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1.0 Introduction 
 The Philippines is a country of more 
than 175 languages. Despite this, English 
remains the dominant language in the legal 
domain. The English language is believed to 
drive a wedge between the minority elite and 
the Filipino masses. This reality was 
recognized by the Philippine Supreme Court 
when in 2006, it resolved to “adapt the 
language of the law to that of the common 
people to enhance their access to 
justice” (Zuniga in Martin, 2012). 
 While the education sector has begun 
to seriously address the marginalization 
brought about by the English language 
through the institutionalization of Mother-
tongue based Multilingual education 
(MTBMLE), the legal domain remains a 
stronghold of English. Laws and court 
decisions are largely written in English and 
these are rarely translated into the national 
language, Filipino.  
  Recognizing that English may 
represent a language barrier in the court 
rooms, and in its desire to expedite the 
handling of cases by eliminating translations 
and interpretations, the Supreme Court 

directed trial courts in Bulacan, a province 
north of Manila, to conduct proceedings in 
Filipino. This move, which is known as the 
2007 Bulacan Experiment, may be 
considered to have failed in that only one 
trial court persisted in the practice of  
conducting trials in Filipino, the national 
language. Under the leadership of Presiding 
Judge Ma. Resureccion Ramos Buhat, 
Regional Trial Court (RTC) Branch 80 of 
Malolos, Bulacan, conducted hearings in 
Filipino only. The practice continued only 
until 2012 because of the untimely demise of 
Judge Buhat. All other trial courts in the 
Philippines persist in conducting hearings in 
English and thus, continue to rely heavily on 
translations and interpretations. 
  This paper investigates the efficiency 
of the use of interpretations in courtroom 
proceedings in the Philippines. In particular, 
the paper describes and analyzes the practice 
of courtroom interpreting, as well as 
identifies the challenges Filipino interpreters 
face in the courtroom. In the end, the paper 
hopes to draw implications for a more 
appropriate language policy for legal 
proceedings in the Philippine.   
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2.0 Issues in Court Interpreting 
 Court interpreting is certainly not a 
simple task. Not only does it require mastery 
of at least two languages, it also involves 
what Berk-Seligson (2012: 421) describes as 
“the conversion of source language material 
into its closest target language equivalent in a 
legal context.” This legal context necessarily 
raises the level of complexity, as well as 
elevates expectations for accuracy in court 
interpreting. Cao (2010: 81) distinguishes 
between interpreting in non-legal contexts 
outside the court and interpreting during 
court hearings: 

 “... interpreting a story in a non-
legal setting is ordinary 
interpreting, while interpreting 
the same in court is legal 
interpreting, as the interpreted 
words are used for a legal 
purpose under special 
circumstances and conditions. In 
these situations, the language use 
or translation use is contingent 
upon the existence of a legal 
order which must be considered 
to be part of the communicative 
situation.” (Cao, 2010: 81) 

 In the legal context, especially in trial 
court proceedings, accuracy is expected of 
court interpreters. However, several studies 
have already demonstrated that accuracy in 
court interpreting may sometimes prove to be 
elusive. Berk-Seligson (2012: 432-433) 
describe several studies , including her own, 
that show how interpreters have not only 
altered witness testimonies and speech styles, 
they have also influenced the questioning 
techniques of lawyers, consequently 
affecting the power lawyers normally hold 
over witnesses.  
 All these observations about 
inaccuracies in court interpreting may be 
attributed to the perceived partiality of 
interpreters who are found to play various 
roles in the trial court. Nakane (2009: 15), 
refers to this absence of impartiality as the 
“myth of an ‘invisible mediator’ ”.  Although 

