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Key Highlights

	◼ Translations of Waray texts into English generate mistranslations that 
misrepresent agency, erase perspectival alignment, and distort thematic 
meaning. The mistranslations stem from how the obligatory subject 
position and agent-centered clause architecture of English differs from the 
patient-centered perspective encoded in the transitivity-modality paradigm 
and the ergative symmetry that Waray uses to structure discourse. This 
paper examines how Waray’s ergative–absolutive alignment generates 
challenges in translation into English, identifies the structural sources 
of distortion, and argues for translation strategies that preserve the 
perspective encoded in the source language.  

	◼ By foregrounding the interaction between grammar and worldview, the 
paper hopes to contribute to more accurate, culturally respectful, and 
theoretically informed approaches to translating Waray texts and, by 
extension, other languages in the Philippines whose grammatical systems are 
similarly vulnerable to being overwritten by English norms. The urgency of 
such standards gains additional policy grounding through House Bill No. 
3863, the Batas sa Sariling Wika Act, that would mandate government and 
educational institutions to strengthen the use of the Philippine languages 
in official communication and knowledge production.

	◼ The case analyses of several Waray oral and ritual texts demonstrate 
that mistranslation between Waray and English is not a matter of lexical 
substitution but stems from deep structural incompatibilities between 
the two languages. These mismatches, particularly in absolutive argument 
structure, voice alignment, and the treatment of agency, carry significant 
implications for translation practice. Translators who default to English 
syntactic norms systematically tend to overwrite Waray perspectival logic, 
alter narrative structure, and misrepresent ritual meaning.

	◼ The paper proposes several recommendations for translation practice, 
particularly its treatment of translation as an epistemic and not merely a 
linguistic act. The paper also calls for a more systematic operationalization 
of translation practice outlined in HB No. 3863 that includes institutional 
specifications such as translation workflows, perspective-sensitive 
translation review checklists, translation training, and oversight functions.



Introduction
Languages in the Philippines occupy an important place in both the 
Austronesian family and the country’s cultural landscape. Waray, the major 
language of Samar and Leyte, is one of the ten largest linguistic communities in 
the Philippines. Typologically, Waray belongs to a class of Philippine languages 
whose transitivity-modality paradigm (voice) and alignment systems encode 
perspective in ways that differ fundamentally from English. These structural 
features are not merely formal properties of the language: they encode 
culturally salient perspectives on action, agency, and participant roles in ways 
that shape how Waray speakers organize experience and represent events. As 
in many Philippine-type languages, the grammatical foregrounding of patients 
and undergoers, the distribution of voice morphology, and the flexibility in 
expressing agents reflect long-standing discourse patterns intimately tied to 
local knowledge, oral and narrative traditions.

Despite this linguistic richness, Waray texts, whether oral narratives, ritual 
chants, historical documents, or contemporary literature, are overwhelmingly 
translated into English through frameworks that implicitly assume English 
grammatical logic as the norm. This practice results in recurrent structural 
distortions. English, with its obligatory subject position and agent-centered 
clause architecture, frequently imposes agents where Waray is intentionally silent, 
suppresses the patient-centered perspective encoded in the transitivity-modality 
paradigm, and flattens the ergative symmetry that Waray uses to structure 
discourse. The outcome is not a simple loss of grammatical detail but a deeper 
misrepresentation of perspective and intention. When Waray constructions 
that highlight affectedness or relational stance are forced into English actives or 
passives, the result is an inadvertent rewriting of responsibility, empathy, and 
thematic focus. Across published translations, this leads to English renderings 
that diverge significantly from Waray narrative logic and ritual epistemology, 
often without the translator being aware of the underlying shift.

Addressing these mismatches is therefore urgent for several fields. For 
linguistics, it highlights the need to foreground Philippine alignment typology 
when analyzing or translating texts. For translation studies, it exposes the 
limitations of English-centered paradigms and argues for a more source-
sensitive approach when dealing with Austronesian languages. For the study 
of oral traditions and ethnography, the stakes are even higher: when agency is 
misrepresented in ritual speech or oral narrative, the cultural logic embedded 
in those texts is inadvertently altered, compromising the interpretive value of 
translated materials used in scholarship, heritage preservation, and curriculum 
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development. The problem is not simply linguistic but epistemic. Translation 
choices shape how communities are represented, how their histories are told, 
and how their cultural practices are understood.

This discussion paper, therefore, examines how Waray’s ergative–absolutive 
alignment generates challenges in translation into English, identifies the 
structural sources of distortion, and argues for translation strategies that 
preserve the perspective encoded in the source language. By foregrounding the 
interaction between grammar and worldview, the paper hopes to contribute to 
more accurate, culturally respectful, and theoretically informed approaches to 
translating Waray texts and, by extension, other languages in the Philippines 
whose grammatical systems are similarly vulnerable to being overwritten by 
English norms.

Problem Statement
How do structural differences between Waray (and similarly aligned Philippine 
languages) and English generate systematic mistranslations that misrepresent 
agency, erase perspectival alignment, and distort thematic meaning?

Objectives
1.	 To describe structural mismatches between the languages in the Philippines, 

such as Waray and English clause systems.

2.	 To analyze how these mismatches generate misrepresentation of agency.

3.	 To demonstrate consequences through examples from oral and ritual texts 
in the languages of the Philippines, such as Waray.

4.	 To propose translation strategies that minimize perspectival loss.

5.	 To articulate institutional and policy recommendations for translation 
practice under the Batas sa Sariling Wika Act.

