12 

The Island of Mindanao

Mindanao is 
the second 
l a r g e s t 
island of the Philippine archipelago, one of more 
than 7,000 islands and islets scattered over 300,000 
sq km (115,830 sq mi) of territory.13, 14 Mindanao itself 
comprises 94,631 sq km (36,537 sq mi) of land and 
is in the southernmost region of the country. The 
island’s closest neighbors are Indonesia, Malaysia, 
and Borneo Island, which consists of Brunei, 
Malaysia, and Indonesian territories. Vietnam lies 
west of the Philippines, across the South China 
Sea.15, 16, 17

Zamboanga Peninsula (Region 9)

The Zamboanga Peninsula is divided into three provinces: Zamboanga del Norte, Zamboanga del Sur, and 
Zamboanga Sibugay. The peninsula covers 14,137 sq km (5,458 sq mi), comprising five major cities and 
67 municipalities.18 
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Zamboanga del Norte is located on the western border 
of Mindanao. The province is bordered by the province 
of Misamis Occidental in the north, Zamboanga del 
Sur in the east, and the Sulu Sea on the northwest. 
Zamboanga city is located outside the southern tip of 
the province. Dapitan and Dipolog are the only two 
cities in the province.19 Zamboanga del Sur is situated 
in the eastern section of the Zamboanga Peninsula. 
Pagadian City is the only city in the province.20 
Zamboanga Sibugay lies in the southern portion of the 
Zamboanga Peninsula and is named after the Sibugay 
River.21

A chain of mountains known as the Zamboanga Cordillera extends for most of the peninsula’s length and is 
connected to Mindanao’s main body by an isthmus – a strip of land that forms a link between two larger land 
areas.22 Mount Malindang, an extinct volcano that reaches 2,404 m (7,887 ft) rises at the northeastern edge 
of the peninsula. This mountain range was proclaimed a national park and watershed reserve in 1971.23, 

24 Reaching an even greater elevation of 2,617 m (8,586 ft) is Mount Dabiak. Located in Zamboanga del 
Norte, it is the highest point of the Zamboanga Cordillera.25, 26

Batorampon Point rises 1,335 m (4,380 ft) on the edge of Zamboanga City. It is the highest peak on the 
southern peninsula. In addition to the lowlands, plains and mountain ranges, the peninsula is home to 
numerous bodies of water, such as straits, bays, channels, and rivers.27

Climate     

The overall climate for the Philippines is tropical, with 
generally warm temperatures in the non-mountainous 
regions.28 The Zamboanga Peninsula climate is 
relatively dry between November and April. A 
considerable amount of rain falls during the rest of 
the year, and in the eastern peninsula, rain occurs 
all year. In Zamboanga City, the dry, hot season 
falls between March and May, followed by rainfall 
from June to October. The weather cools between 
November and February, with average temperatures 
of 27°C (81°F).29 The city, like the region in general, 
lies outside the typhoon belt that runs through much 
of the Philippines.30
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The skyline of Davao City’s Abreeza District
Wikimedia / Jayceeinparadise77

Major Cities

Davao City

Located southeast on Mindanao, Davao City is the 
most populated city on Mindanao and a leading 
regional commercial center. It is home to 50 ports that 
transport corn, rice, and other grains to international 
markets. The city was founded in World War II as a 
Japanese colony, only to be completely destroyed 
by the war’s end. The city was rebuilt and soon 
featured many of the cultures from the greater 
Philippines. Davao City is served by Francisco 
Bangoy International Airport, also known as Davao 
International Airport.31, 32 

Mount Apo, an active volcano and the highest point 
in the Philippines is located 32 km (20 mi) west of the city. The national bird of the Philippines, the rare 
Philippine eagle, nests on the mountain and throughout Mindanao Island.33, 34

Zamboanga City

Situated on the very end of the Zamboanga 
Peninsula sits Zamboanga City, a busy port city 
and the sixth-most populated city in the country 
with more than 861,000 residents.35 The city’s history 
dates back to the Spanish occupation in the 17th 
century. The name is taken from the Malay word 
jambangan, which means “place of flowers.” The 
region was a hotbed for Moro pirate activity during 
this time, prompting the Spanish to build Fort Pilar. 
Zamboanga City became the capital of Mindanao 
during the American occupation of the region in the 
aftermath of the Spanish-American war.36

Today, Zamboanga City is highly urbanized. Since the city is surrounded by water on three sides, fishing 
is a major industry there. Eight canneries are located in the city, employing more than 15,000 workers 
and producing around 1,100 tons of sardines each day. Zamboanga also has a strong mix of indigenous 
groups, including the Tausug, Yakan, and Moro.37, 38
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Skyline of Cagayan de Oro, northern Mindanao
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Cagayan de Oro City

At the head of Macajalar Bay is Cagayan de Oro, 
the third-most populated city of Mindanao. Like 
Zamboanga City, Cagayan de Oro’s origins trace 
back to Spanish rule in the 17th century, when a 
mission, and later a fort, were built in the area.39 The 
name Cagayan comes from the Malayo-Polynesian 
word kagay, which translates to “a place with a river.” 
De Oro means “of gold” in Spanish and was affixed 
to the city’s name in 1949 to honor of the city’s gold 
mining history. In 1950, the city’s charter was signed 
by President Elpidio Quirino.40 Today, the city is an 
important part of Mindanao’s commerce, education, 
and government administration.41

Pagadian

Western Mindanao is home to Pagadian City, another 
major port in the region. In addition to rice and 
corn, Pagadian produces and exports coconuts. 
Cebuano speakers are prominent in the city, which 
boasts a population of more than 186,000 people.42 
Pagadian was officially declared a municipality in 
1937 when the region was populated mostly by 
Subanon speakers. As was the case for most of the 
Philippines in World War II, Pagadian was occupied 
by Japanese forces until the Battle of Pagadian in 
1945, when the Japanese were expelled from the 
city. In 1952, Pagadian was finally declared an 
official city.43
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Important Elements of History 

Pre-Colonial Era 

Though human activity in the Philippines dates back an estimated 
250,000 years, it is believed to have been first settled by Negritos, 
or groups originating from Borneo and Sumatra, around 30,000 
years ago. A consistent influx of Malay settlers followed over several 
centuries, eventually overtaking the Negrito population.44 

Barangays, or small villages, grew to be the norm for early Filipino 
society. Within the barangays, various religions were practiced by 
the population. Islam was introduced to the Philippines in the 14th 
century by way of Arab traders, resulting in the establishment of 
two sultanates, which absorbed many of the existing barangays.45

Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese navigator who sailed under the 
flag of Spain and Portugal, landed on the Island of Cebu and claimed 
the territory for Spain in 1521. He was killed on the adjacent island 
of Mactan the same year in a battle with the chieftain Lapu-Lapu. 
The first permanent Spanish settlement, Cebu City, was established 
in 1565 and became the first colonial capital. The Spanish established a competing sphere of power in the 
Philippines and spread Roman Catholicism through most of the islands except the Sulu Archipelago and 
Mindanao, where they failed to conquer the Muslim natives, known as Moros (Spanish for Moors).46, 47

Spanish Colonialism  

The Spanish warded off Moro pirates, clearing the way for their Christian settlements in the area. In addition 
to combating the Muslim-governed territories of the Philippines, the Spanish also competed with Dutch, 
Portuguese, Chinese, and English settlers who sought to establish their own spheres of control. Although the 
Chinese had successfully created a dominant commercial and retail trade network, the Spanish controlled 
the region politically until the 19th century. 

Spanish rule was based on encomienda, a legal system that extracted financial tributes from non-Spanish 
local farmers, who were also ruled by local leaders. The Spanish assisted in the creation of a Filipino 
upper class by granting them access to tax exemptions, ownership of land, governing authority (subject to 
Spanish approval), and other privileges. One legacy of Spanish rule, besides Roman Catholicism, was the 
supplanting of the indigenous people’s communal land-use policies with private land ownership.48, 49  

The Chavacano language emerged in the mid-17th century when the Spanish established a major settlement 
in Zamboanga.50 The majority of Chavacano-speaking Filipinos on Mindanao and the Zamboanga Peninsula 
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adopted Christianity during that period. Various Filipino Muslim 
groups such as the Moros resisted the Spanish conquest of the 
region, but their efforts were largely unsuccessful.51 

Most Filipinos opposed the Spanish government because its policies 
favored the Spanish upper class and exploited the lower classes.52 
They also opposed the Church’s control of the indigenous culture 
and accumulation of private property and wealth.53 In response to 
these grievances, the Spanish eased their grip on the Philippines, 
opened Manila to foreign trade in 1834, and shortly thereafter, 
granted the same access to Zamboanga City and other islands. 
Trade with the United States and Europe grew, but resistance to the 
Spanish government continued.54 

Nationalism, the 20th Century, and U.S. Rule

In the 19th century, public 
education arrived in the Philippines and eventually sparked the 
push for independence. As education and knowledge of the world 
spread among the local population, progressive ideas, and a 
sense of national identity developed. The Propaganda Movement 
promoted nationalist views through print media via magazines and 
pamphlets.55 

One prominent figure of the Propaganda Movement was Jose Rizal, 
who advocated for peaceful reform in the Philippines, though he did 
not directly advocate for independence from Spain. His influential 
writings advanced the nationalist cause but ultimately led to his 
exile and eventual execution in 1896.56 

Despite its efforts, Spain could not halt the movement. Led by 
another Chinese-Filipino nationalist leader, Emilio Aguinaldo, 
Filipinos revolted against Spain in 1896. A few years later, Spain 
found itself at war with the United States. After the United States 

defeated the Spanish fleet and won the war, Aguinaldo declared independence for the Philippine Republic 
and became president. But true independence would have to wait.57

The 1898 Treaty of Paris transferred possession of the Philippines from Spain to the United States—a 
condition not welcomed in the islands, as independence was the desired outcome. The United States 
justified its presence as necessary to help the Philippines develop stable democratic institutions and 
prepare for self-rule. Refusing to recognize American sovereignty over them, Filipinos organized and fought 
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the U.S. forces. The Philippine–American War lasted 
from 1899 until 1902. Though peace was established, 
a resistance movement continued against the U.S. 
presence until 1913.58 

Social progress was not impeded by ongoing 
conflicts. During those years, a legal system and 
public infrastructure were formed, and public 
education was expanded. By the end of World War 
I, Filipinos had taken control of their civil service. 
The Hare-Hawes-Cutting Act of 1933 established 
a date for independence in the Philippines, and a 
constitutional convention was held in 1934. In 1935, 

Filipinos held the first commonwealth elections, establishing a government and electing Manuel Roxas as 
president. Zamboanga City grew in prominence and became Mindanao’s center of government, trade, and 
commerce.59, 60

World War II and After: External and Internal Strife

On December 8, 1941, Japanese forces invaded 
and subsequently occupied the Philippines. Filipino 
forces and guerilla groups fought alongside American 
forces to defeat the occupiers, who surrendered in 
September 1945. The Republic of the Philippines 
finally became independent in 1946.61 

The postwar years were heavily influenced by the new 
country’s complex relationship with the United States 
and a continued push for nationalism. Anti-American 
sentiment grew as the Philippines sought to establish 
itself on the world stage and outside of U.S. influence. 
However, economic and military ties between the 
countries remained relatively strong.62 

After Philippine independence from the United States, the two countries signed the Military Base Agreement 
(MBA) granting the United States the right to establish bases in the Philippines. Filipino soldiers fought 
alongside the U.S. in Korea while a long-simmering Communist uprising – the Huk Rebellion which 
originated on the island of Luzon in 1946 – was spreading to Mindanao, until finally ending in 1954. Later 
on, U.S. forces used Philippine bases as staging areas during the Vietnam War. Thousands of U.S. military 
personnel and civilians were stationed in the Philippines. In 1992, the MBA expired, and the Philippine 
Congress refused to renew it. Although U.S. bases closed, the two countries continued military cooperation 
on defense issues through a series of agreements.63, 64, 65, 66
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Ferdinand Marcos and His Legacy

In 1965, Ferdinand Marcos of the Nationalist Party won the 
presidential election, ushering in a tumultuous political era.67 
In the late 1960s, a Moro Muslim insurgency group named the 
Moro National Liberation Front rose to prominence, seeking the 
establishment of an Islamic state in the southern Philippines.68 
This movement, along with a series of violent demonstrations, led 
Marcos to declare martial law between 1972 and 1981. Marcos’s 
heavy-handed authoritarianism initially received favorable reactions, 
but popular support deteriorated over time.69, 70 He was ultimately 
exiled in 1986 because of corruption and national destabilization.71 

Marcos’s reign left significant political disarray in the country. The 
next six presidential administrations struggled with coup attempts, 
reform, corruption, and uneven economic gains. In 1996, Muslim 
separatists and other insurgents received amnesty in exchange 
for ending their armed opposition. But the struggle continued 
intermittently by a number of separatist groups.72, 73

Recent Events

Filipinos were ready for a change in 2016, after six 
years of Benigno Aquino’s administration. That 
change came in the form of Rodrigo Duterte, the 
gun-toting mayor who claimed to have rid Davao 
City of crime. Duterte leveraged his tough-guy image 
as he promised to fill Manila Bay with the bodies of 
criminals. After winning the elections in May 2016 by 
a wide margin, Duterte immediately initiated a brutal 
war on drugs.74 Within 15 months of his victory, more 
than 7,000 alleged drug traffickers and drug users had 
been killed in encounters with police or in so-called 
vigilante killings.75 Human rights groups estimated 
that up to 13,000 were killed, mostly small-time drug 
dealers and users, and bystanders, including children.76, 77 The death of a 17-year-old boy in police custody 
in August 2017 sparked public protests and demands for a government investigation.78 Prominent Catholic 
leaders and human rights groups called for an end to the killings.79, 80

After years of lobbying for autonomy in Mindanao, many provinces in southern Mindanao and the Sulu 
Archipelago received limited independence from the Philippine government when they became the 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM). Established in 1987, ARMM’s territory was subsequently 
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expanded in 2002 to cover portions of Mindanao Island and some islands in the southeast. ARMM was the 
poorest region in the Philippines and was home to about 11% of the poorest households in the region.81, 82, 83 
The move toward independence did not quell the social unrest; however; political discontent was rampant 
within the community. Numerous attempts at peace talks culminated in the 2019 creation of the Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (BARMM), a newly-defined autonomous region in Mindanao. The 
BARMM Parliament met for the first time on March 29, 2019.84, 85, 86