Nakane’s study describes the practices of 
police, and not court, interpreters, it 
illustrates the reality that interpreters “are 
more than ‘sound boxes’ or ‘conduits’ and 
cannot be regarded simply as 
invisible” (Nakane, 2009:15). In Nakane’s 
analysis of interpreter-mediated police 
interviews, it was found that interpreters 
diverge from their expected roles when 
problems arise or are anticipated. This 
happens because of a number of reasons, 
namely, “maintaining interactional 
alignment; ensuring better intercultural 
communication; maintaining a competent 
image; and attending instinctively to the 
immediately preceding turn” (Nakane 
2009:14).  In some cases, the shift to 
partiality by the interpreters is justifiable, but 
may also be problematic and unethical. 
Whatever the causes and effects are of 
partiality in interpreting, it remains clear that 
impartiality in interpreting is really an 
expectation that may be “viewed more as an 
elusive ideal than as a realistically attainable 
goal” (Berk-Seligson, 2012: 434) 
 In addition,  interpreting, especially in 
courtroom contexts, is made more complex 
by what Hale and Gibbons (1999: 203) refer 
to as “two intersecting planes of reality.”  
There is the plane of external reality (the 
world outside the courtroom and past events 
in that world); on the other hand, there is the 
courtroom itself and all the events taking 
place in real time. The task of a court 
interpreter is to present these intersecting 
realities as accurately as possible so that 
more sound decisions are madeon a legal 
case. And in presenting these two planes of 
realities, interpreters  not only deal with legal 
concepts, they must also grapple with the 
linguistic challenges of interpreting, namely, 
semantic, grammatical, pragmatic, and 
cultural challenges  of court interpreting 
(Eades, 2010: 74-76). 
 To add to the already complex 
situation of court interpreters, other 
participants in the communicative event—the 
judges, lawyers, witnesses—have varied, 
sometimes unrealistic, and even competing 
expectations or conflicting views (Lee, 2009) 
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of what court interpreters must do. Lee 
(2009: 50) argues that these competing views 
may “may pose a dilemma for the court 
interpreters, and may influence their 
decisions in the course of court interpreting.”  
Similarly, Christensen (2011: 18) found in 
her study of court interpreting in Danish 
courtrooms that participants share the same 
expectations on the following responsibilities 
of interpreters: (1) reproducing hesitations of  
the primary participants; (2) asking for 
clarification; (3) asking for repetition; (4) 
informing the court of possible 
misunderstandings; (5) explaining things to 
the non-native speaking individual;  (6) 
interpreting the parts of the interaction not 
addressed to the non-native speaking 
individual; (7) fulfilling administrative 
functions; and (8) observing impartiality. 
However, the participants do not fully agree 
that interpreters should know the legal 
system and relevant legal terminology. They 
also do not agree that interpreters must be 
allowed to take down notes, produce unfilled 
pauses, produce hesitation sounds, and make 
grammatical errors. 
 Indeed, court interpreting is not a 
simple task. And in a country such as the 
Philippines, court interpreting is made more 
complex by the fact that the official language 
of law is English, a language not entirely 
accessible to many Filipinos, including the 
court interpreters themselves.  
 
3.0 Philippine Courtroom Practice  
 Gonzalez (1996:231) argues that the 
legal domain in the Philippines is 
characterized as having a “divergence 
between the language of the law... and the 
language of court proceedings.” A typical 
court room scenario is described as follows:   

   “...a witness or a defendant 
unable to understand English 
fully is at a disadvantage, unless 
the person insists on using 
Filipino, which is legally 
possible, or unless the person 
insists on using the local 
language he or she is most 
comfortable with, and is provided 

an interpreter, which, strictly 
speaking, is given only by grace 
of the court and not as a matter of 
right. Promulgations and 
testimonies are likewise usually 
given in English, and, of course, 
legal documentation is in 
English, which a person not 
thoroughly familiar with the 
language will find difficult to 
interpret. After all, even native 
speakers of English find the 
language of the law difficult to 
follow if they are unused to the 
legal register” (Gonzalez,1996: 
231). 

 In the Philippines, as in many outer-
circle countriesi, English occupies an official 
status which consequently elevates the 
language to a prestige form.  As pointed out 
by Gonzalez (1996), English is the official 
language of court hearings even if this is not 
the language of the linguistic majority. The 
situation is similar to that of Hong Kong 
where Cantonese-speaking court room 
participants, who belong to the linguistic 
majority, are assigned interpreters for cases 
heard in English (Cheung, 2012: 73). In 
Cheung’s study of court interpreting in Hong 
Kong, he found that interpreters adhered to 
the professional guidelines of using direct 
speech and/or first person reference when 
translating to Cantonese. In the case of the 
Philippines, Filipino court interpreters are 
not bound by similar professional guidelines
(Isungga-Japzon, 2012).  
 In 2009, during a bail hearing for a 
famous case in the Philippines known as the 
Maguindanao Massacreii, the court 
interpreter became the subject of public 
scrutiny for allegedly having failed to 
accurately translate a witness’s testimony 
into English. Rarely does one find in the 
Philippines news reports about the quality of 
court interpreting in the country. The 
heightened interest in this case is of course 
attributed to the fact that the case is a high-
profile one involving a former governor (a 
close ally of former Philippine President 
Gloria Macapagal Arroyo) and his sons.  
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The news report described the interpreting 
event as follows: 