Scope and Limitations
This paper focuses on Waray clause alignment and translation to English. The 
examples are restricted to oral and ritual texts. And this is not intended as a 
comprehensive grammar, but a discussion of translation implications. However, 
its application may extend to the languages in the Philippines.
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Literature Review and Conceptual 
Framework

Grammatical Alignment and Typology
Studies in linguistic typology consistently highlight the significance of alignment 
systems in shaping how languages encode relations between arguments 
and predicates (Dixon 1994; Payne 1997). Whereas nominative–accusative 
languages like English group the intransitive subject (S) with the transitive 
agent (A), ergative–absolutive languages group S with the transitive patient or 
undergoer (P). Philippine-type languages, including Waray, Cebuano, Tagalog, 
Ilokano, and others, have long posed a challenge to typological classification 
because they exhibit a symmetrical voice system with an absolutive argument 
but do not fully align with classic ergativity (Himmelmann 2005; Aldridge 
2016). Nevertheless, for practical purposes in translation and discourse analysis, 
Waray’s absolutive argument behavior, voice morphology, and patient-oriented 
constructions pattern closely with ergative systems.

Waray specifically displays an absolutive argument that determines which 
argument is foregrounded in the clause and which one aligns with the 
intransitive S. This structural property is not a surface grammatical detail but 
an organizational principle that affects information flow, thematic prominence, 
and discourse continuity. English, with its strict subject requirement and agent-
patient asymmetry, renders these absolutive argument structures difficult 
to map directly. This typological mismatch lies at the center of translation 
distortions discussed in this paper.

Nevertheless, for practical purposes in translation and discourse analysis, 
Waray’s absolutive argument behavior, voice morphology, and patient-oriented 
constructions pattern closely with ergative systems.

Voice, Transitivity, and Affectedness in Philippine 
Languages
Philippine voice systems have been analyzed as indexing semantic roles, 
discourse prominence, and transitivity levels simultaneously (Schachter and 
Otanes 1972). Unlike Indo-European languages, where transitivity is often 
binary, Waray transitivity is scalar and sensitive to factors such as volition, 
control, affectedness, and event completion (Payne and Oyzon, forthcoming). 

4 Preserving Perspective: Ergativity, Translation, and Worldview



Voice affixes such as -um-, nag-, gin-, and the various patient-oriented forms 
encode more than valency; they encode the participant’s relationship to the 
event.

This scalar view is essential to understanding why English translations often 
misrepresent agency. When Waray selects a patient-oriented construction such 
as Ginkaon ako, the grammatical choice signals not only who is affected but 
also how the event is thematically structured. English, having no analogous 
system, forces this into either an agentive active clause or a passive clause, each 
carrying interpretive consequences absent in the Waray original.

Scholars of Austronesian linguistics have long warned that imposing English 
grammatical categories onto Philippine languages leads to misanalysis 
(Ross 2002). These warnings extend naturally to translation: if the analyst 
misinterprets the grammatical function of voice, the translator will inevitably 
misrepresent perspective.

Translation Theory and the Problem of Perspective
Contemporary translation studies emphasize the role of perspective, point 
of view, and interpreter positioning (Venuti 1995; Baker 2018). Translation 
is understood not as simple lexical substitution but as a reconfiguration 
of epistemic stance. When translating between languages with divergent 
alignment systems, translators must decide how to preserve or approximate the 
source language’s encoding of agency, control, emphasis, and affectedness.

In the Philippine context, very few studies explicitly address the implications of 
ergativity for translation. Existing translations of oral narratives and ritual texts 
often rely on unexamined norms of English clause structure, resulting in the 
introduction of agents not present in the original, over-specification of action, 
or shifts from relational to agentive framing. This problem becomes acute in 
ritual language, where indirect agency, prohibition structures, and vocative 
forms are essential to the communicative act.

The literature thus supports a central theoretical claim of this paper: translation 
between Waray and English is inherently perspectival, not merely structural, 
and errors arise when translators fail to recognize the epistemic commitments 
encoded in Waray grammar.
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Ethnopoetics, Discourse Framing, and Oral Traditions
Ethnopoetic scholarship (Hymes 1981; Tedlock 1983; Finnegan 1992) has 
shown that oral traditions are not only narratives but patterned performances 
with distinct discourse structures. Waray ritual language, such as offering 
chants, invocations, or narrative openings, frequently relies on voice selection 
to manage stance, respect, and relationality. The way agency is obscured, 
diffused, or redirected is itself part of the cultural meaning.

When English translations transform these structures into direct commands, 
explicit agents, or linearized actions, the cultural logic embedded in the Waray 
original is altered. As oral narratives and ritual texts form a major part of the 
region’s intangible heritage, mistranslation carries implications not only for 
academic study but also for heritage preservation, local historiography, and 
community representation.

This paper builds on ethnopoetic principles to argue that preserving Waray 
perspective requires translators to treat voice and alignment as integral elements 
of meaning rather than as removable grammatical ornaments.

Conceptual Synthesis
This framework treats translation not as a transfer between codes, but as a site 
where grammatical structure, epistemic stance, and institutional authority 
converge.

The conceptual framework for this paper integrates:

1.	 Typological insights into ergative–absolutive alignment 

2.	 Transitivity-modality paradigm, especially the interaction of morphology 
and affectedness

3.	 Translation theory, emphasizing perspective and epistemic stance

4.	 Ethnopoetic approaches, linking grammar to cultural meaning

Taken together, these bodies of literature provide the foundation for analyzing 
how structural mismatches between Waray and English produce distortions in 
agency, alignment, and thematic interpretation. The framework also establishes 
the basis for proposing translation strategies that preserve the perspectives 
embedded in Waray grammar.
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These issues are not isolated to individual mistranslations but recur 
systematically in the handling of Philippine-language materials, particularly 
those drawn from oral, ritual, and narrative traditions. When grammatical 
perspective and agency are misaligned in translation, the resulting distortions 
accumulate across publications, curricula, and institutional outputs, producing 
long-term epistemic consequences rather than isolated errors.