Government

The Philippines is a presidential republic with three 
branches of government: executive, legislative, and 
judiciary. The government and original constitution 
were modeled after those of the United States. 
The executive branch consists of the president 
and the president’s cabinet and is administered 
from Malacañang Palace in Manila. The legislative 
branch has a senate and house of representatives; 
since 2010, professional boxer Manny Pacquiao has 
been elected to both chambers of the legislature. 
The judiciary has 14 Supreme Court justices and 
chief justice.87, 88, 89 The Philippines is divided into 
80 provinces and 39 independent cities. Cities are 
divided into neighborhoods called barangays.90, 91

Media

The Philippine constitution protects the freedom of the 
press, but violence, intimidation, and legal action have 
significantly undermined the work of journalists. In 
2009, one of the deadliest events involving journalists 
occurred when the Maguindanao massacre claimed 
the lives of 58 people, 12 of whom are believed to have 
been journalists.92, 93 The Philippines is one of the most 
dangerous countries to be a journalist; between 1992 
and 2015, only Syria and Iraq had more journalists 
killed. In response to the violence, the government 
has set up a safety task force to protect journalists. 
Defamation is a criminal offense and journalists 
who report information that is critical of government 
officials risk prosecution. The quality of journalism is hindered by advertisement disguised as journalism, 
the popularity of sensational media, and a lack of government transparency.94, 95
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The government-run Philippine Broadcasting Service operates radio stations, a TV station, and the Philippines 
News Agency. ABS-CBN News features Chavacano content as part of its TV Patrol programming.96 There 
are over 600 radio stations in the country and hundreds of newspapers, including newspapers published 
in English. Cable and satellite TV services are available. There are 119 cell phone subscriptions per 100 
residents; most Filipinos access the internet through their phones.97, 98, 99 

Important Elements of Economy 

Mindanao accounts for 14% of the Philippines’ gross domestic 
product (GDP), but its growth is sluggish, and it has a high poverty 
rate compared to the rest of the country. The island has the potential 
for significant growth, however, as it is the country’s main source of 
agricultural products. Minerals are also big business in Mindanao, 
as large deposits of silver, nickel, coal, sulfur, gypsum, marble, 
limestone, silica, clay, and phosphate are located there.100, 101, 102

The Zamboanga Peninsula’s economy is also largely based on 
agricultural products, as well as agriculture, aquaculture (the 
rearing of aquatic animals and plants for food), and manufacturing. 
Seaweed farming, in particular, is significant to the local economy, 
as are fisheries. Zamboanga City is a modern, international seaport 
and transshipment point, and one of the nation’s wealthiest cities. It 
is the most successful city on the peninsula and has become known 
as the Sardine Capital of the Philippines.103, 104, 105

The Philippines is regarded as a regional economic 
powerhouse, with a GDP annual growth of 6.7% in 
2017.106 With a relatively stable political environment, 
the government encourages foreign direct 
investment (FDI), which has been on the rise in 
recent years. A large, educated, English-speaking 
workforce and substantial remittances from Filipinos 
who work abroad sustain the rising economy. The 
country has seen a dramatic drop in unemployment 
rates since peaking in 2004;107 however, estimates 
in 2017 put 86.6% of adults with wealth below PHP 
506,000 (USD 10,000).108 Many recently created 
jobs are considered tedious, low paying, and in the 

informal sector. Underemployment, which is when an employed person’s needs are not met by their 
employment, remains a significant problem, and poverty is still widespread.109, 110, 111 
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Ethnic Groups and Languages

Besides the six dialects of Chavacano spoken there, the Zamboanga 
Peninsula is home to a variety of other speakers or groups. Around 
one-third of the population is of a different ethnic or cultural group, 
such as Muslims, Chinese, and Tagalogs.112, 113, 114

The Cebuano people are spread throughout much of Mindanao 
and the Zamboanga Peninsula, but their core is the Visayas, the 
island group north of Mindanao. They are the second-largest 
cultural-linguistic group in the Philippines, and their language 
(Cebuano) is among its dominant languages. The largest Cebuano 
urban center—and the second largest metropolitan area in the 
country—is the Cebu City Metropolitan Area, located on the Central 
Visayan island of Cebu. Some aspects of Spanish culture are mixed 
into Cebuano culture. The primary religion of the Cebuano people 
is Catholicism.115, 116

The Yakan people, the 
original settlers of Basilan Island, are part of the greater Moro 
group. Their numbers are estimated between 100,000 and 200,000. 
They speak a language known as Bahasa Yakan. Along with other 
Muslims of the south, the Yakan resisted Spanish attempts to 
convert them to Catholicism and have maintained their traditional 
way of life. Their religion combines indigenous beliefs with formal 
Islamic practices.117, 118 The Yakan are acclaimed for their weaving 
arts and their musical tradition that utilizes various types of vocals 
and instrumental music. A significant number of Yakans moved to 
Zamboanga City in 1971 during the war between the Moro National 
Liberation Front and the government. There they established a 
weaving center that is now a famous tourist attraction in Zamboanga 
City.119, 120, 121

The Tausug ethnic group, which is part of the greater Muslim 
community in the region, comprise more than 1.2 million speakers 
who live in the Philippines, Malaysia, and Indonesia.Many 

Philippines-based Tausug people have migrated to the greater Zamboanga region. The Tausug follow a 
Sunni Islam way of life while also incorporating indigenous beliefs into their religious practices and traditions. 
Their economy is primarily agricultural, centered on rice, yams, corn, and other grains. The Tausug are also 
known for their metallurgy and handicraft ability.122, 123
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A dancer performs the Jota Zamboangueña 
traditional dance
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Yakan musician
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The Subanon, formerly a seafaring people, occupy 
the interior forested areas of the Zamboanga del Norte 
Province. Like other groups in the region, they are 
farmers and fishers. They live in thatched-roof houses 
built on stilts. Men and women work together in the fields 
and share domestic and child-rearing responsibilities. 
Younger generations of Subanon are employed in the 
private sector and for the government.124
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Cultural Orientation
Assessment Answers: 1. False;  2. True;  3. True;  4. False;  5. False
Chapter 1 | Assessment

1.  The Chavacano language is a Spanish dialect. 

2.  Most Chavacano speakers live on the island of Mindanao. 

3.  Zamboanga City is home to important military bases for the Philippines.

4.  The majority of Chavacano-speaking Filipinos on Mindanao did not adopt Christianity during the Spanish
     colonial period.  

5.  The Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao (ARMM) was established in 2019.
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Overview and Background

The Philippine’s religious history is extensive and varied. Evidence of animism in early Filipino culture 
predates the arrival of other religions. By the 14th century, Islam developed a presence in the coastal 
regions. In the 16th century, Spanish colonists arrived and began converting Filipinos to Christianity en 
masse, as did the Protestant missionaries of the 20th century. Today, Christianity is so prevalent that the 
Philippines is often regarded as “the only Christian nation in Asia.” 1, 2, 3

According to a national census in 2015, about 80% of the total population is Roman Catholic, 9% are of a 
miscellaneous Christian denomination, approximately 6% are Muslim, and the remaining population either 
does not claim religious affiliation or belongs to an indigenous minority group. Among Chavacano speakers, 
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Christianity is similarly dominant, accounting for 95% its more than 1 million people. Roman Catholicism 
composes roughly half of this statistic.4, 5

Despite a separation of church and state dictated by the constitution, religion, in particular, the Catholic 
Church, maintains significant influence on Filipino politics and society. For example, although the Philippines 
has one of Asia’s fastest-growing birthrates and poor households have an average of five or six children, 
the Catholic Church opposes family planning initiatives such as government-sponsored contraception 
programs. As a result, most Filipinos adhere to Catholic viewpoints on divorce and abortion.6, 7, 8

In addition to Christianity, many Filipinos practice traditional animist beliefs and worship the Virgin Mary 
alongside other deities.9, 10

Major Religions

Catholicism

The Philippines has the largest Catholic population in 
Asia with more than 85 million practicing Catholics.11, 

12 Chavacano speakers are predominantly Roman 
Catholic, with a large Protestant minority. The Spanish 
introduced Roman Catholicism to the Philippines 
in the early 16th century and quickly embarked on 
a sustained, long-term campaign to convert the 
indigenous population. To facilitate this, the Spanish 
forcibly relocated small settlements of Filipinos into 
larger, more concentrated ones, a process known as 
reduccion. This allowed the Spanish to control the 
population and collect the taxes levied on these new 
Filipino Catholics.13 

The Spanish did allow certain aspects of indigenous Filipino culture to coexist with Catholic beliefs.14 
Roman Catholicism blended its teachings and rituals with traditional animistic beliefs in spirits of the 
land and the souls of ancestors, and rituals that help cope with the uncertainties of nature (catastrophic 
weather, earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions) and social unrest.15, 16 Modern Filipino Catholics visit 
cemeteries to clean the graves and bring offerings of food for the spirits. They often erect shrines, 
and while most are Christian in nature, some are located on old pagan sites that are used for animistic 
practices.17, 18
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Islam

Islam is the largest minority religion in the Philippines. 
Most Filipino Muslims are Sunni, with a few Shi’a 
Muslims in Zamboanga del Sur Province.19 Islam was 
introduced during the 14th century by settlers and 
traders from Borneo and Malaya and soon became 
prominent among the coastal population. During the 
15th and 16th centuries, Islam extended its reach into 
small enclaves in other parts of the islands, including 
the northern areas. The Sulu Sultanate, a prominent 
Muslim state established in the 15th century, included 
the area now known as Zamboanga City, but no 
political or religious entity gained significant regional 
power until the Spanish colonized the islands.20, 21 
In Mindanao, Muslim natives, also known as Moros 
(Spanish for Moors), resisted Catholic rule.22, 23, 24

Indigenous Religions

Indigenous religion in the Philippines was based on 
ancestor worship and animism, or the belief in nature 
deities and other invisible forces. These spiritual 
beings could be harmless or malevolent; some were 
believed to cause a great deal of destruction when 
provoked.25 The strong belief in the spirit world led 
to the widespread use of totems representing the 
kindred animal spirit of an individual. Popular totems 
included crocodiles, snakes, and birds.26 

Early Filipinos such as the Aetas indigenous group 
believed in the existence of a Supreme Being, the 
name of which depended on regional location.27 

The Tagalogs hold religious cosmology beliefs in which the sun and moon are gods. A new moon 
signifies that the sun and its moon are united; the full moon represents the point in which they are 
furthest from each other. Mythologies have important cultural significance in the Filipino notion of 
cosmic balance.28, 29
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The Role of Religion in Government 

During the colonial period, government and 
religion were united. The government subsidized 
missionary activity in exchange for the right to 
name church officials, and as a result, priests and 
friars supported the Spanish crown. The Church 
and the government suppressed local religions but 
were unable to eradicate them completely. Today, 
many traditional beliefs are interwoven with Roman 
Catholic beliefs.30

After the Philippines gained independence in 
1946, the church retained significant influence over 
political and social affairs, but it could not sustain 

the power it had enjoyed in the colonial state. The 1987 constitution guaranteed freedom of religion and 
the separation of church and state, but deference toward Catholicism, the most dominant religion in the 
country, continues and has a strong influence over politics and culture. Organized religions are required 
to establish tax-exempt status by registering with the Bureau of Internal Revenue and the Securities and 
Exchange Commission.31, 32

It is against the law to offend religious feelings, though this law has been enforced on one notable occasion 
only, in 2010, when a Filipino activist protested against the Catholic Church’s opposition to the reproductive 
health law.33, 34, 35 

Although separation is guaranteed in the constitution, 
religion has a strong influence on politics. For 
example, although 70% of Filipinos support a family 
planning bill, attempts to pass the bill faced serious 
opposition from the Catholic Church and its officials 
for many years.36, 37 In 2012, the Philippines passed a 
reproductive health law which provided all Filipinos 
access to birth control. The Catholic Church strongly 
opposed the law, and budget constraints and court 
orders prevented the implementation of the law.38  In 
2017, President Duterte signed an executive order 
to implement the contraceptive bill. The president 
also ordered government agencies to expand 
contraceptive access; as mayor of Mindanao, he advocated for aggressive family planning, showing his 
inclination to disregard the council of the Catholic Church.39, 40   
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In 2016, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines issued a voting guide but was careful not to 
endorse or select any specific candidates.41 

Divorce in the Philippines is illegal, and having an affair is a criminal offense. Apart from Vatican City, 
the Philippines is one of the only nations in which divorce is banned.42, 43 Religious instruction takes place 
in public schools, but attendance is not required, and the lessons are not funded by the government. 
Written authorization from parents is required for children to attend religious classes. Religious groups are 
authorized to dispense materials in public schools. More than 100 madrasas operate in the country and 
receive some government funding.44

The government has taken steps to address the 
religious affairs of Muslims and integrate Moro culture 
and history into public school curricula. Sharia courts 
are recognized throughout the Philippines, although 
all such courts are located in Mindanao. The Sharia 
courts have jurisdiction over Muslim personal 
interactions, family matters, and property disputes; 
the state has jurisdiction over cases in which only one 
party is Muslim. 45 

In 2019, the autonomous territory Bangsamoro 
Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao formed in 
parts of Mindanao after prolonged attempts to create 
a regional political entity for Filipino Moros, as part of 
the government’s plan to honor the peace agreements 
with the Moro community.46, 47

Influence of Religion in Daily Life 

Chavacano-speaking Filipinos actively observe the 
Roman Catholic faith and practices. Many attend 
church regularly and participate in church-sponsored 
services and/or activities. They idolize Catholic saints 
while also believing in alternative spiritual practitioners 
or faith healers. These healers are believed to have 
the ability to heal illnesses through prayer or touch.48

Catholic Filipinos often defer to religious teachings 
and beliefs on social issues. Over two-thirds of the 
population views divorce as morally unacceptable 
and over 90% object to abortion on moral grounds. 
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Muslim and non-Muslim students pose along the waterfront
Flickr / Andy Maluche

A Holy Friday procession in Mindanao
Flickr /3dom f

Almost 90% of Filipinos have a favorable opinion of the pope.49, 50 
In the aftermath of Super Typhoon Haiyan in 2013, local Catholic 
churches became a major source of support. Local priests 
performed blessings for the dead and provided religious support 
and comfort; churches were a gathering place for recovery 
efforts, medical care, and social support. Catholic churches 
took action once again in 2017, after Typhoon Vinta devastated 
southern Mindanao, by staging fund drives to aid the affected 
communities.51, 52

Religious symbols, relics, and celebrations are important parts 
of Filipino life. An annual procession through Manila with a 
four-centuries-old statue of Christ draws a crowd well over a million 
because of the healing powers attributed to the statue.53 Over six 
million Filipinos came to see Pope Francis when he visited in 2015. 
Many Filipino Catholics believe that the pope’s divine authority 
can bless them.54 Chavacanos and other Filipino Catholics stage 
a variety of festivals that honor important religious history or figures.55 Annual celebrations such as the 
Zamboanga Hermosa Festival are staged in honor of patron saints or religious figures. This festival, also 
known as Fiesta Pilar, is staged every October and is the oldest continually celebrated festival in the 
southern Philippines. The festival includes a regatta, parades, art exhibits, and street dances in honor of 
the Virgin Mary.56, 57

Interfaith Relations 

Relations between Catholics, Muslims, and Protestant 
groups are typically stable, but conflicts do exist in 
certain regions of the country. On Mindanao, where 
Catholics and other Christians are in close proximity 
to the Moro population, it is common to see good 
relations on a social level, although there is a long 
history of violent clashes between the Filipino army 
and Islamic rebels. Among the Chavacano, biases, 
and prejudices are often applied against the Tausug 
Muslim population of the Jolo Island region, and vice 
versa.58, 59 

Religious organizations address religious strife 
and discrimination. In 2017, government-sponsored activities and dialogues during the World Interfaith 
Harmony Week included the participation of religious figures, government officials, and members of the 
diplomatic community.60
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 When do you attend Mass?

