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Southeast Asian Linguistic Traditions in the Philippines

Lawrence A. Reid

This paper discusses the occupation of the Philippines by Austronesian speaking
peoples and explains how Philippine linguistic traditions ultimately derive from
mainland Southeast Asia. It divides the prehistory of the Philippines into two
periods, B. A. “Before the Arrival of the Austronesians”, and A. A. “After the
Arrival of the Austronesians”. The first period involves only the aboriginal
Australoid population of the Philippines, the “A. A. Period of Philippine Prehisto-
ry”, involves both the Australoid population and the Mongoloid populations of the
Philippines.

Archaeological evidence both from the Philippines and areas to the south in
Indonesia place the boundary between these two periods at around 3,500 B. C.
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Prior to this date there is evidence of occupation by ancestors of today’s Negrito
populations using only simple flake and blade tools. Subsequently, early sites
contain pottery, ground stone adzes, stone tools for harvesting grain, spinning
thread, beating barkcloth, some possible tattooing chisels, and a variety of ear-
rings and other ornaments of personal decoration made from shell, jade, fired clay,
and polished stone. These artifacts are generally considered to be evidence of a
movement of people with a Neolithic culture into the area. The evidence suggests
that these people came from Taiwan, and not from the south into the Philippines.

Linguistic evidence confirms a Taiwan source for Philippine languages. An
examination of the reconstructed words used by speakers of the parent Aus-
tronesian language suggests that they lived in a tectonically unstable region with
distinct seasonal temperature variations within the Pacific typhoon belt, which is
consistent with Taiwan as the homeland, but not areas to the south of the
Philippines. Examination of the direction of sound changes, and changes that have
taken place in the form of some pronouns provide further support for Taiwan as
the source of the earliest Austronesian language in the Philippines.

Finally the paper discusses the role of rice in understanding the origins of
Philippine languages. The earliest rice remains have been found in the northern
part of the Philippines, and recent excavations in Taiwan have found rice remains
which are older by some 500 years. There is clear linguistic evidence that Proto-
Austronesians were rice agriculturalists, and that they brought this knowledge
with them when they expanded into the Philippines and beyond.

The archaeological and linguistic evidence clearly shows the inaccuracy of the
traditional views of Filipinos as being part of the “Malay Race” who migrated into
the country from the south. In fact, the Proto-Austronesians most probably lived
in Taiwan, and both archaeological and linguistic evidence suggest that their
ancestors had their origins in the adjoining South China region, probably in what
is now Fujian or Zhejiang provinces, and so it is from thence that Philippine

linguistic traditions ultimately derive.
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