Structural Basis of Mistranslation
Building on these systemic concerns, this section examines how recurrent 
translation practices affect the transmission of knowledge in educational, 
cultural, and research settings, especially when local grammatical structures are 
subsumed under external linguistic frameworks.

Translation between Waray and English is complicated by deep structural 
incompatibilities in clause organization, alignment, and the representation 
of agency. These differences are not limited to morphology or syntax but 
arise from each language’s underlying principles for encoding events and 
participant roles. Waray’s ergative-absolutive system stands in sharp contrast 
to English’s nominative–accusative alignment, creating mismatches that force 
the translator to make decisions about perspective, focus, and agency, often 
without full awareness of the interpretive consequences. This section outlines 
the core structural sources of mistranslation: (1) structural mismatch, (2) 
misrepresentation of agency, (3) loss of ergative symmetry, and (4) thematic 
consequence.

Structural Mismatch
At the heart of Waray–English mistranslation is the differing role of syntactic 
center. Waray clauses are organized around an absolutive argument that 
functions as the primary reference point for voice morphology, argument 
structure, and discourse continuity. The absolutive argument is not necessarily 
the agent; it can be the patient, beneficiary, instrument, or locative, depending 
on which argument is selected by the voice morphology. Waray thus affords 
speakers flexibility in highlighting different participants as the clause’s 
perspectival center.

English, by contrast, is a strict subject-prominent language that requires 
an explicit subject in every finite clause. Because English subjects tend to 
be interpreted as agents, especially in active voice constructions, English 
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translation often forces an agent into a clause where Waray either leaves agency 
implicit or assigns prominence to a non-agent participant.

This structural mismatch, syntactic center choice vs. obligatory subject, creates 
systemic pressure that pulls Waray patient-oriented clauses into an agent-
centered English frame. Even translators who aim to preserve literal meaning 
cannot avoid the gravitational pull of English subjecthood, which often results 
in perspective shifts invisible to nonspecialists.

Misrepresentation of Agency
Agency is one of the most consistently distorted categories in Waray–English 
translation. Waray allows agents to be suppressed, backgrounded, or omitted 
entirely, especially in patient-oriented constructions. This is not merely 
a syntactic option: it is a discourse resource that manages responsibility, 
politeness, deference, or stance. When translated into English, however, these 
suppressions are often undone. Translators tend to:

1.	 Insert agents that are absent in the original, turning implicit or distributed 
agency into explicit actorhood.

2.	 Reassign agency to the wrong participant, particularly when English 
requires a single clear agent.

3.	 Convert affectedness into action, giving Waray experiencers an English-like 
sense of volition or control.
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For example, a Waray construction such as Ginwasiwas kami han hangin “We 
were blown away by the wind” may be rendered into an English active clause 
that assigns agency or control to the experiencer, depending on context. The 
result is a subtle but significant reconfiguration of participant roles and event 
interpretation. Notice that the Waray original is transitive, and the English 
rendition is passive. In the Waray original, kami “we” is the object; it becomes 
the subject in the English translation. This misrepresentation is especially 
problematic because English translation inadvertently reasserts agentive clarity 
where the original text encoded ambiguity or relational stance.

Loss of Ergative Symmetry
Waray’s ergative-absolutive system aligns the intransitive subject (S) with the 
patient or undergoer (P) in transitive clauses. This symmetry allows Waray 
speakers to foreground the affected participant in both transitive and intransitive 
contexts, contributing to a distinctive narrative rhythm in oral storytelling and 
speech.

For instance, Waray allows for narrative continuity through patient absolutive 
argument:

Ginkagat hiya. S/he was bitten.

Kumaon hiya. S/he ate.

Both clauses center on the same absolutive participant (hiya), maintaining 
continuity. English, however, must recast the first clause (1) (Literally: Bitten 
was s/he.) into an agent-centered frame (“Something bit me.”), disrupting the 
symmetry and shifting narrative focus.

The loss of ergative symmetry is therefore not just grammatical; it disrupts 
discourse cohesion and alters the narrator’s point of view.

Thematic Consequence
The cumulative effect of structural mismatch, misrepresentation of agency, and 
the loss of ergative symmetry is thematic distortion. When English translations 
reassign agency or foreground actors who were backgrounded in the original, 
the thematic emphasis of the text shifts.
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This shift manifests in several ways:

1.	 Narrative Focus: English translations often turn affected participants into 
passive recipients of an agent’s actions, even when the Waray text centers 
their experience or vulnerability.

2.	 Ritual Meaning: Ritual language frequently uses patient absolutive 
arguments to place human participants in a position of supplication, 
humility, or relational vulnerability. English translations that insert agents 
or convert invocations into commands flatten these relational dynamics. 

3.	 Worldview Representation: Many Waray texts reflect an ontology where 
events happen to people through external, environmental, or spiritual 
forces. English versions that make actors explicit reinterpret this worldview 
through an agentive lens inconsistent with Waray cultural logic.

This inversion is not simply linguistic; it alters the cultural meaning the text 
conveys. The mistranslation of Waray into English does not arise from isolated 
translator errors but from deep structural incompatibilities between the 
languages. Waray’s ergative-absolutive system, flexible voice morphology, and 
scalar transitivity contrast sharply with English’s subject-centered architecture. 
Without explicit knowledge of these typological differences, translations 
frequently result in overwriting the Waray perspective with English norms.

These translation patterns are particularly consequential in contexts where oral 
knowledge is institutionalized through print, policy, and pedagogy.

Volitionality as a Dimension of Perspective Loss
Aside from transitivity in the verb, Waray also marks whether the act is 
accidental, controlled, or deliberate.