 “Defense lawyer Sigfrid Fortun 
also called the attention of the 
court when Abarcar [court 
interpreter] could not provide an 
accurate translation of the 
witness’s reply to his questions 
during the cross- examination. 
On one occasion, Fortun had to 
repeat his English-language 
query word for word for Abarcar, 
who in turn was translating in the 
same manner for the witness; but 
the judge quickly put a stop to 
that. There were several 
instances, however, when Solis-
Reyes [the judge] took it upon 
herself to translate questions for 
the witness, bypassing the 
interpreter. 

 The most absurd moment perhaps 
was when some impatient members of the 
audience began translating the queries in 
unison for the witness. A visibly peeved 
Abarcar also snapped a sharp ‘Sorry!’ to the 
audience, even motioning to prosecution 
lawyers that they take her place beside the 
witness. 
 It would have been much simpler, of 
course, had Sangki [the witness] spoken in 
English, which is widely used in this country 
and has been the ticket to employment of 
hundreds of thousands of Filipinos seeking 
jobs overseas. But just like many Filipinos, 
Sangki is apparently more comfortable 
speaking in Filipino and his local tongue, 
switching from one to another in mid-
sentence. 

 ...Abarcar, for her part, has 
been a court interpreter for 15 
years but has had no formal 
training as an interpreter. She 
earned a degree in zoology in the 
same school where Judge Solis-
Reyes finished law school. 
Abarcar served as the officer-in-
charge Solis-Reyes’s courtroom 
in 2009 before returning to her 

duties as interpreter for the court 
this January...” (Letargo, 2010) 

The report above highlights realities about 
the less-than-ideal situation of language and 
law in the Philippines. For one, the 
Philippines is a country of more than 175 
different languages, but not one of these 
languages is used officially in the court 
roomiii. Instead, English is maintained as the 
official language of legal proceedings. And 
although the English language may be 
considered as functionally native (Kachru 
2005) to educated Filipinos,  it has also been 
observed that code-switching has become the 
language of choice in the country. This was 
noted by Thompson (2003) when he 
described the frequent use of Tagalog and 
English code-switching, also known as 
Taglish, in basketball commentaries, 
television advertisements, interviews of 
public figures, radio shows, newspapers, and 
other media sites. Bolton likewise argues 
that this preponderance of Taglish in Manila 
makes the CS “the unmarked code of 
choice” (Bolton, 2003: 201). 
 The news report also draws attention 
to the fact that the court interpreters 
employed by the Philippine government are 
not trained interpreters. In addition to this, 
court interpreters have other tasks as court 
personnel. The 2002 Manual for Clerks of 
Court (Supreme Court E-library) list the 
following duties:  
1. acts as translator of the Court; 
2. attends court hearings; 
3. administers oath to witnesses; 
4. marks exhibits introduced in evidence 

and prepares the corresponding list of 
exhibits; 

5. prepares and signs minutes of the court 
session; 

6. maintains and keeps custody of record 
book of cases calendared for hearing; 

7. prepares court calendars and the 
records of cases set for hearing; and 

8. performs such other functions as may, 
from time to time, be assigned by the 
Presiding Judge and/or Branch Clerk 
of Court. 

Court interpreters work closely with 
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stenographers in preparing minutes of court 

cases and transcripts of court hearings. 

Rarely are court sessions audio-recorded. 

And even with audio-recordings (which are 

not kept for long periods of time), transcripts 

are produced from stenographic notes which 

may not be consistent with the information 

provided in audio-recordings.  The 

following table reveals discrepancies 

between a transcript from stenographic notes 

(official transcript) and a transcript from the 

audio-recording. 
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 Official transcript Audio-recording 

1 
Your Honor, we are presenting the 
testimony of the witness to prove 
that he is a forensic chemist who was 
assigned at the PNP Crime Laborato-
ry, Camp Crame, Quezon City at the 
time of the examination of the speci-
men subject of these cases; that the 
letter request was received by his 
Division and upon receiving thereof, 
the witness conducted an examina-
tion thereon... 