Visitor: Cuando tu tan attende Misa? When do you attend Mass?

Local: Na Dominggo. On Sunday.

Exchange 1

Religious Holidays 

Roman Catholic public holidays in the Philippines 
include Christian celebrations such as Holy 
Thursday, Good Friday, Easter, All Saints’ Day, and 
Christmas Day. In addition to Christian holidays, there 
are two Muslim national holidays: Eid-al Adha, also 
known as the feast of the sacrifice, and Eid al-Fitr, 
which marks the end of Ramadan. Both holidays are 
observed according to the Islamic lunar calendar, 
so the dates change every year.61, 62, 63 Other Muslim 
holiday observances are celebrated primarily in 
the Bangsamoro Autonomous Region in Muslim 
Mindanao and other Muslim-dominated areas.64, 65

Holy Week (Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Black Saturday, and Easter)

Maundy (or Holy) Thursday kicks off Holy Week, a 
four-day stretch of holiday observances for Filipino 
Christians. Maundy Thursday commemorates Christ’s 
last supper when he shared bread and wine with his 
disciples shortly before his crucifixion. On this solemn 
day, Christians refrain from eating meat and drinking 
alcohol. They attend church services, often visiting 
different churches throughout the day.66 

Good Friday, which commemorates the death of 
Jesus, is followed by Black Saturday when Christ was 
entombed. The next day, Easter Sunday, celebrates 
Christ’s rising from the dead. These holidays fall in 
March or April.67, 68 

In some rural areas, a small number of Catholics volunteer to be nailed to a cross on Good Friday to emulate 
Christ’s crucifixion. This and other acts of penance, such as self-flagellation, have been turning into tourist 
attractions in some parts of the countryside.69, 70 Health officials and Catholic leadership both discourage 
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these practices, but those who participate feel it is a sign of devotion, and some spectators see it as 
inspiring.71, 72, 73 During Holy Week, TV stations typically broadcast solemn or religious programming. Easter 
Sunday is celebrated with feasts, festivals, religious services, passion plays, and family gatherings. Easter 
egg hunts take place in Cebu and throughout the Philippines.74, 75

All Saints’ Day and All Souls Day

These two Catholic holidays take place consecutively, 
similar to Holy Week, with All Saints’ Day on November 
1 and All Souls’ Day on November 2. All Saints’ Day 
commemorates all martyrs and saints honored by 
the Catholic Church. All Souls’ Day is a day set aside 
to honor and pray for deceased family members. 
Most Filipinos visit the graves of family members on 
All Saints Day, and some even hold an all-night vigil 
at the grave of a loved one. Others leave flowers 
or mementos at gravesides or offer prayers for the 
dead. Family members may also clean and repaint 
headstones. The holiday, known locally as Undas, 
has a somber tone.76, 77, 78

Christmas

On Christmas Day families assemble, share food, and exchange 
gifts. People also decorate their homes with unique, colorful 
adornments. The parol was originally a lantern that resembles 
the star of Bethlehem, but modern day parols are elaborate 
star-shaped lights and light displays. Parols are hung outside 
homes to symbolize that Joseph and the Virgin Mary are welcome 
within. Western Christmas symbols, such as the Christmas tree with 
fake snow and Christmas lights, are also present in the Philippines. 
Christmas celebrations start as early as September and continue 
into January. Filipinos celebrate the Christmas holiday with a 
series of nine pre-dawn masses leading up to Christmas Day. 
On Christmas Eve, families traditionally gather for a large feast. 
It is customary for families to attend mass on Christmas Eve and 
Christmas Day.79, 80, 81
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Sinulog

This religious and historical festival is celebrated on the third 
Sunday in January. Sinulog, which means graceful dancing is a 
traditional worship dance. The festival marks the introduction of 
Christianity to the region and lasts for nine days, involving dancing, 
parades, and a reenactment of the events surrounding Portuguese 
explorer Ferdinand Magellan’s arrival to the Philippines in the 16th 
century. The parades are elaborate, and a variety of organizations 
participate in the festivities.82, 83

Eid al-Fitr

Eid al-Fitr marks the end of the month-long fasting of Ramadan, 
which falls at different dates each year because it is based on the 
Islamic lunar calendar. On this day, Muslims visit friends and family, 
exchange gifts, give money or food to the poor and share meals. To 
reflect the spirit of the celebration, adults and children wear bright 
colors and special clothing.84

Eid al-Adha

Eid al-Adha, or “the Feast of the Sacrifice,” is a 
Muslim holiday festival celebrated worldwide. 
Because it is based on the Islamic lunar calendar, 
the date shifts each year. Eid al-Adha is considered 
a holier holiday than Eid al-Fitr and is observed with 
mass prayer sessions, readings, gift giving, and 
family gatherings.85, 86
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Buildings of Worship 

San Agustin Catholic Church

The oldest Catholic Church in the Philippines is the 
San Agustin Catholic Church. The building of the 
church began in 1571 inside the historic walled city 
of Manila. In its earlier days, the church was called 
Iglesia y Convento de San Pablo. The church burned 
to the ground twice before it was officially completed 
in 1607. During World War II, the church was used 
as a prison camp by the Japanese and bombarded 
from the air by American and Filipino forces. In 1976, 
the church was designated a National Historical 
Landmark by the government, and in 1993 it was 
added to the UNESCO World Heritage list.87 

Basilica del Santo Nino

Another church that competes for the title of “the 
oldest church” is the Basilica del Santo Nino in Cebu 
City. The church was built in 1565 and destroyed by 
fire twice. The present building was completed in 
1739. The basilica sustained heavy damage from 
an earthquake in 2013, and repairs to the building 
were complete in 2016.88 The basilica houses the 
statue of the Christ Child, which is the same statue 
that is placed at the center of the Sinulog Festival.89 
Magellan’s Cross stands near the basilica. This cross 
is one of the most popular religious artifacts in the 
country. When Magellan landed on Cebu, he ordered 
his men to plant a cross; the original cross is encased 
by the cross on display. Paintings on the inside of the dome depict the planting of the cross and the 
introduction of Christianity.90

Numerous Christian churches are located on the Zamboanga Peninsula and throughout the 
Chavacano-speaking region. One of Zamboanga City’s oldest Catholic churches is St. Ignatius of 
Loyola, in the barangay of Tetuan. Originally named Tetuan Church, it was built by Jesuits in the mid-19th 
century.91, 92 Another famous Catholic church in Zamboanga City is the Metropolitan Cathedral of the 
Immaculate Conception, constructed from 1998 to 2001, although its parish dates back to 1810. It is one 
of Mindanao’s most modern churches and serves as the headquarters of the Roman Catholic Archdiocese 
of Zamboanga.93, 94 
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The colorful 19th-century Taluksangay Mosque is also located in 
Zamboanga City, outside the city center. Muslim scholars from all 
over the world, including Saudi Arabia, Indonesia, Malaysia, Borneo, 
and India, have made the journey to Taluksangay Mosque.95, 96 It 
is Western Mindanao’s oldest mosque and was a center for early 
Islamic missionary activity on the Zamboanga Peninsula.97

Behavior in Places of Worship

Worshippers and visitors to places of worship should dress in 
modest and clean attire. It is important to demonstrate respect 
while visiting, even if the place of worship has become a tourist 
destination. The presence of tourists and pilgrims may make for a 
busy and crowded visit to a place of worship.98

Churches

Catholic churches represent much of the Philippines’ 
religious and cultural background.

Churches are often the focal points of festivals 
and large public events, but even amid the joyous 
atmosphere, it is still important to be respectful of 
the surroundings.99 Upon entering a Catholic church, 
Catholics commonly make the sign of the cross with 
holy water. Statues and images of Christ are sacred 
to Filipinos and should be approached quietly, with a 
respectful demeanor. During services, people should 
refrain from distracting behavior; food, beverages, and 
cigarettes should be disposed of before entering.100

 May I enter the church?

Visitor: Puede ba yu entra na Iglesia? May I enter the church?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 2

Visitors should dress modestly and avoid wearing revealing or threadbare clothing. Reasonable attire 
includes coats and ties for men and long skirts or pants with blouses or sweaters for women. Clothing such 
as tank tops, short skirts, or form-fitting clothing are not considered appropriate for church.101, 102  
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Mosques

If visiting a mosque, visitors should observe polite 
conduct and modest appearance. Women’s clothing 
should fit loosely, and skirts should not be shorter 
than knee length. Men should wear loose-fitting pants 
and a shirt. All clothing should be clean and neat.103 If 
others are doing so, women should cover their head 
with a scarf. Veils are a popular option for female 
attire.104

 Do I need to wear a veil?

Visitor (Female): Necesita ba yu usa velo? Do I need to wear a veil?

Local: No. No.

Exchange 3

In general, visitors to any church, mosque, or another place of worship should follow posted protocols. 
Once inside, visitors should remain silent when people are praying or meditating, as talking can interrupt 
prayers or be interpreted as rude behavior. Never bring food or drink into a church or mosque and do not 
take photographs inside or outside places of worship without permission.105, 106

 May I take photographs inside the church?

Visitor: Puede ba yu saca manga letrato na dentro del 
Iglesia?

May I take photographs inside the church?

Local: Si, pero no ma’ si tiene misa. Yes, but not during Mass.

Exchange 4
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Cultural Orientation
Assessment Answers: 1. False;  2. True;  3. True;  4. False;  5. False
Chapter 2 | Assessment

1.  Islam is the main religion of Chavacano-speaking Filipinos. 

2.  Some islands of the southern Philippines successfully resisted the Christian conversion campaign during 
     the Spanish colonial period.  

3.  In the Philippines, Catholicism arrived about 200 years after Islam.

4.  The Spanish government and Catholic hierarchy were opposing forces on Mindanao.

5.  Holy Week in the Philippines is the week between Christmas and New Year’s Day.
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Introduction

The Filipino people are generally hospitable and consider honor, dignity, and pride important characteristics 
of their culture. They are known to easily form friendships and willingly welcome people into their social 
circles. Filipinos are also often characterized as proud people who make great efforts to put their best face 
forward in public, including dressing well, even on informal occasions. Filipinos are motivated to conduct 
themselves appropriately to avoid bringing shame upon themselves and others. Filipinos avoid public 
displays of emotion, including being critical and angry in public. To experience shame, known as hiya, is 
considered a great disgrace.1, 2, 3
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The Subanen harvest dance at the Kinabayo Festival
Flickr / mark navales
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Four centuries of colonial governance and influences left a lasting impression on Philippine culture. The 
strong Catholic influence during this era is still prominent today, as is the widespread use of English, a 
legacy of the American colonial era. The ethnolinguistic diversity of the Philippines has led to many blended 
customs and practices with overarching themes and unifying practices. Christian churches are at the heart 
of many social and family activities throughout the country, in the same manner, that mosques and the 
Islamic faith are at the center of the lives of Muslim Filipinos.4

For the Zamboangueño and the greater Chavacano population, many customs originate in the “old world,” 
with some alterations thanks to modernity and Westernization.5 Filipinos, in general, have strong communal 
family traditions, historically sharing their land and resources. Although the custom of shared land usage 
was disrupted by the Spanish government, which established private ownership, communal values have 
remained strong. The culture has assimilated values from the West and blended them with its own Asian 
heritage.6

Honor and Values

Cultural Expressiveness and Directness

Cultural expressiveness in the Philippines evolved from Chinese, Malayan, Spanish, and U.S. influences 
over time. When greeting each other, Filipinos will usually make eye contact and move their eyebrows. 
Eyebrow movement often lets the other person know that they are acknowledged. Although Americans 
consider eye contact an indication of good character, this custom does not apply in other parts of the 
world. In Philippine culture (including Chavacano-speaking areas), it is considered rude to stare directly 
into somebody’s eyes for sustained periods. Staring could be interpreted as aggressive behavior. Intense 
eye-contact is a cultural sign of provocation that signifies danger. During an introduction, visitors should 
briefly hold eye contact, then break it. Strangers should avoid being overly direct with their eye contact, as 
well as with their comments.7

Physical contact is a normal part of interpersonal 
communication in Filipino culture. Regardless of 
religion, Filipino women and men often hold hands 
or (in the case of women) kiss one another on the 
cheek as a greeting. This is a sign of friendship or 
kinship; such gestures are reserved for close friends 
or relatives and are not used to greet visitors.8, 9

People in all areas of the Philippines are 
non-confrontational and typically do not respond with 
“no” to a direct question. Instead, they tend to say 
“maybe” or otherwise give a subtler response. They 
speak in a low, calm tone of voice and avoid public 
expressions of anger. Conversational exchanges with 
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Vice President Binay meets citizens in Eastern Samar Province
Flickr / U.S. Pacific Fleet 
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local people should not be overly direct, but simply friendly and polite. If it is necessary to criticize, one 
should do so privately and tactfully. Because relations between people are so important, people tend to take 
things personally. Speaking in an insensitive way could cause the recipient to “lose face” or suffer a loss of 
status. Making someone lose face is a social insult in the Philippines and within the wider Asian culture.10, 11 

 How are you?

Visitor: Times New Roman Times New Roman

Local: Na Dominggo. Fine, very well.