In addition to the reassignment of grammatical agency, mistranslation between 
Philippine languages and English frequently involves the misrepresentation 
of volitionality. In languages such as Waray, degrees of semantic transitivity, 
control, and experiencer stance are grammatically encoded and interact with 
voice and alignment. When these distinctions are flattened in translation, 
perspectival loss extends beyond agency to the speaker’s epistemic and affective 
positioning.
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For example, constructions that encode nonvolitional or low-control 
experiences in Waray are frequently translated into English using active, 
intentional predicates. This shift does not merely alter grammatical form; it 
reassigns responsibility and intentionality to the experiencer, producing a 
narrative of agency that is foreign to the source text. In institutional contexts—
such as historical writing, ethnographic documentation, or policy narratives—
this distortion can result in misattributed intent and moral responsibility.

As with agency and alignment, errors in the translation of volitionality are 
not isolated stylistic lapses but systematic outcomes of applying English 
grammatical expectations to Philippine-language structures.

Case Analyses

Example 1. Waray transitive clause
The clause Ginkaon ako han buaya is deceptively simple, yet it encapsulates 
many of the structural pressures that produce mistranslation when Waray 
is rendered into English. This example demonstrates how Waray’s patient-
absolutive argument construction organizes the event from the viewpoint of 
the affected participant, while English forces an agent-first perspective that 
fundamentally alters the thematic structure of the scene.

Structure of a typical Waray clause

Ginkaon ako han buaya.

g <in>-kaon ako han buaya.

DEL<TR.R>-eat 1SG.ABS ERG crocodile

“I was eaten by the crocodile.”/“The crocodile ate me.”

Here, the absolutive argument (ako) is the syntactic center. The transitive-realis 
morphology (-in-) signals that the event is organized around the undergoer, the 
one affected by the action, and the stem-forming affix g- indicates that the act 
was deliberate. The agent (han buaya) appears in an oblique/ergative phrase, 
grammatically backgrounded.

This structure encodes:

1.	 Perspective: the affected participant, not the agent, is the vantage point.
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2.	 Information structure: what happens to ako is the central concern.
3.	 Thematic focus: the experience of harm is foregrounded over the actor.

This is consistent with the idea of patient primacy (Cena 1977), which is true 
with Waray (and other languages in the Philippines), where narrations of 
danger, suffering, illness, or misfortune are commonly told from the viewpoint 
of the victim or experiencer, not the aggressor.

English Translation and the Loss of Perspective

English cannot replicate this structure without marked constructions. Because 
English grammar demands an explicit subject—and because subjects are 
typically interpreted as agents—translators are pushed toward an agent-centered 
clause:

“The crocodile ate me.”

or

“I was eaten by the crocodile.”

Each version introduces distortions:

	◼ The active foregrounds the predator, not the victim.

	◼ The passive is available but pragmatically marked, easily read as a stylistic 
choice rather than a default structure.

	◼ Either way, English fails to encode the natural Waray perspectival default, 
in which the experiencer is the anchor of the clause.

The result is a shift, not only in syntax but in worldview representation: the 
English version suggests that events are narrated from the viewpoint of the 
primary actor, not the affected participant.

False Agent Foregrounding

In English, the crocodile becomes the grammatical and thematic center of the 
sentence. Even when rendered in the passive (“I was eaten”), the presence of 
an obligatory subject and the semantic bias of English toward actor-driven 
descriptions import agency into the translation in ways the Waray original does 
not.
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Waray construction English construction

	◼ Downplays the predator

	◼ Highlights the victim’s experience

	◼ Leaves agency grammatically 
secondary

	◼ Elevates the predator as the source of 
action

	◼ Converts an experiencer-centered 
description into an actor-centered 
event

This shift is more than stylistic—it reflects different ontologies of event 
representation.

Shifts in Empathy and Thematic Emphasis

Centering the affected participant in Waray creates an empathy frame around 
the one harmed. This aligns with narrative patterns in Visayan oral tradition, 
where stories often trace what befalls a character, rather than what a character 
does. Events are centered on the human experience of danger or loss.

When translated into English:

1.	 Empathy shifts from the experience of harm to the action of the predator.

2.	 The narrative’s emotional anchor moves from the victim to the agent.

3.	 The audience’s attention is redirected toward the dramatic act of predation, 
not the subjective experience of being attacked.

For genres like oral narratives, myths, or ritual warnings, this shift alters the 
emotional logic of the text. What was originally a victim-oriented description 
becomes a predator-focused report of action.

Loss of Volitionality

While much of the distortion in Waray–English translation arises from 
mismatched grammatical alignment (ergative–absolutive vs. nominative–
accusative), this paper argues that modal encoding, particularly volitionality, is 
an equally critical site of mistranslation.

Waray verbs do not merely encode transitivity and aspect; they also lexically 
and morphosyntactically distinguish between intentional and accidental action. 
This distinction shapes how agency, responsibility, and moral implication 
are construed in discourse. English translations that ignore this dimension 
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impose an agentive intentionality that is absent, or explicitly negated, in the 
source text. This results in a second-order distortion: not only who is acting 
is misrepresented, but also how and with what degree of intention the action 
occurs.