We are presenting the testimony of the 
witness to prove that he is a forensic 
chemist - and that he is an expert witness 
and uh at the time of the examination of  
the specimen subject of these cases he 
was assigned at the national headquarters 
Philippine National Police - Crime La-
boratory Camp Crame Quezon City - that 
their office received a request for labora-
tory examination on the specimen sub-
mitted by the - police - the complainants 
- and that upon receipt thereof by his di-
vision the forensic chemist the witness 
conducted a laboratory examination 
thereof... 

2 ... which yielded positive for  
methylamphetamine hydrochloride also 
known as shabu which findings was put 
into writing as Chemistry Report No. D-
348-02; 

 

... and that the findings yielded positive 
result for the test for metamphetamine 
hydrochloride - which findings was put 
into writing, was put into writing as 
chemistry science report. 

 

3 that the witness will show to the Court 
the specimens that he examined; and the 
witness is an expert witness. 

The witness will affirm the report and 
likewise show to the court the specimens 
to be examined.  

4 May we know Your Honor if counsel 
for the Accused will stipulate on the ex-
pertise of the witness. 

May we request a stipulation from the 
defense counsel on what the witness will 
be testifying on.  

 (123 words) (151 words) 

 As evident in the table above, the 
official transcript has fewer words compared 
to the transcribed audio-recording. We also 
see that detailed information, such as the 
number of the Chemistry Report (see row 2), 
appears in the official transcript, but was not 
provided in the audio-recordin. Given these 
discrepancies between the official transcript 
and the audio-recording, one wonders 
whether official court records, which are 
largely based on stenographic notes, are 
reliable in accurately depicting courtroom 
discourse.  Thus, for this research project, I 

have decided to work on extracts transcribed 
directly from audio-recordings, rather than 
extracts reported in official written 
transcripts.  

 With permission from the Presiding 
Judge of one regional trial court in a city 
located in Region 4, east of Metro Manila, 
audiotape recordings were made available to 
me by court personnel. These recordings 
were chosen based on clarity of the recorded 
exchanges, as well as on sensitivity of the 
issues in the cases. Only clear recordings of 
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non-sensitive civil cases were made 
available to me for research. 

4.0 Court Interpreting in the Philippines 

 Extracts from three civil cases were 
analyzed in this study to illustrate the 
practice of court interpreting in the 
Philippines. The extractsiv involve cross-
examination (Extract 1), re-cross 
examination (Extract 2), and re-direct 
examination (Extract 3) of witnesses. These 
extracts were produced from transcriptions 
of audio-recordings and not from the 
stenographic notes.  
 As in many studies of court 
interpreting, accuracy of the interpretation is 
a concern in Philippine courtrooms. The 
following exchange from Extract 1 (see 
Appendix for the full extract)  reveals this. 
In this extract, the defense counsel cross-
examines a witness to find out if he was 
aware of the authenticity of a document in 
his possession Translations are provided in 
parentheses. 
1. DC: Okay - so after your last meeting 

 with Enrique Martiresv you had with 
 you that    

2.         envelope -which contained the title - 
 which  you said fake - is that correct?  

3. Int: So pagkatapos ng miting mo kay - 
 Mr. Enrique Martires may - dala mo 
 yung 

4.  title - nandun yung title sa loob. (... 
 after your  meeting with Mr. 
 Enrique 

5.  Martirez you have - you brought the 
 title - the title was there inside.) 

6.  W: Nandun po. (It’s there sir.) 
7. Int: Yes sir. 
8. DC: Okay - and you kept that envelope 

 together with - in which the  title 
 was placed 

9.  - inside your house. 
10.Int: Tinago mo yung envelop na yon 

 doon sa loob ng bahay mo. (You 
 kept that  

11. envelop inside your house.) 
12. W: Oho. 
13. Int: Yes - sir. 

14. DC: And you did not yet know at that 
 time - after your meeting with Mr. 
 Martires 

15. that that title was fake? 
16. Int: At hindi mo pa alam yung tinatago 

 mong yun na fake yon? (And you did 
 not 

17. know that what you kept was fake?) 
  