Exchange 5

Formulaic Codes of Politeness

Greetings 

Greeting customs in the Philippines are generally the 
same across the country. When greeting someone, it 
is customary to shake hands, although a handshake 
is less firm than in the United States and the hand 
is often held slightly longer as well. Occasionally, a 
person will show enthusiasm or additional respect 
by covering the handshake with their free hand.12 A 
stranger may greet a woman, but shaking hands is 
not always appropriate. Women will offer a hand first 
to indicate that they wish to shake hands. If not, a 
smile and hand wave is a common alternative.13, 14 
Custom dictates that the most senior or elderly person 
be greeted first.15

When conversing with elders, it is common to hear po or opo, which are spoken at the end of sentences 
to demonstrate respect.16 Filipino children typically show respect by addressing adults with a title such as 
“Auntie” (tita) or “Uncle” (tito). Respect for elders and family is a very important part of Filipino life, and 
conveying politeness when interacting with others is the best way to endear oneself to others.17

In the Philippines, it is important to exercise tact to preserve the honor or standing of others.18, 19 Address new 
acquaintances as formally as possible; it is best to err on the side of formality by using a person’s formal title 
or “Mr.,” “Mrs.,” or “Miss,” followed by the last name. Colleagues can be referred to by their first name.20, 21, 22

Losing face (hiya), status, can create shameful feelings and hurt relationships. Raising one’s voice and 
interrupting are interpreted as disrespectful. Maintaining a nonconfrontational tone is important. Pakikisama, 
the concept of unity and smooth interpersonal relations, is especially important when working with a group.23
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Shaking hands at a military award ceremony 
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Male/Female Interactions

Many Filipinos have argued that the legal system 
is insensitive toward women, and women face 
judicial biases from the barangay to the national 
level. Although two women, Corazon Aquino, and 
Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, have been president 
of the Philippines, politics is dominated by 
powerful political factions that have limited female 
participation. Incidents of domestic violence and 
sexual harassment against women are widespread 
and underreported.24 

Although women are protected from discriminatory 
hiring practices, they continue to face job and hiring 

discrimination. Divorce is currently not legal in the Philippines, so informal separations and annulments 
are common ways to escape a marriage. There is a growing movement to legalize divorce, however.25, 26 
Many women have been subjected to human trafficking domestically and internationally. The Philippines 
has met minimum standards to fight trafficking and has aggressively prosecuted traffickers, according to 
a 2017 report.27 The country is seeing a focus on improving conditions for women. Local government and 
educational institutions are attempting to promote women’s empowerment and equality and reduce social 
obstacles.28, 29

 When do you attend Mass?

Visitor: Buenas dias! Good morning!

Local: Times New Roman Good morning to you!

Exchange 6

Hospitality and Gift-Giving

Social Dynamics

Filipinos value a calm and nonconfrontational 
atmosphere in social settings. The answer “yes” can 
have a variety of meanings. An answer of “maybe” 
or “I’ll think about it” is likely a polite way of saying 
no. Negative feedback should remain polite and 
constructive. Filipinos often use hand gestures to 
express themselves; it is important to pay attention to 
body language.30, 31
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Friendly gathering of women in Mindanao
Flickr / Burgermac 

A Filipino family entertains guests
Flickr / Ricecake



   Chapter 1 | Profile 47

Texting is an important mode of communication. It is 
not offensive for someone to take a call or send a text 
during a meeting, or to use a text message to convey 
important information.32 On average, Filipinos spend 
over four hours a day on social media sites; about 
58% of the nation uses social media. Mobile internet 
speeds are among the fastest in the region, and mobile 
device use has helped the growth of social media. 
The Philippines is considered the texting capital of 
the world. Facebook Messenger and Whatsapp are 
popular forms of communication.33, 34, 35

In business settings, meetings do not always start 
promptly. Filipinos apply the concept of punctuality very broadly, as factors such as traffic and weather may 
delay a meeting. In a business setting, one may be asked questions that Americans consider personal. 
Filipinos aren’t being rude or nosy when they ask such questions; they are simply trying to become better 
acquainted.36 

 Hi, Mr. Álvarez! (Informal)

Visitor: Hi, Senor Alvarez! Hi, Mr. Álvarez!

Local: Que tal! Hello!

Visitor: Tu ba bueno ta men? Are you doing well?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 7

House Guests

If invited to visit a Filipino household, it is polite to 
compliment the home. Guests should not arrive 
exactly on time. Doing so could make the guest seem 
greedy and place the host family in an embarrassing 
position. Punctuality is not regarded as polite. Rather, 
it is better to arrive approximately 15 minutes after 
the appointed time. In rural homes, shoes are almost 
always removed upon entering a person’s home; in 
urban settings, this custom is less common. Some 
homes will have slippers available for walking around 
the house.37 
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A family gathering on Mindanao
Flickr / Gary Todd

A businesswoman checks her phone while traveling
Flickr / Matthew Hurst
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Flower as a popular gift option 
in Philippines
Flickr / Richard Parker 

It is considered offensive to decline food, even if you 
have just finished a meal. When getting ready to eat, 
visitors should wait to be instructed where to sit and 
when to start serving yourself. Typically, all courses 
of a meal are served at the same time. A spoon in the 
right hand is used to guide food onto the fork held in 
the left hand. After a visit, it is a good idea to show 
gratitude by leaving or sending a thank you note.38 

Guests should not refer to the host’s wife as “the 
hostess,” which in the Philippines is the same as 
calling her a “prostitute.” Unless invited to use her 
first name, address the wife of the host by her title or 
her surname, preceded by “Mrs.,” 39

Gift Giving

A visitor does not need to bring a gift when invited into a local’s 
home unless the occasion is formal. People who have not seen 
each other in a long time often bring each other a gift.40 Flowers are 
popular gift options, although certain flowers are more appropriate 
for specific situations.41 Filipinos do not generally open gifts in front 
of the giver, as doing so can be interpreted as a sign of greed and 
may embarrass the giver.42

The presentation of a gift is very important; the elegance of the 
gift-wrapping shows the amount of thought that was put into the gift 
itself. Colorful wrapping will give the recipient a good first impression. 
Giving small electronics, books, and souvenirs is acceptable and 
common. Gifts may be unwrapped at a later time, as the opening 
of gifts is considered a private matter. Food baskets are not a good 
gift idea because the recipient might get the impression that the gift 
giver thinks they are poor.43, 44

 I really appreciate your hospitality.

Guest: Gracias na dituyu buen custumbre I really appreciate your hospitality.

Host: Gracias tam bien It’s my pleasure.

Exchange 8
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Dinner guests in a Filipino home in Tagbilaran
Flickr / Nareas Sae-Khow
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Eating Habits/Types of Food

Cuisine

Spanish, Chinese, and Malay influences are 
present in Filipino food throughout Zamboanga and 
Mindanao today. The Spanish influence on cuisine 
is considered the strongest in the country. Rice is a 
major staple and can be served at any meal. Other 
staples are pork, chicken, coconut, fish, fruits, and 
vegetables.45, 46, 47 Spanish influence is also prominent 
in the ingredients used and the Spanish names given 
to dishes, such as paella (a mixture of rice, meat, 
seafood, and saffron), adobo (meat stewed in vinegar 
and spices), and arroz caldo (rice and chicken 
porridge). In the Chavacano-speaking regions and 
throughout Mindanao, prepared foods have relatively 
milder flavors than elsewhere.48 

One of the most iconic foods is lechon, which is a 
slow-roasted suckling pig. The pig is often stuffed 
with rice and vegetables, but there are many different 
ways of preparing it.49 A popular breakfast dish in 
Mindanao is satti, a skewer of different meats served 
with a sweet and spicy sauce and a side of rice. 
Curacha is particularly popular in Zamboanga; this 
dish consists of crab cooked with a special sauce. 
Paella Chavacana is similar to standard paella 
dishes—rice-based with prawns, clams, green beans, 
and peas as toppings.50, 51 One of the most well-known 
Filipino delicacies is balut, an 18-day old fertilized 
duck egg; the embryo is somewhat developed, so 
the texture of balut is quite unique.52

 The food tastes so good.

Guest: El cumida bien sabroso The food tastes so good.

Host: Gracias na dituyu complemente Thanks for the compliment.

Exchange 9
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A paella dish in Davao City
Flickr / Anton Diaz

Lechon: Pigs roasting over coals
Flickr / whologwhy 
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A serving of Ginataang bilo bilo 
with langka
Flickr / Anton Diaz

 The roasted pork is delicious.

Guest: El asado puerco bien sabroso gayot The roasted pork is delicious.

Host: Este Lechon It’s lechon.

Exchange 10

Local ingredients are preferred in Filipino cooking. Favorite spices and flavoring agents include garlic, 
vinegar, herbs, and peanut sauce. Many main dishes include coconuts, evidence of the cuisine’s Malay 
influences. The flesh and liquid from coconuts are used to prepare everything from vegetables and meats 
to rich desserts.53 

American fast food restaurants, such as KFC and McDonalds, are popular in urban areas, as is Jollibee, a 
popular Filipino fast-food chain that serves food such as burgers, chicken, and noodles. The increase in the 
number of white-collar workers, the new value of convenience, and urbanization have all contributed to an 
increase in the popularity of fast food.54, 55, 56

Meals

Eating is an important part of communal life in the Philippines. 
Filipinos may eat as many as five small meals a day, or simply 
snack between breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Breakfast is generally 
served between 7:30 a.m. and 9 a.m. and is light fare, served with 
rice and tea or coffee. Rice dishes are often eaten as a porridge 
dish flavored with eggs or pickled vegetables. A snack called 
merienda is customarily taken between 10 a.m., and 4 p.m. Lunch 
is the main meal and is eaten from around noon to 1 p.m. A typical 
lunch comprises a protein such as meat or fish, accompanied by 
rice and a sweet dessert. Appetizers are served during happy hour, 
and it is common to have a dessert in the evening.57 In rural areas, 
family members often sit down together to eat as a group. This 
custom is less common in urban settings, where residents lead a 
faster-paced lifestyle.58 Dinner can be served as early as 6 p.m. or 
as late as 7:30 p.m. Dinner is lighter than lunch, yet the menu is 
often similar. Meals are often served buffet-style so that everyone 
can take as much as they want.59, 60

 What is the name of this dish?

Visitor: Cosa el nombre del este potaje? What is the name of this dish?

Local: Este pancit This is pancit.

Exchange 11
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Dress Codes

With somewhat unpredictable weather that alternates 
between wet and dry seasons, attire is an important 
consideration in the Philippines. Practical clothing, 
meaning clothes that are light, breathable, and 
loose-fitting, are generally appropriate throughout 
the country. Filipino clothing is often characterized as 
conservative, and foreigners are expected to at least 
dress as conservatively as the locals. When visiting 
landmarks, it is recommended to dress in a more 
formal manner out of respect.61, 62 Traditional wear, 
such as the elaborately decorated mascota gowns, 
are seen during celebrations like the Zamboanga 
Hermosa Festival.63, 64

 Is this acceptable to wear?

Visitor: Cuando tu tan attende Misa? Is this acceptable to wear?

Local: Na Dominggo. Yes. 

Exchange 12

Business attire is similar to that found in Western 
countries. Suits, ties, and grooming are important 
considerations. It is recommended that earrings not 
be worn by men and that any facial hair be neatly 
groomed when dressing for business. The barong 
tagalog, or simply barong, is the traditional and formal 
dress shirt for men. The barong features intricate 
embroidery and is worn untucked.65
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A church choir featuring traditional outfits
Flickr / Italo Montiglio 

Family photo featuring barong tagalog shirts
Flickr / Antiporda Productions
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Non-Religious Celebrations (Holidays) 

While the Philippines observes a number of religious holidays 
throughout the year, Filipinos celebrate a number of other 
non-religious holidays as well. Most holidays are celebrated 
throughout the country, with a few that are more popular based on 
region or historical and/or religious significance.66 

Dia de la Ciudad de Zamboanga

Since 2016, the Charter Day anniversary holiday has been officially 
recognized in Zamboanga City. Every 26 February, Filipinos in the 
region celebrate the date in which the city was formally inaugurated. 
Festivities include dances, awards, and a large parade.67, 68

Bataan Day

Also called Araw ng Kagitingan or Day of Valor, Bataan Day is a 
national holiday that takes place on 9 April or the closest Monday.69 It 
honors the soldiers taken prisoner on 9 April 1942, when Allied forces on the Bataan Peninsula surrendered 
to the Japanese after running out of food and supplies. Along with American soldiers, thousands of Filipinos 
were forced on the grueling “Bataan Death March,” walking approximately 100 km (62 mi) to a Japanese 
prison camp.70, 71 

Independence Day 

This national holiday originated on 12 June 1898, when 
General Emilio Aguinaldo proclaimed independence 
from foreign rule. The Philippines’ independence was 
originally recognized on 4 July, the date in 1946 when 
the Philippines became independent of U.S. rule. 
The date to celebrate independence was changed 
to 12 June by President Macapagal in 1962 and 
signed into law in 1964, in order to inspire greater 
national pride. The 4 July date is still acknowledged 
as Republic Day.74, 75
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A woman waves flags at an Independence Day celebration
Flickr / Jhun3lle Sardido

The Mount Samat Memorial Cross
Flickr / donutjar
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Labor Day

Labor Day, observed on May 1, is an international 
holiday that honors workers.72 The Philippines’ first 
labor federation, Union Obrera Democratica (UOD), 
was founded in 1903. Subsequent labor organizations 
sought to abolish child labor, to establish an 8-hour 
workday, and to improve working conditions for 
women.73

Ninoy Aquino Day 

This national holiday acknowledges the date former 
Senator Benigno “Ninoy” Aquino, Jr. was assassinated. 
A committed opponent of the authoritarian President 
Ferdinand Marcos, Aquino had just returned from 
exile when he was shot and killed on 21 August 1983. His death provoked widespread rebellion against 
Marcos and fomented the EDSA Revolution that took place in 1986.76, 77 

EDSA Revolution Day

This public holiday in late February, also referred to as the People Power Revolution, celebrates President 
Marcos’ forced resignation in 1986.78 The acronym EDSA stands for a highway, Epifanio de los Santos 
Avenue, which encircles Manila and was the location of many anti-Marcos demonstrations.79 

National Heroes Day

This holiday, held on the last Monday of August, 
officially honors Filipino national heroes that strove 
for the country’s independence throughout history. 
Notable people honored are Jose Rizal, Andres 
Bonifacio, Juan Luna, and Gabriela Silang.80, 81 

Bonifacio Day 

Bonifacio Day, at the end of November, honors the 
birthday of Andres Bonifacio. One of the Philippines’ 
most revered national leaders, Bonifacio led the 
revolutionary group Katipunan, whose members 
fought against Spanish rule. Bonifacio was captured 
by the Spanish and executed in 1897, shortly before 
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The Ninoy Aquino monument at the Pampanga Provincial 
Capitol

Wikimedia / Ramon Fvelasquez

Wreath laying ceremony on Bonifacio Day
Wikimedia / Gil Calinga for the Philippine News Agency
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the country transitioned out of Spanish rule.82, 83 

 Happy Rizal Day!