Summary of Distortion

Feature Waray Original English 
Translation

Resulting 
Distortion

Syntactic center Patient-centered Agent-centered 
or marked passive

Perspective shift

Agency Backgrounded Foregrounded False agent 
prominence

Empathy With victim With predator/
action

Loss of 
affectedness 
framing

Voice Normalcy Patient voice is the 
default

Passive is marked Pragmatic 
mismatch

Event 
Conceptualization

Experience of harm Act of predation Thematic 
inversion

Collapse of 
volitionality

Either intentional, 
accidental, or controlled

Tense Modality is 
erased

Implications

This example shows that mistranslation is not accidental; it arises from deep 
structural differences in how Waray and English encode events. The translator 
who is unaware of absolutive argument structure and voice alignment will 
inevitably overwrite Waray’s perspective with English subject logic. In 
predator–victim circumstances, this carries clear thematic consequences:

	◼ Misalignment of empathy
	◼ Overstating agency
	◼ Undercutting the narrative’s emotional structure
	◼ Recasting danger from a human-centered to an actor-centered frame
	◼ Erasure of modality

This pattern recurs in genres like ritual chants like Himulaw where affectedness 
and relational vulnerability often occupy the thematic center.
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Example 2: Traditional Waray Offering Chants
Ritual speech provides a particularly sensitive site for examining how the 
Waray perspective is altered through English translation. In invocations such as 
Himulaw, himulaw, mga kalag, ayaw kami pag-sul-i (Alcina 1668 in Kobak 
and Gutierrez 2005, 287), the grammar of the chant is inseparable from its ritual 
function. The voice construction, the treatment of agency, and the perspectival 
stance encoded in the clause collectively express a culturally specific form of 
supplication. Early translators such as Scott (1992), Lietz (1960), Kobak & 
Gutiérrez (2005) rendered the chant into English using command structures 
that impose an agent–patient frame foreign to the Waray original. This example 
demonstrates how English translations overwrite Waray relational stance, distort 
agency, and alter the thematic meaning of ritual speech.

Three features of the Waray grammar are crucial:

1.	 Agent backgrounding
There is no explicit agent performing “invoking.” The speaker group 
(kami) is not grammatically framed as actors. The verb himulaw (ritual 
verb meaning “to call/to invoke”) functions as a vocative-performance 
marker rather than a command.

2.	 Patient-centered plea
The negative construction ayaw kami pag-sul-i places kami in an absolutive 
position, making the group the grammatical and perspectival center—the 
ones potentially harmed, the ones in a vulnerable state.

3.	 Relational stance toward the spirits
The mga kalag are addressees, but not agents of a command. The 
construction is supplicative, not directive. In short: The chant foregrounds 
human vulnerability, not spirit agency.

The published English translations by Scott (1992, 121), Lietz (1960, 
237), and Kobak and Gutiérrez (2005, 287) convert the invocation into 
commands directed at the spirits:

	◼ “Eat, souls, eat: let it not be bad for us.” 

	◼ “Eat, eat our food, souls of the dead who are suffering, and do not 
damage what we eat in order to harm us.”
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	◼ “Eat, eat our food, you souls of the dead, you who are suffering, grant 
that what we are eating too, may not do us any harm!”

The translation “(We) invoke, (we) invoke all the souls; do not harm us” 
(Oyzon 2023,13)—restores the Waray:

Himulaw, himulaw, mga kalag, ayaw kami pagsul-i

himulaw himulaw mga kalag ayaw kami pag-sul-i

invoke invoke PL soul NEG 1PL.INCL.
ABS

ACT 
NOM-
hurt-SUBJ.

‘(We) invoke, (we) invoke all the souls; do not harm us.’ (Oyzon 2023)

	◼ patient absolutive argument
	◼ suppressed agency
	◼ relational stance
	◼ grammatical humility
	◼ centrality of vulnerability

It is not only more accurate linguistically; it restores the ontological structure 
of the ritual act.

The English renderings of Scott, Lietz, and Kobak and Gutierrez introduce the 
following:

1.	 Imposed agentivity. The spirits are assigned explicit agency (“eat!”). In the 
Waray original, there is no imperative. The utterance is not “ordering the 
spirits” but announcing ritual participation and expressing a plea.

2.	 False foregrounding of spirit action. English commands position the spirits 
as actors with volition (“eat”), shifting focus away from the human ritual 
participants.

3.	 Suppression of human vulnerability. The danger addressed by ayaw kami 
pag-sul-i (“do not hurt us”) is downgraded or omitted entirely in some 
translations. This erases the core thematic grounding of the chant: human 
fear and dependence.
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4.	 Replacement of affective stance with directive action. The Waray expresses 
relational caution and supplication. The English versions convey directives, 
essentially the opposite speech act.

Summary of Distortion

Feature Waray Original Published 
Translations

Distortion

Speech act Supplication Command Ritual inversion

Syntactic center Human 
participants

Spirits Perspective shift

Agency Backgrounded Explicit; volitional False agency

Affective stance Vulnerability Instruction Loss of humility

Relational logic Caution, plea Directive Ontological 
distortion

A More Faithful Translation Approach

A translator aware of Waray absolutive argument continuity or “patient 
primacy” (Cena 1977) may choose strategies such as:

	◼ employing English passives more cautiously
	◼ using zero-agent constructions when pragmatically acceptable
	◼ foregrounding the experiencer even in active clauses
	◼ maintaining protagonist focus through clause sequencing or paragraphing
	◼ preserving ambiguity where Waray suppresses agency

These strategies require sensitivity to cultural storytelling norms, not just 
grammar.

Narrative patient primacy (Cena 1977) illustrates how Waray grammar does 
not merely encode who does what; it structures how stories are meant to be 
experienced. English translations that overwrite absolutive arguments with 
agentive subjects dismantle the narrative’s experiential center, shift empathy 
away from the protagonist, and alter the cultural logic of oral tradition. 
This example underscores the need for translators to treat Waray absolutive 
argument structure as a carrier of worldview, not an optional grammatical 
ornament.
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Implications for Translation Practice
The analyses presented above demonstrate that mistranslation between Waray 
and English is not a matter of lexical substitution but stems from deep structural 
incompatibilities between the two languages. These mismatches, particularly in 
absolutive argument structure, voice alignment, and the treatment of agency, 
carry significant implications for translation practice. Translators who default 
to English syntactic norms systematically tend to overwrite Waray perspectival 
logic, alter narrative structure, and misrepresent ritual meaning. Below are 
key implications for practitioners, researchers, and institutions engaged in the 
translation of Waray texts or any ergative-absolutive languages.