We can see from the exchange above that 
the court interpreter is unable to provide 
accurate translations of the source 
utterances. This is more clearly seen in 
Table 1 below which presents a comparison 
between the source utterances and the back-
translations of the interpretations in the 
exchange from Extract 1.  
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In line 1, the defense counsel asks the 
witness to confirm the possession of an envelope 
which contained  a fake land title. The 
interpreter, however, was not accurate in 
identifying the presence of an envelop where 
the fake title was stored. In fact, an 
ambiguity is introduced in the line “the title 
was there inside.” One may ask, “Inside 
what? Inside the envelope? Inside the 
house?” It is interesting to note that despite 
the inaccuracy in the interpretation, the 
witness seems to be able to follow the flow 
of questioning. This could probably be 
attributed to the fact that the ambiguity 
involves a minor issue of an envelop. 
Another possibility is that the witness 
understood the source utterance in English 
and responded to this utterance rather than to 
the interpretation.  
 Inaccurate interpretations are also 
evident in the following lines from Extract 3 
(see Appendix) where the judge himself re-
interprets the question to ensure that what the 
counsel of the plaintiff said was correctly 
communicated to the witness. We can see in 
the exchange below (line 6) that the judge 
addresses the interpreter. The judge, in 

anticipation of an error in interpretation, 
intervenes and does not allow the interpreter 
to go on. Instead, the judge directly relays 
the counsel’s question to the witness.  
1. CP: Now - since you said that the 

 document -  the real 
 document - was indeed a 

2.  mortgage - what was then the 
 intention -  pure intention of the 
 defendant in 

3.  executing that document in relation to 
 the land? 

4. Int: Since ang sinabi mo na ang 
 pinirmahan mo ay Deed of... (Since 
 you said that 

5.  what you signed is Deed of...) 
6. J: ((Addressing the interpreter)) Hindi 

 yan talaga ang sinabi. (That was 
 not what 

7.  was said.) ((Addressing the witness)) 
 Ano talaga ang intensyon mo nung 

8.  pinirmahan mo yung mga 
 dokumentong  yun? (What was your 
 real intention 

9.  when you signed that document?) 
10. W: Magsanla. 
11. Int: In order to mortgage my land. 
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 Source utterances Interpretation (Back-translations) 

1 ... after your last meeting with Enrique 
Martires you had with you that envelope 
-which contained the title - which you 
said fake - is that correct? (lines 1-2) 
 

... after your meeting with Mr. Enrique 
Martirez you have - you brought the title 
- the title was there inside. (lines 3-5) 

2 It’s there, sir. (line 6) Yes, sir. (line 7) 

3  
...you kept that envelope together with - 
in which the title was placed- inside 
your house. (lines 8-9) 

...you kept that envelop inside your 
house. (lines 10-11) 

4 And you did not yet know at that time - 
after your meeting with Mr. Martires 
that that title was fake? (lines 14-15) 

And you did not know that what you kept 
was fake? (lines 16-17) 
 

Table 2 
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 Other than making inaccurate 
interpretations, court interpreters in the 
extracts were also found to have employed 
simplification in their interpretations. This is 
consistent with other studies of court 
interpreting, such as Lee’s (2009), where 
court interpreters reported that they 
sometimes simplified questions or provided 
explanations for some legal terms so that 
source utterances are better understood. In 
the following exchanges from Extract 2, we 
find the interpreter using “prepared” instead 
of “executed.” In terms of language register, 
the first term, “prepared” is considered less 
formal than the latter term, “executed.” In 
addition, the interpreter in the exchange 
below refers to the document in question as 
“what you signed,” instead of “that 
document,” which was the original utterance 
of the counsel.   
 
1. CP: Ah- now - when the document regard 

- affecting your land was executed - 
where 

2. you given a copy of that document by 
the - ah - defendants?  

3. Int: Nung pinrepara yung dokumento 
tungkol dun sa lupa mo - binigyan ka 
ba ng 

4.  kopya dun sa pinirmaham mo? (When 
the document about your land was  

5. prepared, were you given a copy of 
what you signed?) 

  
 Simplification was also found in the 
following exchange where the interpreter 
provides an interpretation that is not the 
literal translation of the source utterance, but 
more equivalent to the intended meaning. 
1. W: Malayo po kasi paikot yung C.R.vi 

 (It’s far sir because the C.R. is 
 circular.) 