Visitor: Feliz Rizal Dia! Happy Rizal Day!

Local: Feliz tam bien contigo! Same to you, too!

Exchange 13

Rizal Day  

Rizal Day on 30 December commemorates the 
martyrdom of the national hero of the Philippines, Dr. 
Jose Rizal, who fought for independence from Spain.84 
In his youth, he left the Philippines for Spain, where he 
completed his medical degree. Dr. Rizal then traveled 
throughout the world, mastered several languages, 
and became educated in business, education, and 
agriculture. His pro-reform writings were massively 
influential in the Philippines, causing Spanish rulers 
to fear his influence. On 30 December 1896, Spanish 
officials executed Dr. Rizal for “rebellion, sedition, 
and… forming an illegal association.”85 

Other Cultural Traditions/Norms

The Chavacano people, like the rest of the Philippines, 
exhibit a number of cultural influences from centuries of 
interactions and periods of occupations from outside 
cultures. Given that Chavacano is a Philippine Creole 
Spanish language, Spanish influences are felt the 
strongest and are reflected in Chavacano traditions 
and norms, to the point that it is all but impossible 
to identify any beliefs and practices outside of these 
influences, which are characterized as “old world 
courtesy.” The Zamboanga Chavacano have a 
number of traditional songs and dances, featuring 
Spanish and Iberian influences, that are prominently 
featured in local events such as the Hermosa Festival 
or Zamboanga Song Festival.86, 87, 88
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Rizal Day ceremonies in 1949
Wikimedia / Malacañang Palace

Performers at the Hermosa Festival in Zamboanga City
Flickr / Bro. Jeffrey Pioquinto, SJ
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Dos and Don’ts

Dos 

•	 Do smile as a greeting to be friendly.

•	 Do wear simple clothes when going out so as not to stand out.

•	 Do remove your shoes before you enter a place of worship or homes in rural areas.

•	 Do compliment the hostess on the house.

•	 Do take the time to wrap gifts elegantly before presenting them to a host.

•	 Do eat if offered, even if you have recently eaten, as a courtesy.

•	 Do eat with your fork in your left hand.

Don’ts 

•	 Do not stare at or make advances to women in public or private.

•	 Do not engage in overt expressions of affection with the opposite sex.

•	 Do not point to anybody with an index or middle finger. Use the entire right hand instead.

•	 Do not criticize or express anger publicly, or cause a person to lose face in public.

•	 Do not blow your nose in public or at a dinner table.

•	 Do not point upward with the middle finger. It is obscene in the United States and equally in the 
Philippines.

•	 Do not use obscene or indecent language within earshot of Filipino citizens. Many are familiar with 
American slang.

•	 Do not beckon a resident to you with a forefinger. It is disrespectful.

•	 Do not wear sandals on special occasions.
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•	 Do not use the thumb-and-forefinger “OK” sign in public. It means money.

•	 Do not refuse the offer of food when an invitation to a meal is extended.

•	 Do not raise your voice in public.

•	 Do not brag.
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Cultural Orientation
Assessment Answers: 1. True;  2. False;  3. True;  4. True;  5. False
Chapter 3 | Assessment

1.  Spanish rule permanently disrupted shared land usage among Chavacano-speaking people. 

2.  American culture is the main influence on Filipino cuisine.

3.  Chavacano-speaking people have an indirect style of verbal communication. 

4.  A guest in a Filipino’s home should never refer to the host’s wife as the “hostess.” 

5.  The public holiday known as EDSA Revolution Day celebrates independence from Spanish rule.
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Introduction

Mindanao has a number of urban regions within its boundaries. The Chavacano-speaking population is 
heavily concentrated on the Zamboanga Peninsula, which is further divided into three provinces: Zamboanga 
del Norte, Zamboanga del Sur, and Zamboanga Sibugay. There are five cities on the peninsula. Zamboanga 
City, which is located in Zamboanga del Sur Province, is the most highly urbanized city on the peninsula. 
About 24% of the approximately 3.4 million people who live on the peninsula reside in Zamboanga City 
area, which is also one of the 10 largest cities in the Philippines.1, 2, 3

Migration is the major source of population growth in Zamboanga. Filipinos who escape the violence in the 
southern region are drawn to the city by the lure of a better life. Undocumented Filipino workers, or halaws, 
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Traffic on the streets of Zamboanga City
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who are deported from Malaysia also settle in Zamboanga. The rapid expansion of the urban population 
has had positive and negative effects on the region.4

Urbanization Issues

As a result of sustained migration to cities, shantytowns 
(squatter communities) have grown alongside wealthy 
and middle-income neighborhoods in the Philippines. 
Zamboanga City is typical of many large cities in the 
Philippines in that its population has grown rapidly 
while construction to accommodate the increasing 
population has lagged. Residents in the slum or 
squatter areas still live in flimsy structures that lack 
access to clean drinking water, sewage connections, 
and other city services. The rate of urbanization in 
Zamboanga City has caused major concerns for the 
region.5, 6 

Air quality and pollution have become growing concerns as well. Services such as safe running water, waste 
management, and electricity are lacking for many, particularly in the city’s most disadvantaged areas. Less 
than half of Zamboanga City’s population is served by city water, most of which is pumped from the Tumaga 
River. The scarce resources and lack of social services, along with increased poverty, affect about 27% of 
barangays, the smallest settlements/administrative units in the country.7, 8

Work in Urban Areas

The economy of the Zamboanga Peninsula depends 
on manufacturing and agriculture. The agricultural 
sector, in particular, has grown steadily over the 
years. In 2002, Western Mindanao reported more 
than 252,000 farms within its region. Around 26% 
of the total Philippines mango crop are produced 
on some of these farms, totaling an estimated 7,189 
metric tons in 2017.9, 10 Industries such as mining, 
manufacturing, and construction have grown 
significantly in recent years. The peninsula is home 
to more than 2.6 million workers, with unemployment 
at 3.9% and underemployment at 18.8% as recorded 
in October 2018. Regional unemployment has shown 

a steady decrease, in spite of the high underemployment number. Unemployment in the peninsula is lower 
than in the country as a whole, which reports unemployment at 5.2% as of March 2019.11, 12, 13
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Even though Zamboanga City is one of the nation’s wealthiest cities, poverty is common among the 
Chavacano speakers and in most urban areas.14 People who lack job skills, capital, or connections often 
end up working in the informal sector, where working conditions are unregulated. Many residents struggle 
to earn a living by salvaging goods from garbage dumps and peddling repaired items.15 Policies that 
promote the export of labor have been in place since former President Marcos established them in the early 
1970s. Through the years, this has led to heavy reliance on remittances to maintain or revive the economy.16

The disabled population faces even more challenges with employment. Anti-discrimination laws are in 
place, but many populations do not have discrimination protection. The government does not effectively 
enforce laws to protect the disabled against discrimination. Women also face discrimination on the job and 
during the hiring process, including negative professional consequences for becoming pregnant. Although 
women are subjected to discriminatory hiring practices, they are still hired at all levels of the workforce.17

Healthcare and Health Issues

Healthcare in the Philippines is sufficient and has 
undergone many changes in recent years, due in part 
to reforms and policies aimed at improving access 
for residents. According to the Department of Health, 
the Philippines has 721 public hospitals and 1,071 
private hospitals. While healthcare is characterized 
as efficient and affordable, it is not on par with the 
healthcare of other countries. Healthcare standards 
vary dramatically from region to region; urban areas 
have a significantly higher standard than rural 
areas.18, 19 The quality of services in hospitals may be 
substandard because many lack modern equipment 

and adequate sanitation.20

 Is there a hospital nearby?

Visitor: Tiene ba hospital serca aqui? Is there a hospital nearby?

Local: Si, tiene na centro de pueblo Yes, in the center of town.

Exchange 14

Nationwide, a shortage of health professionals exists because of continued emigration to other countries. 
Many Filipino physicians and nurses have emigrated to the United States, where they often find more lucrative 
jobs. The impact has been more severe in rural areas, where the shortage of healthcare professionals is 
extreme. Even in cities that benefit from modern health facilities, some hospitals are understaffed.21 
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 Is Dr. Rodriguez in, sir?

Visitor: Si Doctor Rodriquez ba ta qui, Senor? Is Dr. Rodriguez in, sir?

Local: Nowa No.

Exchange 15

In recent years, health indicators in the Zamboanga Peninsula have improved. In 2008, the top causes of 
death included pneumonia, heart disease, and cancer. Acute respiratory infections, influenza, diarrhea, 
high blood pressure, skin disease, and tuberculosis were the main illnesses requiring medical treatment.22 

  I have pain, Doctor. Can you help me?

Patient: Tiene yu dolor, Doctor. Puede ba tu ayuda comigo? I have pain, Doctor. Can you help me?

Doctor: Si, Yu puede ayuda contigo Yes, I can help you.

Exchange 16

Some hospitals require a down payment upon 
admission and full payment for services upon 
discharge. Some private and public hospitals will not 
provide treatment if sufficient payment is not made. 
Mosquito-borne illnesses such as the Zika virus and 
malaria are present in the Philippines.23 Rabies is a 
nationwide public health issue; the disease is spread 
through the bites of animals such as cats, dogs, bats, 
and raccoons.24 U.S. citizens should ensure that their 
vaccinations are up to date and have travel insurance 
to avoid paying for costly treatment or medical 
evacuation to the United States.25

Contaminated water is a serious public health threat throughout the Philippines. Contaminated water and 
poor hygiene have led to an increase in waterborne illnesses. The excessive amount of accumulated water 
during the monsoon season leads to mosquitos, which spread dengue fever and malaria. Contaminated 
water can lead to outbreaks of hepatitis A, typhoid, and cholera. Leptospirosis is a potentially dangerous 
infectious disease that can be spread through floodwaters. Proper sanitation and good hygiene can prevent 
the spread of illnesses.26, 27, 28
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Typical patient room at West Metro Hospital
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Education and Schools in Cities

The national literacy rate (reading and writing) for 
people over 15 was 96.3% in 2015 and was essentially 
the same for males and females.29 The functional 
literacy rate, which gauges a person’s basic reading, 
writing, and computational skills, for ages 10 to 64, 
was observed at 87.5% in 2013. The failure of many 
children to develop basic learning skills by the end of 
their primary education increases the dropout rate, 
which was 76.6% for elementary school ad 55% for 
secondary in 2014-2015.30, 31 

Education in the Philippines is regulated by the 
Department of Education, which mandates six years 

of schooling beginning at the age of six. This basic elementary education is divided into two components: 
primary (grades 1–4) and intermediate (grades 5 and 6). Public elementary school is free. Students receive 
a certificate of graduation upon completing their studies.32 Secondary education (junior high school) consists 
of 4 years of education.33, 34 High school consists of 2 years of education, after which students may choose 
to attend a vocational school or college.35

Schools may be either public or private. Most private schools are located in urban areas such as Zamboanga 
City, where about 25% of primary and secondary schools are private.36, 37 There are several universities and 
institutes of higher education in the region, including the University of Zamboanga in Zamboanga City.38

Restaurants

Because Zamboanga City is a financial, transportation, and education hub for Mindanao, people of many 
backgrounds either live in or pass through the city. Restaurants offer a wide array of local and international 
fare to appeal to tourists and business guests from around the world. The service and environment are often 
casual, but many upscale restaurants can be found in Zamboanga City and other urban areas.39

 I would like coffee or tea.

Customer: Yu querre un café o cha I would like coffee or tea.

Waiter: Bueno Sure.

   Exchange 17

National drinks include locally brewed beer such as San Minguel and Philippine rums like the popular brand 
Tanduay. Nonalcoholic drinks such as soda, coffee, tea, and coconut-based beverages are offered in most 
restaurants.40, 41
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Basilan National High School students, Isabela City
Flickr / Freedom House
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At home or in restaurants, Filipinos usually eat 
communally; it is common to gather in a large group 
and socialize while eating. In informal restaurants, 
diners are often asked to share a table. Whether an 
occasion is formal or informal, it often takes on an air 
of celebration when food is involved. If visitors to the 
country receive an invitation to dine out with friends 
or business associates, they should not refuse it. The 
host ordinarily pays.42, 43 Tipping is starting to be seen 
as more and more expected from tourists. A bill that 
includes the letters SC means that service charge 
has been added. However, if a service charge was 
not added, it is customary to give a 10% tip to the wait 
staff. Tipping is also expected in high-end hotels.44, 45

 Please bring the bill to me.

Customer: Por favor lleva el recibo comigo para paga Please bring the bill to me.

Waiter: Okey Okay.

Exchange 18

Marketplaces and Street Vendors

Open-air bazaars and flea markets (tiangges) in 
the cities sell a myriad of handicrafts, cloth, wood 
carvings, brassware, jewelry, and other goods. 
When buying such items from vendors, bargaining 
is customary, especially in the flea markets or in the 
Zamboanga barter centers. Advertised prices are 
usually more than the seller expects to receive for the 
product. Vendors expect customers to bargain for an 
agreed-upon price.46, 47 Customers should examine 
an item closely to be sure that the quality matches 
the price they are willing to pay. When bargaining, be 
friendly and sociable. In the Philippines, bargaining 
can create or build a relationship with the seller. It 
is advisable to gain some understanding of the local 
economy in order to bargain more effectively.48
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A typical Davao City marketplace
Flickr / Burgermac

The Barbecue Boss restaurant in Davao City
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 Can I buy a wooden mat with this much money?

Buyer: Puede ba yu compra arbolado matte con 
este clase sen? 

Can I buy a wooden mat with this much money?

Seller:  Si Yes.

Exchange 19

Food is available at street stalls and from food carts in Zamboanga City and other cities. Customers can 
buy snacks, tea, coffee, iced drinks, and complete meals from these outdoor eateries. Prices are generally 
fixed.49 

 May I examine this close up?

Buyer: Puede ba yu man examin este serca? May I examine this close up?

Seller: Puede Sure.

Exchange 20 

Money, Credit Cards, ATMs

The official unit of currency is the Philippine peso 
(PHP).50 As of April 2019, USD 1 was equivalent to 
approximately PHP 52.51 The Central Bank issues the 
national currency and conducts banking operations, 
along with other private and government-owned 
banks.52, 53 It is prohibited to enter or leave the country 
with more than PHP 50,000 (USD 10,000).54

 Do you accept U.S. currency?