Translation as an Epistemic, Not Merely Linguistic, Act
The Waray examples show that grammatical alignment encodes a way of seeing 
events, relationships, and vulnerability. Thus, translation between Waray and 
English involves more than transferring words across languages; it involves the 
transfer—or loss—of epistemic stance.

Implication: Translators must treat grammar as a worldview.

Waray’s ergativity, patient primacy (Cena 1977), and agency suppression are 
not optional stylistic traits. They reflect cultural orientations toward danger, 
suffering, relationality, humility, and the supernatural. Ignoring these features 
leads to epistemic distortion, an unintended rewriting of how ergative-
absolutive languages such as Waray represent experience.

Necessity of Source-Oriented Translation Strategies
English’s agent-prominent structure cannot serve as the default framework 
for translating ergative–absolutive languages such as Waray. A source-oriented 
approach is necessary to preserve perspective, thematic structure, and narrative 
rhythm.

Reconsidering Fidelity in Translation
As demonstrated in the cases presented, conventional criteria of translational 
fidelity, clarity, fluency, and referential accuracy are insufficient when 
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translating Philippine languages such as Waray. What is at stake is not only 
semantic accuracy but also the preservation of perspectival alignment, agency 
distribution, and experiential anchoring. When these are altered, translations 
remain readable yet become epistemically inaccurate. Fidelity must be redefined 
to include perspectival alignment. A “faithful” translation is one that retains:

	◼ whose experience is foregrounded,
	◼ whose agency is backgrounded,
	◼ which participant serves as the narrative anchor, and
	◼ how relational and cosmological forces are structured.

Fidelity to grammar becomes fidelity to worldview.

Impact on Heritage Preservation and Ethnography
Many Waray texts, ritual chants, narrative cycles, and oral histories are being 
translated as part of cultural preservation programs. Yet these translations 
often rely on English grammatical norms that distort the intent and cultural 
logic of the original.

Implication: Mistranslation can become cultural misinformation.

	◼ Ritual words become commands instead of supplications.
	◼ Victim-centered narratives become predator- or agent-centered.
	◼ Supernatural relationships are reframed in transactional or linear terms.
	◼ Indigenous patterns of humility or vulnerability are lost.

For communities relying on translations to access their own heritage, especially 
younger generations, these distortions shape cultural memory.

Relevance to Linguistic Theory and Documentation
The cases presented here highlight the risk that grammatical descriptions based 
on English-oriented translations will misrepresent the underlying structure of 
Waray. Linguistic documentation must account for:

	◼ absolutive argument hierarchy or patient primacy (Cena 1977)
	◼ voice alternations in discourse
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	◼ agent suppression and its pragmatic force
	◼ narrative alignment strategies

Implication: Translation cannot precede analysis; translation depends on 
analysis.

Linguists, documentarians, and corpus builders must prioritize the accurate 
representation of Waray morphosyntax before producing translations intended 
for broader circulation.

Training and Pedagogy in Translation
The structural complexities of ergative-absolutive languages such as Waray 
call for a specific pedagogical shift in translation training in Eastern Visayas. 
Current translation pedagogy often assumes English norms and does not 
explicitly discuss alignment systems or perspective encoding.

Institutional Consequences
Because these translation issues operate at the level of institutional routine 
rather than individual error, they require policy-based solutions rather than ad 
hoc correction. HB 3863 does not merely expand the use of local languages; it 
expands the responsibility to represent them accurately.

Institutions, regional cultural agencies, heritage councils, and state universities 
depend heavily on translations for publications, exhibitions, pedagogical 
materials, and research outputs. When these translations distort grammatical 
relations or misrepresent indigenous perspectives, the reliability of institutional 
knowledge production is compromised.

The urgency of such standards gains additional policy grounding through 
House Bill No. 3863, the Batas sa Sariling Wika Act. The proposed law would 
mandate government and educational institutions to strengthen the use of the 
Philippine languages in official communication and knowledge production. 
By aligning institutional translation practices with the spirit of HB No. 
3863, agencies not only ensure linguistic accuracy but also fulfill a national 
commitment to culturally grounded, community-informed representation.
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Taken together, these implications show that mistranslation between 
Philippine languages such as Waray and English is structurally produced rather 
than individually accidental. The problem resides in the routine application of 
English grammatical defaults to a language whose alignment system encodes 
perspective differently. Without institutional awareness of this mismatch, 
distortions in agency, empathy, and worldview will continue to accumulate 
across translated materials.

Operationalizing Perspective-Sensitive Translation 
under HB No. 3863
While existing recommendations correctly call for peer review, translation 
protocols, and perspective-preserving standards, these measures require 
institutional specification to be effective. HB No. 3863 provides not only 
the legal basis for the expanded use of Philippine languages in governance 
and education but also the authority to regulate how these languages are 
represented in translation. To move from principle to practice, perspective-
sensitive translation must be embedded into routine institutional workflows.

Proposed Translation Workflow

For government, educational, and cultural materials involving Philippine 
languages, the following minimum workflow is recommended:

1.	 Source Text Identification (Implementing Office)
The originating unit (e.g., LGU information office, DepEd regional office, 
SUC research unit) identifies whether the material involves oral, ritual, 
narrative, or culturally marked discourse requiring perspective-sensitive 
translation.

2.	 Primary Translation (Accredited Translator)
Translation is undertaken by an accredited translator with documented 
proficiency in both the source language and its grammatical alignment 
system.

3.	 Linguistic Review (Qualified Linguist)
A linguist familiar with the relevant Philippine language (e.g., Waray) 
reviews the translation for:
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	◼ The preservation of grammatical perspective,
	◼ The accuracy of agency and experiencer roles,
	◼ The avoidance of unlicensed agent insertion or subject imposition.

4.	 Cultural Validation (Local Cultural Bearer or Community Consultant)
A recognized cultural bearer or community consultant evaluates whether 
the translated text maintains the intended epistemic stance, ritual force, 
and narrative positioning of the original.

5.	 Final Approval (Designated Authority)
Final clearance is granted by a designated institutional body (e.g., DepEd 
Regional Language Committee, SUC Language Center, or NCCA-
accredited unit), certifying compliance with perspective-sensitive translation 
standards.

This workflow ensures that translation quality is assessed not solely at the level 
of lexical equivalence but at the level of epistemic and cultural fidelity.

Minimum Perspective-Sensitive Translation Review Checklist

To standardize evaluation across institutions, the following checklist is 
recommended for all translations involving Philippine languages:

1.	 Agency Preservation: Does the translation introduce an external agent not 
grammatically encoded in the source text?

2.	 Perspective Alignment: Are experiencer constructions, patient-centered 
clauses, or non-volitional states preserved rather than recast into English 
subject–predicate forms?

3.	 Speech-Act Integrity: Has the illocutionary force of ritual speech, 
supplication, or narrative address been altered?

4.	 Volitionality and Stance: Does the translation impose intention, causation, 
or certainty where the source text encodes ambiguity or perception?

5.	 Register and Genre Sensitivity: Is the translated text appropriate to its 
genre (ritual, oral narrative, historical account), or has it been flattened 
into neutral expository prose?
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A translation that fails any of these criteria should be revised prior to 
publication or dissemination.

Institutional Responsibilities and Oversight

To ensure sustainability and accountability, the following offices are 
recommended as implementing and oversight bodies:

1.	 Department of Education (DepEd): Regional language units should 
integrate perspective-sensitive translation protocols into curriculum 
development, learning resources, and teacher training under the Mother 
Tongue-Based Multilingual Education (MTB-MLE) framework.

2.	 State Universities and Colleges (SUCs): SUCs should establish language 
and translation review committees tasked with certifying translations used 
in research, extension work, and institutional publications.

3.	 National Commission for Culture and the Arts (NCCA): The NCCA 
should develop national guidelines for culturally grounded translation and 
accredit qualified translators, linguists, and cultural consultants.

4.	 Local Government Units (LGUs): LGUs producing multilingual public 
information materials should adopt the standardized workflow and 
checklist as part of their publication approval process.

By assigning responsibility to existing institutions rather than creating 
new bureaucratic structures, this framework ensures that HB No. 3863 is 
implemented efficiently, credibly, and with due respect for the linguistic and 
epistemic integrity of Philippine languages.

Recommendations for Translators, 
Educators, Cultural Workers, and 
Institutions
The analyses presented in this paper show that translation between ergative–
absolutive languages in the Philippines and English involves epistemic stakes 
with consequences for cultural interpretation, education, and policy. Effective 
translation practice must therefore be grounded in a nuanced understanding 
of Philippine grammatical structures and cultural perspectives. The following 
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recommendations aim to guide translators, educators, cultural workers, and 
institutions—especially in the context of current language policy developments 
such as HB No. 3863—toward more accurate and culturally responsible 
practices.

For Translators: Center the Original Language’s Perspective

1.	 Prioritize Source Language Alignment
Translators must intentionally preserve the local language’s patient 
primacy orientation, agency suppression, and experiential perspective. 
These features are not stylistic flourishes but central carriers of narrative 
and ritual meaning.

2.	 Avoid Inserting Agents Not Encoded in the Original
English grammatical defaults push translators toward filling in agents. 
This should be resisted unless the Waray text explicitly encodes agency.

3.	 Maintain Ritual Stance and Speech Act Typeginal
Supplications should not become commands; humility should not become 
a directive force. Translators must retain relational structures encoded in 
ritual language.

4.	 Translate for Perspective, Not Just Action
The question to guide translation should be: “Whose experience does 
the Waray clause center?” English clauses must be shaped to preserve this 
center.

5.	 Use Translator’s Notes When Needed
When English lacks a structural equivalent for a Waray construction, brief 
explanatory notes can preserve transparency and avoid interpretive errors.

For Educators: Treat Translation as Linguistic and Cultural 
Interpretation

1.	 Integrate Ergative–Absolutive Alignment into Translation Pedagogy
Educators must teach ergativity, absolutive Argument structure, and the 
Waray transitivity-modality paradigm as foundational knowledge, not 
optional background.
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2.	 Teach Ethnopoetics and Narrative Structure
Students must learn how Waray stories rely on patient primacy, relational 
stance, and experience-centered narration.

3.	 Expose Structural Biases in English
English subjecthood, agentive framing, and marked passives should be 
discussed explicitly so students can recognize and counteract them.

4.	 Facilitate Collaborative Translation Workshops
Bringing together linguists, literature specialists, and culture bearers 
ensures that translations reflect linguistic accuracy and cultural resonance.

For Cultural Workers: Perspective as Intangible Heritage

1.	 Recognize Perspective as Cultural Knowledge
How Waray speakers narrate danger, vulnerability, ritual action, and spirit 
interaction is part of their cultural worldview. Translation must safeguard 
this.

2.	 Ensure Accurate Translations in Heritage Outputs
Exhibitions, brochures, subtitles, museum texts, and public signage must 
undergo review for perspective-preserving accuracy.