Buyer: Tu ba puede recibe U.S. Dollar? Do you accept U.S. currency?

Seller: No, ta recibe lang cami pesos No, we only accept pesos.

Exchange 21

ATM machines are readily available in most urban areas but may be rare in rural settings. Credit cards 
are widely accepted in larger towns and cities, but in small towns and on infrequently visited islands, 
it is difficult to use credit cards. Credit card fraud is widespread, so vigilance when using a credit card 
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Front and back of 100 Philippine peso (PHP) currency
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is strongly advised. It is easy to find money exchangers in most city centers or in shopping malls and 
major department stores. Although money exchangers generally offer the best rates, it is safer to exchange 
money in banks or hotels.55

 Can you give me change for this?

Buyer: Puede ba tu dale cambio con este? Can you give me change for this?

Seller: Si Yes.

Exchange 22

Financial services contribute a substantial amount to 
the service sector and the country’s overall economic 
growth.56 The banking sector is comprised of 42 
commercial banks, 60 thrift banks, and 500 rural 
and cooperative banks. Commercial banks make up 
90% of the banking system’s resources.57 In 2014, 
the government opened the banking market to full 
international participation, after decades of limiting 

the activities of non-Philippine banks.58 

Urban Traffic and Transportation 

Public transportation modes throughout the 
Philippines, especially buses and jeepneys,59 are 
not safe because of pickpockets and theft. Armed 
robberies have happened, and passengers have 
occasionally been killed.60 Jeepneys and tricycles 
are the traditional forms of public transportation in 
Zamboanga City. Jeepneys were first adapted from 
World War II U.S. military jeeps. Typically, the vehicles 
are decorated with colorful artwork, often including 
advertisements or political messages. A crowded 
jeepney can seat up to 30 passengers.61

Taxi service is sparse in Zamboanga City, although 
recent funding authorizations have allowed for more taxi operation within the city.62 It is advisable to use a 
taxi from a reputable company and not share a ride with a stranger. Never use a taxi that is not equipped 
with a functioning meter. Taxis can be stolen and used to pick up and rob unsuspecting passengers. Taxis 
arranged through hotels are more reliable than those hailed on the street.63 
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Zamboanga City branch of Banko Sentral ng Pilipinas
Flickr / MGM

A jeepney makes its way down a Davao City road
Flickr / shankar s.



   Chapter 1 | Profile 70

 Will the bus be here soon?

Visitor: El bus ba llega ya aqui aura unratito? Will the bus be here soon?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 23

Bus service is available mainly for long-distance 
destinations, such as travel between cities. Local 
governments are developing projects to expand 
local bus service. Urban streets are congested, and 
drivers are unpredictable. Ridesharing phone apps 
are another recommended method of travel. Travel 
by ferry can be dangerous due to the frequency of 
accidents and maritime safety shortcomings.64, 65 

Roads in the Philippines are used by vehicles and 
by pedestrians, food carts, and other non-vehicular 
traffic. There are few driving lanes or street signs, and 
drivers regularly violate the law. There is a continual, 

crowded mix of vehicles, speeds, and unpredictable activity on the roadways. Also, travel can be dangerous 
on the Zamboanga Peninsula because of possible terrorist attacks or counterterrorism operations by the 
military or the police. Armed clashes can occur with no warning.66, 67

Street Crime and Solicitations

Martial law has been in place throughout Mindanao 
since May 2017 to combat escalating organized 
violence. It is scheduled to end 31 December 2019.68 
Terrorism is a significant threat in the region, with 
commercial and public places identified as potential 
targets and therefore dangerous to visit. Kidnapping, 
bombings, and violent crimes are prevalent on 
Mindanao, including the Zamboanga Peninsula. 
Numerous incidences of violence have been reported 
in Zamboanga City, such as the grenade attack on 
a mosque on 30 January 2019. In most urban areas 
of the Philippines, petty crime such as pickpocketing 
and credit-card fraud are also common. Although the 
government has made fighting crime on Mindanao a 
priority, martial law is controversial.69, 70, 71
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Davao City’s ACF bus line
Flickr / Dan Benedict Banaag

The aftermath of the Jolo Cathedral bombing in January 2019
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Poverty is widespread in Zamboanga City and other 
urban areas, where many people live on the streets 
and earn money from begging. Panhandlers often 
gather around restaurants and clubs frequented 
by foreigners, forming groups to follow tourists and 
solicit money. Because they can be aggressive, it 
is best to avoid them. Panhandling was banned by 
local ordinance in Zamboanga City in 2009, yet it still 
persists. Panhandlers are routinely apprehended and 
sent to government shelters.72, 73

Drug trafficking and drug abuse are serious 
problems in the Philippines. The manufacture of 
methamphetamine is prevalent throughout the 
country. The geography of the country and the inefficiency of law enforcement provide favorable conditions 
for drug manufacturers and traffickers who export their product throughout Southeast Asia.74, 75

In 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte initiated a war 
on drugs. He acquired a reputation for being hard 
on drug dealers and users when he was mayor of 
Davao City in Mindanao.76 Duterte’s war on drugs has 
received strong criticism from human rights groups 
and the Catholic Church because of accusations of 
widespread extrajudicial killings and incentivizing the 
use of lethal force.77 

The country’s civilian national police force (PNP) is 
viewed by Filipinos as corrupt and undisciplined, and 
efforts at reform have been slow and ineffectual.78 
Since 2016, the PNP has come under criticism for its 
role in the thousands of extrajudicial killings caused 
by the war on drugs.79

Some families of those killed in Duterte’s war on drugs argue that their slain family members were innocent. 
At least 12,000 people have died since the war began 30 June 2016.80 In August 2017, 58 suspected drug 
users and dealers were killed in a three-day period, including 26 in a single night of raids in a Manila suburb.81, 

82 More than 40,000 suspected individuals have been arrested for drug-related offenses; sentences for drug 
trafficking can be severe, as long as 40 years or in some instances, life imprisonment.83
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President Duterte at a press conference, July 2016
Wikimedia / King Rodriguez

Beggar on the streets of Davao City
Flickr / Phil Warren
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Cultural Orientation
Assessment Answers: 1. True;  2. False;  3. True;  4. False;  5. False
Chapter 4 | Assessment

1.  It is common to share a table with strangers in a restaurant.

2.  Security threats from terrorism are not a serious problem in urban areas.

3.  Emigration from the Philippines has led to labor shortages in the medical profession.

4.  Unemployment in the Zamboanga Peninsula is among the highest in the nation.

5.  Buses are the main form of transportation in Zamboanga City. 
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Introduction

Rural Filipinos such as the Chavacano speakers face a unique set of challenges and circumstances. The 
security situation throughout Mindanao is often unstable; terrorism and martial law are prominent issues in 
every region. The country’s education system is well-established, and nearly all Filipinos are literate, but 
many rural residents are undereducated. Although education is free by law, for rural residents, barriers 
such as distance and the cost of supplies stand in the way. Health threats and mental health problems are 
emerging from obscurity among Filipinos.1, 2

Economic challenges threaten the stability of families throughout Mindanao and the Zamboanga Peninsula, 
home to the majority of Chavacano speakers. Agriculture dominates the lives of people in rural areas. 
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A fishing village in Dipolog, Zamboanga del Norte
Flickr / Isabel Esterman
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Between 43% and 52% of the land in the peninsula’s three provinces is devoted to agriculture. Western 
Mindanao has more than 252,000 farms, covering 45% of Mindanao’s total land area. Zamboanga del 
Norte is home to the largest number of farms in Western Mindanao, with more than 104,000 farms covering 
295,300 hectares of land. Coconuts and hogs dominate the agriculture and livestock production of the 
region. Zamboanga Peninsula’s agriculture, fishing, and forestry industries contribute roughly half of the 
country’s gross regional domestic product.3, 4, 5 

Land Distribution/Ownership

A legacy of the Spanish colonial period in the 
Philippines was the concentration of land in the 
hands of a few wealthy landowners.6 Farmers 
worked the lands as tenant farmers. In the early- 
and mid-20th century, the land tenancy system 
was still in effect. Farmers traded their labor and 
equipment for supplies, seeds, and tenancy rights 
from landowners. The farmers then planted and 
cultivated crops, dividing the harvest between 
farmers and owners. Under this system, tenants 
had to pay high interest rates and were perpetually 
indebted to the landowners.7 The tenancy system 
continued in modified forms under and after U.S. 

occupation. Revolts against the system’s bondage eventually led to a series of land reforms that were 
sometimes helpful, but more often ineffective, and were often undermined by practices that favored 
wealthy landowners.8

In 1988, the Philippines passed a comprehensive agrarian reform law designed to redistribute land to 
peasants and farm workers.9 By 2012, 91% of targeted lands in the Zamboanga Peninsula had been 
redistributed. As of 2019, it is estimated that more than 13,000 farmers have benefitted from the Department 
of Agrarian Reform’s initiatives.10, 11

 Do you own this land?

Official: Tu ba el dueno de este tierra? Do you own this land?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 24
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Rice field near Dipolog City
Flickr / Ronnie 
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Rural Economy/ Sources of Income

Nationwide, almost 22% of the population lives below 
the poverty line, and 60% of those living in poverty 
live in rural areas of the country. Poverty overall has 
seen a slight downward trend in recent years. Poverty 
was reported at 27% in 2006 and has maintained 
its current percentage since 2015. Government 
initiatives are targeting poverty with the hopes of 
reducing poverty to the 13-15% range by 2022.12, 13 

About 40% of the employed individuals work in the 
informal economy, performing labor and services 
that are described as “off the books” or “under the 
table.”14 Rural women often seek employment as 

domestic workers in the homes of wealthy families. The average family income in 2015 was around PHP 
267,000, or about USD 5,119.15, 16

Agriculture and fisheries are by far the most important 
resources on the Zamboanga Peninsula. Unfortunately, 
individuals working in agriculture, maritime trades, 
and domestic service often experience substandard 
working conditions and forced labor.17, 18 Mindanao’s 
major crops are palay (pre-husked rice), corn, 
bananas, cacao, coconuts, and mangos. Coconuts 
led the pack in 2013 production, with almost 1.8 
million metric tons of coconuts produced. Palay was 
a distant second with just under 640,000 metric tons.19 

The region is the largest rubber producer in the 
Philippines. Other important agricultural activities 
include the milling of coconut oil, wood processing, and seaweed processing.20 Livestock accounts for 
almost 18% of the agricultural sector and poultry more than 16%. Fisheries account for just under 16% of 
the agricultural sector.21 The peninsula is known as the sardines capital of the Philippines, with Zamboanga 
City home to 11 sardine canning factories.22 Politically motivated conflicts and social turmoil have affected 
sardine production in recent times.23

 What crops do you grow?

Official: Cosa cultivo tu ta cre-ce? What crops do you grow?

Local: Yu ta crece coco y arroz I grow coconuts and rice.

Exchange 25
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Children play in an impoverished neighborhood
Flickr / Feed My Starving Children (FMSC)

Coconut trees in Davao City
Flickr / Jacques Beaulieu
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A major problem throughout the Philippines is the reliance on lending companies and informal lenders 
because obtaining a loan through a bank is much more difficult than getting a loan through a lending 
company. Informal loans are called “5-6 loans” because, for every 5 dollars that are lent, 6 dollars is paid 
back to the creditor. These lenders require payments on a daily or weekly basis. Creditors prey on those 
who aren’t able to secure a loan through a bank, and many of these lenders operate outside common 
banking practices. Rural area residents are often vulnerable to these types of loans. Government programs 
have recently been launched on the Zamboanga Peninsula to assist underprivileged borrowers and combat 
predatory practices.24, 25, 26

Rural Transportation

The Philippine government has invested in rural 
infrastructure development over the past few years. 
Almost 6,000 km (3,728 mi) of rural roads have been 
constructed or repaired throughout the country, and 
the government plans to construct or repair another 
14,000 km (8,700 mi) of roads. However, road 
conditions are still poor throughout the country, and 
traffic is congested. Most roads, including roads that 
connect rural areas to the cities, are only two lanes 
and often in disrepair, with potholes, narrow lanes, 
and few road signs. Over 155,000 km (96,312 mi) of 
roads are unpaved.27, 28 

Within Zamboanga, the primary modes of transportation are jeepneys, tricycles, and buses, but the safety and 
reliability of public transportation are poor, and pickpocketing and armed robberies are common. Taxis have 
recently established themselves as a viable option within Zamboanga City, but taxi drivers may use threats to 
extort money from passengers, be under the influence of drugs and alcohol, and display fake taxi meters.29, 30 

Pedestrians, people leading animals, motorbikes, 
bicycles, and other personal vehicles fill the roads. 
Investment in rural roads helps farmers like those 
on the Zamboanga Peninsula transport agricultural 
products to the marketplace.31, 32 Many drivers do not 
respect traffic laws and can be extremely aggressive 
or reckless. Drivers also often drive at high speeds. 
Driving conditions may be hazardous during the rainy 
season, and fatal accidents are common.33 More than 
10,000 die annually in the Philippines on the road in 
road crashes. Young adults are the most vulnerable.34, 

35 Minor road incidents can escalate quickly and lead 
to violent assaults.36
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Bed nets delivered on a muddy rural road
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A Zamboanga City tricycle
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Because of the serious threat of terrorist attacks, kidnapping, high levels of criminality, and violent clashes 
between the military/police and terrorist/rebel groups in Mindanao, the Zamboanga Peninsula, and the 
Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao, traveling in the region is very risky. Several Western governments 
warn their citizens to avoid all travel to the Zamboanga Peninsula and Mindanao.37, 38, 39

 Where can I rent a car?

Official: Donde yu puede pres-ta auto? Where can I rent a car?

Local: Alle na esculado By the square.

Exchange 26
 
Rural Healthcare 

Roughly two-thirds of the Zamboanga Peninsula residents have 
health insurance coverage, primarily through the Philippine Health 
Insurance Corporation (PhilHealth). Private healthcare facilities are 
more likely to be utilized by residents of urban areas. Overall, urban 
residents have better access to healthcare and health insurance 
coverage than rural residents.40 

The exodus of doctors and nurses throughout the country has 
taken a high toll on rural areas. Professional nurses can earn much 
higher salaries in Europe or the United States and have steadily 
emigrated to those places in recent years. Because fewer doctors 
and nurses are available in the countryside, mortality rates are 
higher in rural areas as the rural poor often find it difficult to travel 
for specialized care. Rural residents sometimes rely on traditional 
healers, midwives, and herbal medicines.41 

Because of emigration, many rural clinics in the Philippines closed, 
leaving the peninsula with 1 doctor for every 20,000 residents.42, 43 Zamboanga del Norte has the best 
access to medical care on the peninsula, with 27 to 33 barangay healthcare facilities. The rest of the 
peninsula has fewer than 20 facilities.44

 Is there a medical clinic nearby?