3.	 Collaborate with Community Cultural Bearers
Seek input from chanters, storytellers, and elders to secure contextual 
fidelity.

4.	 Develop Ritual Translation Protocols
Protocols should specify how to handle suppressed agency, supplicative 
forms, relational caution, and ambiguous structures in ritual language.

Cross-Cutting Recommendations

1.	 Publish Waray and English Versions Side-by-Side
This allows readers to see how transitivity, patient primacy, and perspective 
operate in the source text.
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2.	 Build Regional Translation Glossaries and Corpora 
Glossaries should be grounded in actual Waray usage—not in English-based 
assumptions.

3.	 Conduct Public Webinars and Language Workshops
Institutions such as UP Tacloban, LNU, NCCA, Samar Island Heritage 
Center Inc. and Leyte-Samar Heritage Society Inc., and the regional 
museums can expand public understanding of Waray grammar and 
translation ethics.

Policy and Institutional Implications
Institutions such as regional cultural agencies, heritage bodies, museums, 
LGUs, DepEd divisions, and state universities regularly rely on translations 
for exhibitions, publications, curricular materials, and community outreach. 
Inaccurate translations compromise these outputs, often by unintentionally 
imposing English grammatical logic on Waray texts and thereby distorting 
perspective, agency, and worldview.

This concern acquires national relevance in light of HB No. 3863, the proposed 
Batas sa Sariling Wika Act, which aims to institutionalize the use of local 
languages in governance, education, and public communication. If Waray and 
other Philippine languages are to function as legitimate media for knowledge 
creation and dissemination, the quality and epistemic accuracy of translations 
become a policy issue, not merely an academic concern.

Implication: Institutions must adopt translation standards explicitly sensitive 
to Philippine grammar and indigenous narrative perspectives.

To support the goals of HB No. 3863 and ensure cultural fidelity, institutions 
should:

	◼ Establish peer review mechanisms involving Waray linguists and cultural 
experts, particularly for materials intended for public use.

	◼ Create translation guidelines for ritual and oral literature that foreground 
perspective preservation, agency suppression, and patient primacy.
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	◼ Develop project templates that prevent automatic anglicization of 
grammatical structures and require translators to justify structural choices.

	◼ Promote institutional collaborations among translators, culture bearers, 
and researchers to ensure contextual accuracy.

	◼ Integrate translation ethics into HB 3863 implementation, ensuring that 
expanded use of local languages does not inadvertently produce distorted 
representations of cultural knowledge.

By embedding these standards into educational and cultural workflows and 
aligning them with the linguistic justice aspirations of the Batas sa Sariling 
Wika Act, institutions can ensure that representations of Filipino knowledge 
remain credible, culturally grounded, and faithful to the linguistic structures 
that encode the community’s worldview.

Conclusion
This discussion paper has shown that the challenges of translating an ergative–
absolutive language such as Waray into English arise not from isolated lexical 
or stylistic issues but from deep typological incompatibilities between the two 
languages. Waray’s ergative–absolutive alignment, patient primacy, and capacity 
for agency suppression encode a distinct narrative and ritual perspective, one 
in which experiencers, affected participants, and relational vulnerabilities often 
occupy center stage. English, by contrast, is structured around obligatory 
subjects, agentive foregrounding, and a strong preference for linear, actor-driven 
narration. When translators allow English grammatical logic to dominate, they 
structurally pressure translators to inadvertently overwrite the Waray perspective 
with assumptions foreign to Filipino discourse, ritual stance, and worldview.

The case analyses, predator–victim constructions, and ritual invocations such 
as Himulaw, and narrative patient primacy in oral storytelling, demonstrate 
that mistranslation does not merely alter sentence structure. It alters agency, 
empathy, narrative coherence, and cosmological relationships. A Waray 
clause that centers vulnerability can become an English clause that highlights 
predation; a supplication to spirits becomes a directive; a protagonist’s 
experiential journey becomes a sequence of agent-driven actions. These 
changes are not trivial: they shift how readers and listeners understand Filipino 
knowledge, ritual practice, and social ontology.
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Consequently, the implications for translation practice are profound. Fidelity 
must be redefined to include the preservation of perspective, patient primacy, 
modality, and relational stance, not simply lexical accuracy or readability. 
Translators must employ strategies that counteract the natural biases of 
English grammar, including deliberate agent suppression and attention to 
discourse flow. Educators must embed ergative-absolutive alignment and 
ethnopoetic approaches into their pedagogy, preparing new translators to work 
critically and responsibly. Cultural workers must recognize perspective as part 
of intangible heritage, ensuring that translations used in museums, cultural 
programs, and heritage documentation do not distort the epistemic logic of 
the source texts.

At the institutional level, these concerns intersect directly with contemporary 
language policy efforts, particularly HB No. 3863 (Batas sa Sariling Wika 
Act). If the Philippines is to advance the use of local languages in education, 
governance, and public communication, then translation standards must reflect 
the grammatical realities and cultural worldviews embedded in Philippine 
languages. Institutions must adopt review mechanisms, craft guidelines for 
translating ritual and oral literature, collaborate with cultural bearers, and 
implement perspective-preserving protocols. Without such measures, the 
expanded use of local languages mandated by HB No. 3863 risks reproducing 
distorted or Anglicized versions of local knowledge.

In sum, this paper argues that responsible translation of the languages in 
the Philippines requires an explicit commitment to epistemic accuracy and 
perspectival fidelity. Only through such practices can translators, educators, 
cultural workers, and institutions ensure that Filipino stories, rituals, and 
traditions are represented faithfully, both within the region and to broader 
audiences, honoring the linguistic and cultural heritage that the Batas sa 
Sariling Wika Act seeks to safeguard.
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