Official: Este tiene ba un clini-ca de medico serca 
aqui?

Is there a medical clinic nearby?

Local: Si, alla gayo Yes, over there.

Exchange 27
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A medical procedure underway in Mindanao
Flickr / Harry FozzardMindanao
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The average life span of Filipinos is almost three 
years shorter than the global average of age 72. The 
average Filipino is expected to live about 69.6 years 
– the average American is estimated to live a decade 
longer.45 Life expectancy in rural areas is particularly 
affected because rural areas receive a lower level of 
investment in medical services than urban areas. High 
rates of poverty, poor quality healthcare, and a lack of 
access to healthcare have created higher incidences 
of health risks in the region. The Philippine infant and 
maternal mortality rates are similar to the median 
of worldwide mortality rates. Around 6% of Filipino 
adults are obese, and almost 22% of children are 

underweight. Zamboanga City has been working on addressing its high malnutrition rate by implementing 
feeding programs and campaigns to combat the problem. An average of 14% of residents in Zamboanga 
Peninsula’s villages suffer from malnutrition.46, 47

HIV is still a problem in the region. The number of individuals infected with HIV is rising rapidly in the 
Zamboanga region. Since 1995, Zamboanga City has recorded more than 400 cases, with about 93% of 
those diagnosed being men. A similarly strong majority of the cases are the result of sexual activity; 11 
cases were the result of blood donations, and three were from mother-to-child transmission. Zamboanga 
City offers free treatment at the Zamboanga City Medical Center.48, 49

There is an increased focus on treating mental health problems throughout the Philippines, where an 
estimated six people commit suicide each day.50 To combat depression and other mental health problems, 
a 24-hour national hotline recently opened up offering mental health services such as counseling and 
psychiatric emergency assistance.51 The Mental Health Act empowers the government to promote well-being 
and provide services such as the hotline or access to mental facilities.52

Dengue fever, a disease spread by mosquitos, is a serious health concern throughout the Zamboanga 
Peninsula. More than 2,500 cases were recorded in 2019, more than double the number in 2018. A 
campaign against mosquitoes is underway to help control the spread of the disease.53, 54 The risk of dengue 
can be mitigated by draining standing water, using mosquito repellent, and sleeping under a mosquito 
net.55 Japanese encephalitis is a mosquito-borne virus that is more common in rural areas. This illness can 
cause swelling of the brain, coma, and death. Japanese Encephalitis is endemic to the Philippines and 
Southeast Asia.56, 57
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Rural Education

Rural schools in the Philippines suffer from many 
problems. There are not enough schools for the 
number of children. Children may have to get up early 
to walk a considerable distance to school. It is difficult 
to recruit teachers for rural areas, as the standards 
of education are often below that of urban schools. 
Rural classrooms often lack books, equipment, and 
basic supplies.58

 Is there a school nearby?

Official: Este ba tiene escuela serca aqui? Is there a school nearby?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 28

The academic year in the Philippines begins in June 
with the start of the rainy season. The school year 
ends in late March and students are on break through 
May. The nation has a 2–3-week break during the 
Christmas season in December and a 4–5-day break 
in early November to celebrate All Saints Day and 
Day of the Dead.59

Public education is free and compulsory for grades 
K–12, a relatively recent change as the result of the 
2013 Enhanced Basic Education Act.60, 61 Mandatory 
ROTC training for high school juniors and seniors 
was recently enacted as part of the country’s National 
Service Training Program.62, 63 Schools may be either public or private. Upon the successful completion of 
senior high school, students may choose to enter a vocational school or college.64, 65 Even though primary 
education is compulsory, about 10% of children ages 6–14 are not enrolled.66 Poverty is the main reason 
behind this high rate—accounting for nearly 30% of dropouts—because many leave school to help 
supplement their family incomes.67
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Rio Tuba nickel mine’s schoolhouse
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A rural schoolhouse on Mindanao
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 Do your children go to school?

Official: El dituyu manga anak ta anda na escuela? Do your children go to school?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 29

Village Life 

People in rural Mindanao often live in older, traditional 
homes built of bamboo, with roofs of corrugated metal 
or palm leaves. Many homes are constructed above 
ground with large poles for the foundation. The most 
common construction material is either wood or cinder 
blocks, sometimes covered with plaster and painted. 
Older homes have outdoor kitchen areas, while newer 
style homes have kitchens indoors. Indoor plumbing 
and electrical infrastructure are available in rural 
homes unless they are in remote areas.68 

Daily life in the countryside often revolves around 
the crowded marketplaces where people come to 
socialize as well as to conduct business. People sell fish and fish products, vegetables, fruits and fruit 
drinks, and spices in “wet” markets, as opposed to “dry” markets where goods such as household items 
and clothing are sold. Market customers might include tourists and foreign visitors. Smaller regions hold 
markets once or twice a week.69 

Local Authority

Named after balangays, the Malay sailboats that 
carried early settlers from Borneo to the Philippines, 
barangays are the smallest administrative units of 
local government in the Philippines. Barangay is the 
native Filipino term for a village, and can also refer to a 
neighborhood, districts, or suburb.70, 71 Barangays  are 
constitutionally recognized as governing community 
units of fewer than 1,000 people (50 to 100 families) 
and may exist within a larger administrative unit, such 
as a municipality or city.72 Currently, there are a little 
over 42,000 barangays in the country.73 
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Zamboanga City’s Mariki Barangay Hall
Wikimedia / Wowzamboangacity

Tropical bamboo housing in Dapitan
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The chief local executive or headman of a barangay 
is the punong barangay (captain). The punong 
barangay enforces laws and ordinances; maintains 
public order; ensures the delivery of basic services; 
enforces environmental protection laws; and acts 
against drug abuse, child abuse, and juvenile 
delinquency. The punong barangay is also the 
presiding officer of the sanggunian barangay.74

The sangguniang barangay is the legislative 
body of the barangay. This body consists of seven 
elected members called kagawad (counselors), the 
Sangguniang Kabataan (chairman), and a separately 

appointed secretary and treasurer — altogether 11 barangay officials. The sangguniang barangay can 
enact ordinances; levy taxes and other revenue measures; provide for construction and maintenance of 
barangay facilities and other public works; regulate the use of public facilities.75, 76 

 Does your barangay leader live here?

Official: El di inyo barangay lider ta queda ba aqui? Does your barangay leader live here?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 30

In tribal areas on the Zamboanga Peninsula or 
throughout Mindanao, the person in charge could 
be a tribal elder, depending on the organization or 
hierarchy of a particular group.77 Military officials and 
local police, if present, supersede the authority of 
tribal elders, even though some groups or barangays 
function independently.

 Respected barangay leader, we need your help.

Official: Respetado barangay lider, cami man 
necesita ayu-da/consejo/opinion

Respected barangay leader, we need your 
help/advice/opinion.

Local leader: Okey Okay.

Exchange 31
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Calarian Barangay Hall in Zamboanga City
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Gathering at San Francisco Barangay, Zamboanga City
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Security Checkpoints

Military checkpoints are sometimes established in 
areas of the southern Philippines on short notice, 
particularly in Muslim areas of Mindanao, where 
violence and unrest occur. The separatist movement 
has coalesced into several groups, including the 
Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF), which operates 
in central Mindanao. In 2018, the Bangsamoro Peace 
Process was signed, the latest peace effort after 
years of ineffective peace treaties and initiatives. 
Although peace is being pursued, the conflicts 
continue over time.78, 79 Attacks have taken place on 
the Zamboanga Peninsula, in both rural and urban 
areas.80, 81 In addition, violence involving armed 
gangs committing crimes of extortion, kidnapping, 
and armed robbery occurs on Mindanao.82 

 Where is the nearest checkpoint?

Official: Donde el mas serca puesto? Where is the nearest checkpoint?

Local: Dos kilometros des de aqui Two kilometers from here.

Exchange 32

Police and the military have established temporary and permanent checkpoints in all areas of the 
Chavacano-speaking region on Mindanao. Checkpoints are set up not only as a result of clashes between 
insurgent troops and government forces but for other events, such as elections.83 Foreigners are required to 
fully comply with the requests of police and military authorities at checkpoints. Checkpoints are well-lit and 
manned by properly uniformed police. 

 Show us the car registration.

Guard: Manda mira canamun el registro de auto Show us the car regis-tration.

Driver: Okey Okay.

Exchange 33

Drivers should slow down, dim headlights, turn on cabin lights, lock all doors, and stay inside the car. 
Only visual searches are allowed. Drivers do not need to open the glove compartment, trunk, or any bags. 
Documents, including driver’s license and registration, should be kept within reach.84
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A policeman at an airport checkpoint in Philippines
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 Are you carrying any guns?

Official: Tu ba ta carga cosa cosa pusil? Are you carrying any guns?

Local: No No.

Exchange 34

 

Landmines

The Philippines signed the Mine Ban Treaty on 3 
December 1997 and ratified it in 2000, becoming 
legally bound to the treaty. The treaty is used for 
leverage in eliminating mines by the Philippines 
Campaign to Ban Landmines, which seeks to have 
the government and armed groups commit to a 
cessation of mines in the future.85, 86 

Members of insurgent groups and non-state armed 
forces have used mines for several years in their 
struggle against the government. Unexploded 
ordnance (UXO) and explosive remnants of war (ERW) 
that have been found on the island of Mindanao date 
as far back as World War II. Most of the affected areas 
are on Mindanao.87

Injuries from explosive devices have increased over the last several years. Most of those injured were 
civilians, but some were security force personnel. Some of these devices were suspected of being used 
in ambushes of Philippine National Forces. In 2013, the total number of casualties from explosive devices 
such as mines was recorded at 571, with 184 deaths.88
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Assessment Answers: 1. True;  2. False;  3. False;  4. False;  5. True
Chapter 5 | Assessment

1.  Around half of the land on the Zamboanga Peninsula is utilized for agricultural purposes.

2.  Improved access to rural healthcare has helped eliminate child malnutrition on the peninsula.  

3.  Rural transportation in the Philippines is dominated by taxi service. 

4.  Public education is compulsory for grades 1–6 only.

5.  The smallest political unit of government is the barangay.
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Introduction

Family is one of the major bonds of Filipino culture. Families cultivate deep loyalties and are expected 
to care for and support each other. The importance of the family in Filipino culture is demonstrated by 
the 1936 Constitution that proclaimed the family as the foundation of the nation.1 The role of the family 
and its importance to society was further recognized by the national Civil Code, which establishes formal 
parameters for aspects of family life like marriage and the relationship between a husband and wife. Family 
can include those of biological or nonbiological relations.2, 3, 4

Kinship was the traditional basis of society and identity in the pre-Spanish Philippines. With the arrival of the 
Spanish came changes to the family and kin relations, including the adoption of compadrazgo, a Spanish 
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kin system based on social contracts and relationships established between godparents and godchildren. 
Filipinos adapted compadrazgo by establishing important bonds between parents and godparents. Church 
ceremonies legitimizing these relations created a sense of moral responsibility among all parties to support 
and aid each other as if they were blood relations. Because parents and godparents often see themselves 
as co-parents, this builds family and kin relations among grandparents, parents, and children, as well as 
important nonblood relations.5, 6, 7

Typical Household and Family Structure

Strong kinship ties traditionally created households 
with extended family members living under the 
same roof.8 However, this family model has shifted 
in recent years because many Filipinos have moved 
abroad in search of better wages. One impact of this 
trend has been the growing number of single-parent 
households. The Philippine Statistics Authority 
estimated in 2015 that there are around 3 million 
single-parent households; two-thirds of them have 
female heads of household.9 In 2015, more than 52% 
of Filipino children were born out of wedlock.10 The 
size of the average household has been declining for 
many years now—in 2000, the average was 5 people; 

in 2010, it dropped to 4.6; in 2015, it dropped to 4.4. The average household size for the Zamboanga 
Peninsula in 2015 was 4.5 people per household.11, 12

Poverty is a major influence on families, as it affects more than a 
quarter of the population. Housing, malnutrition, significant crime, 
and child labor exploitation are just some of the serious threats 
families face when living in poverty.13, 14 In rural areas throughout 
the country and on the Zamboanga Peninsula, in particular, it is 
estimated that at least a third of the population is impoverished.15, 16

Attitudes about family life are changing. The percentage of 
women living with their significant other without being married has 
grown. Younger couples are delaying marriage until they are more 
financially stable. Women head almost 20% of Filipino households.17, 

18 President Duterte was initially in favor of supporting same-sex 
marriage but has since changed his opinion. Duterte has defied 
the doctrine of the Catholic Church, however, by expanding access 
to birth control.19
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 How many people live in this house?

Official: Cuanto hente ta que-da na este casa? How many people live in this house?

Local: Veinte 20

Exchange 35

 Are these people [children] part of your family?

Official: Este manga hente [nino y nina] parte 
dituyu familia?

Are these people [children] part of your family?

Local: Si Yes.

Exchange 36

Male and Female Interactions

Chavacano speakers, like the country overall, are 
traditionally patriarchal, although women do hold 
a relatively high social status. Compared to other 
nations in the region, Filipino women have enjoyed 
longstanding equal rights with men under the law. 
Increasingly, women hold important professional 
positions within Philippine society. In government, 
they have served as cabinet members, senators, 
Supreme Court justices, and president. Women also 
have many opportunities to pursue education and 
professional careers.20, 21

Over 60% of Filipino women are employed; about half 
of Filipino couples make joint decisions regarding a wife’s wages, and about the same proportion of women 
make their own healthcare decisions. About two-thirds of couples make joint decisions regarding matters 
such as relations with extended family and finances.22 Many household decisions can be made solely by 
women; it is not necessary for them to seek permission from men in the family.23 Women usually manage 
the family’s finances and often hold full-time jobs, even while raising children and running a household. 
Extended family members are often available to help the working mother with childcare.24, 25, 26 

Domestic violence, rape, and prostitution are all serious problems in the Philippines. Although such crimes are 
illegal, enforcement has been ineffective. Sex tourism is also a source of exploitation and forced labor. Sexual 
harassment is widespread in the workplace. Cases of violence against women often go unreported.27, 28

Since women were granted the right to vote and to be elected in 1937, Filipinas have become important 
leaders in national and local government, including presidents Corazon Aquino (1986–92) and Gloria 
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Macapagal-Arroyo (2001–10).29 Women account for 28.5% of elected representatives in Congress, 22.5% 
of provincial governors, 23.4% of vice governors, 23.2% of city mayors, and 19.8% of vice mayors.30 The 
Philippine Magna Carta for Women, passed in 2009, protects women’s human rights—protections that 
include antidiscrimination measures, the right to inherit property, and time off for health issues.31, 32 In spite 
of this legal protection, women face discrimination in hiring and the workplace.33 

Status of Elders, Adolescents, and Children

Elders

Elderly citizens made up 6.9% of the total population 

in 2010; this is anticipated to grow to 11.5% by 
2030.34 Grandparents and other elders are respected 
for their age and the wisdom that they can pass on 
to young children, such as teaching them about 
societal norms. In the home, elders are expected to 
model appropriate conduct for children. If there are 
young children in the household, grandparents will 
customarily look after them. Once children become 
adults, the responsibility to remain available to care 
for the aging parents is assumed by one of them, 
often a daughter. The role of elders in Philippine 
society creates a mutually beneficial network in which 
working parents have family members to provide childcare, and aging parents remain integrated into family 
life rather than live alone.35, 36 

Filipinos traditionally express respect to elders through the greeting known as mano. This greeting is 
performed by taking the back of the elder’s hand and gently pressing it to their forehead after a slight bow. 
Many times, the elder will be asked, “mano po?” as a way of getting permission to perform the greeting. In 
recent years, the beso-beso greeting, or a cheek-to-cheek kiss, has also become a popular way to greet 
elders.37

Adolescents and Children 

Children are indulged in Filipino families and continually surrounded by family members. Extended families 
are typically close, and parents often send children to stay for long periods of time with aunts, grandparents, 
or other relatives. Within the home, children are usually in the company of siblings, parents, aunts, uncles, 
or other members of the family. Babies are constantly cared for and often held protectively by their mothers 
or another family member. Few demands, if any, are made on young children. They are expected to learn 
gradually, within an environment that is relatively free from anxiety or overly high expectations.38, 39, 40
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Throughout their lives, children learn to show 
deference and respect to older family members.41, 42 
Parents expect them to respect older siblings and 
refrain from fighting or speaking arrogantly to them. 
Children also learn to ask for permission when they 
want something. Older siblings learn to care for 
younger ones and assume responsibility for their 
well-being in the parents’ absence. As children grow 
up, close bonds with their family remain, and parents 
do not expect or require them to move out until they 
marry. Sometimes, adult children continue to live with 
their parents even after they marry.43

The age of consent in the Philippines is 12  years old. The age of consent is the legally defined age at which 
a person is deemed legally competent to consent to sexual activity. Any person who violates this law can 
be prosecuted under statutory rape laws. The only country in which the age of consent is lower than in the 
Philippines is Nigeria, where it is 11.44

Married Life, Divorce, and Birth

Marriage 

Marriage creates new family ties that extend for several 
generations and hold the social order together in the 
Philippines. Through marriage, the Filipino extended 
family becomes a much larger network. From this 
foundation, family members can rely on each other 
for help and support throughout their lifetimes.45

According to the 1988 family code of the Philippines, 
the minimum legal age for marriage is 18, but parental 
or guardian consent is a legal requirement for anyone 
under the age of 21.46 May is the most popular month 
for marriages. Filipinos generally marry while in their 
twenties—29  for men and 27  for women—although 
those in urban areas tend to marry later than rural residents. Since 2008, there has been a relatively steady 
decline in marriages, hitting a low in 2016 of about 420,000 marriages, a contrast to the nearly 500,000  
marriages that took place in 2009.47, 48 Many couples remain engaged for a few years in order to become 
financially stable, finish their educations, or build a foundation in their careers before they marry.49 It is common 
for Filipinos to begin their own families around a year after marriage. The presence of children represents 
good fortune and establishes stronger ties between the newly married couple and their extended families.50, 51 
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 Congratulations on your marriage!

Visitor: Felicidad na tu casamiento! Congratulations on your marriage!

Local: Bien alegre gayot cami na ta qui tu ahora We are honored to have you here

Exchange 37

Divorce

The Philippines is the only country besides Vatican City, where divorce is illegal.52 On the Zamboanga 
Peninsula, as it is throughout the nation, Catholicism remains the majority religion and is highly influential. 
Filipinos have the option of receiving a religious annulment or a civil annulment, but the costly process can 
take years, and there is no guarantee of success. Those who do not legally end their marriage and pursue 
new relationships can be charged with adultery. Annulments can only be granted for very limited reasons, 
such as fraud, coercion, or physiological incapacitation.53, 54

Divorce is becoming a hot political issue as candidates increasingly campaign on legalizing it or expanding 
annulment rules.55 In 2018, a bill was passed by the Philippine House of Representatives to legalize “absolute 
divorce” after more than a decade of debate. Bills have been introduced frequently in Congress, speaking 
to the strong desire to see divorce legalized, but conservative or religious activism has stalled efforts for a 
long time.56

Birth 

After the birth of a child, the mother often rests for 
up to a month while members of her extended family 
handle the household duties and upkeep.57 Mothers 
often stay in their homes with their newborns and do 
not go outside until three or four weeks have passed. 
The child’s first outing is typically to the doctor’s office, 
and the second is to see a priest, who will baptize or 
bless the child.58 For most Filipino families, there is no 
cultural preference for having a boy or a girl.59 The 
Philippine Department of Health encourages citizens 
to use hospitals or other designated medical facilities, 
as the Philippines has had a high maternal and infant 
mortality rate. Current statistics show that 14 deaths 
occur per every 1,000 live births.60
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Family Social Events

Weddings

Wedding norms in the Philippines are relatively similar 
to traditional norms found in Western countries. When 
partners decide to marry, the intended groom, often 
accompanied by members of his family, will ask the 
bride’s parents if they will consent to the marriage. 
If they do, both families begin preparations for the 
wedding.61, 62 Wedding ceremonies may be either civil 
or religious. Both require the presentation of a valid 
marriage license. In addition, church weddings require 
copies of baptismal and confirmation certificates at 
least one month prior to the scheduled services.63 
Church weddings are often more expensive than civil 
weddings, which has led as many as half of Filipinos 
to opt for civil ceremonies.64, 65

Many brides wear a Western-style white wedding gown. Men wear the traditional sheer embroidered shirt 
over a white t-shirt and black pants. Some men, however, wear the Western style tuxedo. Some traditional 
wedding practices are still used, such as ceremonial sponsors who witness the wedding. Sponsors are 
people whom the bride and groom trust and respect, or can be prominent people from the community.66 
They take the role of witnesses and assume responsibility for specific parts of the wedding, such as lighting 
candles or placing a veil on the bride’s head.67 An elaborate feast accompanied by music and dancing 
follows the wedding ceremony.68

Funerals

Funeral traditions in the Philippines are similar to 
those of other predominantly Catholic countries. In 
the Chavacano region of Zamboanga Peninsula, 
this is no different.69 Once an individual dies, friends 
and family gather at the deceased’s home to provide 
comfort and support. Family members often stand 
vigil over the body until it is buried, which could be as 
many as three days after death. All kin are expected 
to come to the home. The Filipino notion of hospitality 
dictates that the family, no matter how close to the 
deceased, will provide food or other refreshments to 
any guests.70
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Grieving takes place publicly in groups and is expressive, rather than reserved, although men tend to 
be more private with their feelings. Family members often grieve for up to a year or more, wearing black 
clothing or a black ribbon to symbolize mourning. After the burial, many families offer evening prayers for 
nine days, and on the last day, share a formal meal with friends and family. This ritual signifies the belief that 
the ninth day is the time when the deceased’s soul moves on to the afterlife.71, 72 

Another tradition observed by many Filipinos is to visit deceased friends and relatives on All Saints Day, 
rather than the traditional All Souls Day. Many Filipinos visit cemeteries at dusk to hold all-night vigils at their 
loved ones’ graves.73

 I offer my condolences to you and your family.

Visitor: Yu taqui para dale contigo condolencia y 
tu yu familia ta men. 

I offer my condolenc-es to you and your family.

Local: Gracias ta qui tu canamun. Thank you for being with us.

Exchange 38

Funerals in the Philippines are expensive, and families receive abuloy, or donations, to help cover costs. A 
unique tradition is to gamble during the wake, and although there has been some opposition to the practice 
by Catholic authorities, it is considered a legal pastime by the government. A requiem mass is held, and 
the deceased is buried in the local cemetery. Some cemeteries in urban areas are overcrowded. Filipino 
Muslims bury the deceased within 24 hours in accordance with Islamic tradition.74, 75, 76

Baptism

Baptism is an important part of a Chavacano 
Catholic’s life. It is the first of the seven sacraments 
that he or she can receive in life. Baptism initiates 
one into the Catholic Church, providing the blessings 
associated with the rite, and is necessary for salvation 
in accordance with Catholic practices. Catholics 
in the Philippines are urged to baptize their infants 
within three months of birth. This guidance was given 
because some families put off baptism, as they feel 
they can’t afford to pay for the accompanying large 
parties and social events.77, 78, 79 If they can afford to do 
so, family and friends assemble at the church, dressed 
in formal attire, for the consecration ceremony. A 
godparent is designated to witness the infant’s baptism, as well as assist in the religious upbringing of the 
infant. Godparents are customarily Catholics in good standing with the church and who have received the 
necessary religious rites. Afterward, guests are treated to a feast hosted by the parents.80, 81

DLIFLC
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOR E IG N L A NGUAGE C E N T E R

Parents wait with their baby during a baptism ceremony
Flickr / Lady May Pamintuan



   Chapter 1 | Profile 101

Naming Conventions 

As with other ethnic groups throughout the 
Philippines, Chavacano names are commonly 
derived from both Malay and Spanish backgrounds. 
There are a number of indigenous family names that 
predate Spanish influence. While religious names are 
very common in the country, nonreligious names are 
often used. Traditional naming conventions include 
a given first name, the mother’s maiden name as the 
middle name, and the father’s family name as the 
surname.82, 83 

The most popular first names in the Philippines are 
biblical, resulting from the prominence of Catholicism, 
and secular names that are commonly heard in the United States. Combination names such as John Paul, 
John Mark, Angel Mae, and Mary Grace are also common. For baby girls, the most popular names of 2015 
were Angel, Althea, Princess, Ashley, and Samantha.84, 85, 86

Children also usually have lifelong nicknames, used by family and friends. Children born out of wedlock 
traditionally had a given name, followed by the mother’s maternal surname, and the mother’s surname.87 A 
change to the Family Code in 2004 has allowed for children in these circumstances to take the father’s surname.88

Nicknames are common and are used to differentiate 
between family members with similar names and 
among individuals with common names. Nicknames 
may come from a variety of sources, such as the 
case with Ceferino “Joker” Paz Arroyo, Jr., a Filipino 
public official who received his nickname because 
his father loved card games. Public figures often 
draw nicknames from the media or the public as their 
profile grows.89, 90, 91 

In 1849, the colonial government mandated that 
Filipinos adopt a Spanish surname for census and 
taxation purposes. Traditional surnames and naming 

conventions were replaced by Spanish surnames and naming traditions. Filipinos within a small geographical 
area were often assigned a single surname or surnames that started with the same letter. Individuals and 
families who were previously registered with the Spanish government retained their traditional name. Traditional 
surnames were based on the geography of a person’s surroundings, life events, and unique characteristics. 
Traditional surnames, which have since been passed through the generations, include adjectives and nouns 
that may sound unflattering or confusing to those unfamiliar with the name’s origin.92, 93  
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Cultural Orientation
Assessment Answers: 1.True;  2. False;  3. True;  4. True;  5. False
Chapter 6 | Assessment

1.  The concept of “compadrazgo” refers to the strong familial bonds and obligations among godparents, 
      godchildren, and their parents.

2.  The average household on the Zamboanga Peninsula has six children.

3.  Women in the Philippines have the legal right to inherit property. 

4.  Except for Vatican City, the Philippines is the only nation where divorce is illegal.  

5.  In the Malay (pre-Spanish) culture, surnames were given to people by governing officials.  
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Further Reading
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Further Reading
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Final Assessment

Final Assessment
1.  Zamboangueños are Chavacano-speaking Filipinos. 

2.  Basilan Island is primarily populated by Christians.

3. The primary business center for the island of Mindanao is Zamboanga City. 

4.  Zamboanga City lies in the typhoon belt that runs through the Philippines. 

5.  The Zamboanga Peninsula’s economy is primarily based on the export of oil.

6.  The Catholic Church wields little influence in the country.

7.  Religion plays a major role in the daily lives of most Chavacano speakers.

8.  Holy Week is celebrated in the Philippines between Christmas and New Year’s Day.

9.  The Spanish government subsidized missionary activity in the Philippines as part of its efforts to colonize
     the region.

Final Assessment
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Final Assessment

10.  Divorce has strong support among the Filipino population.

11.  Causing or experiencing shame is a serious cultural issue in the Philippines. 

12.  When greeting a Filipino person, informal forms of address are preferred over titles.

13.  Food from the Chavacano-dominant region of the Philippines is known for its spicy flavors.

14.  It is common for people living in rural areas to sit down with others at each meal.

15.  Rizal Day honors a national hero who fought against the Japanese assault in World War II. 

16.  Despite its wealthy status, poverty is common in Zamboanga City.

17.  Barangays are the smallest settlements or administrative units in the country.

18.  There is no free public school option for children in the Philippines.
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Final Assessment

19.  Bargaining for lower prices in a Filipino market is a way to create interpersonal relationships.

20.  The Philippines only has private healthcare facilities.

21.  Agriculture and fisheries are by far the most important resources on the Zamboanga Peninsula.

22.  The head of a barangay is called a kagawad. 

23.  Nurses earn high, competitive salaries in the Philippines, attracting nurses from outside of the country.

  

24.  The main reason students leave school is that the culture does not value education.

25.  Few of the lands on the Zamboanga Peninsula have been redistributed in accordance with the land 
       reform policies.

26.  Less than one-third of Filipino children are born out of wedlock.

27.  Many traditional household decisions are made solely by women.
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Chavacano Cultural Orientation | Final Assessment

  

28.  Children are raised using strict, formal socializing methods.

29.  It is common for couples to be engaged for years before getting married.

  

30.  In naming a child, the mother’s surname is often designated as the child’s middle name. 

Assessment Answers: 1. True;  2. False;  3. True;  4. False;  5. False;  6. False;  7. True;  8. False;  9. 

True;  10. False; 11. True;  12. False;  13. False;  14. True;  15. False;  16. True;  17. True;  18. False;  19. 

True;  20. False; 21. True;  22. False;  23. False;  24. False;  25. False;  26. False;  27. True;  28. False;  

29. True;  30. True
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