2. Int: The C.R. is quite far because you 
 have to  turn before reaching 
 the C.R. 

  
 From the extracts, I also find that the 
courtroom participants code-switch freely. In 
the exchange below (line 1), the interpreter 
says, “nagrerequest ka ng isang dokumento,” 

which could have been interpreted as  
“humihiling ka na ibigay sa iyo ang isang 
dokumento.” Code-switching is also evident 
in line 4 below.   
1. Int: May pinirmahan ka ba na 

 nagpapatunay  na nagrerequest ka ng 
 isang 

2.  dokumento? (Did you sign something 
 that proves you are requesting for a 

3.  document?) 
4. W: Hindi po ako kasi ako personally 

 nagpunta (I did  not personally 
 go) - I  asked - asked -  

5.  somebody to get the document. 
6. Int: I was not the one who personally 

 went to the Registry of Deeds 
 - I asked 

7.  somebody. 
8. DC: Who was the one who went to the 

 Registry of  Deeds? 
9. W:  Mr. Anthony Sisonvii. 
10. DC: Mister? 
11. W: Anthony Sison. 
12. Int: Anthony - Sison? 
13. DC: Now ah - so Mrs Witness - you  

 actually don’t have personal 
 knowledge of what 

14. was there in the Registry of Deeds 
 because you  were not the one who 
 went 

15. there? 
16. W: Because at that time I was in 

 Mindanao. 
  
 It is also evident in the lines above 
that interpretation may not have been needed 
as the witness is able to communicate with 
the defense counsel in English . In line 4, the 
witness switches to English. In lines 9 and 
16, the witness answers the English 
questions directly without interpretation. The 
response in line 16 is in English.  Clearly, the 
witness has enough proficiency in the 
English language to participate with some 
degree of success in legal proceedings such 
as this. 
5.0 Conclusion 
 Although this study involves a few 
sample extracts from one regional trial court 
in Region 4, some conclusions may be drawn 
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for other contexts that share the same 
sociolinguistic profile as the region. One 
conclusion concerns the need for interpreters 
in situations where court participants share 
the same languages, English and Filipino, as 
observed from the extracts in this study. 
Where court participants are proficient in 
both English and Filipino, one may argue that 
inaccuracies and incompleteness in court 
interpreting may not have been the result of 
the grammatical complexities of the source 
utterances, nor of cultural differences among 
the participants. In addition, one wonders 
whether there was a communicative need for 
interpreters in the first place.  The presence 
of court interpreters in Philippine legal 
proceedings seems to be directed not so 
much to the needs of witnesses for linguistic 
assistance, but to the needs of stenographers 
who must prepare official court transcripts in 
English. (Martin 2013)   
 Other questions come to mind as a 
result of the issue of whether or not there was 
a communicative need for court interpreting. 
One question concerns the language choice 
of witnesses who prefer to testify in Filipino, 
rather than in English, even if these witnesses 
are proficient in the English language.  The 
choice of using Filipino in the courtroom 
may be an indication of anxieties associated 
with the English language, which in the legal 
domain is made more complex by highly 
specialized terminologies and a formal 
register. As legal language tends to deviate 
from ordinary, everyday speech, legal 
language, especially if this is not in a mother 
tongue, may be intimidating to court 
participants.  
 Another issue is the choice of English 
as official language of the courts. Why is 
English the chosen language of the courts 
and not Filipino, which is the national 
language after all? Legal proceedings  
conducted exclusively in Filipino have been 
reported in a regional trial court in Malolos, 
Bulacan (Martin 2012), with positive 
feedback from all stakeholders. However, the 
success of this practice was limited by the 
fact that the trial court specialized on one law 
only, The Dangerous Drugs Act, which made 

it easier for the judge, lawyers, and other 
court personnel to reach a consensus on 
translated legal terminologies (Buhat, 2010). 
For most areas of the legal domain, English 
remains the official language. The Filipino 
language may take some time before it 
achieves the same official status as English 
because, as linguist Sibayan has pointed out, 
the language  “still has to develop the 
vocabulary, the terminology, thematizations, 
and the registers and discourse types for 
practically all intellectual 
disciplines” (Sibayan, 1991: 245). 
  A shift to a bilingual system in 
Philippine legal proceedings, which allows 
for the use of both English and Filipino (or 
any Philippine language), is an option that 
policymakers should consider. In such a 
system, specialized terminologies in the 
English language may be maintained, while 
oral testimonies are carried out mostly in 
Filipino.  In Southeast Asia, bilingual court 
systems are implemented in Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, and Burma, while most other 
countries in the region use non-English 
languages. Only the Philippines, Singapore, 
and Brunei use mostly English in their legal 
systems (Powell, 2012).  
 Shifting to a bilingual system will not 
be easy to do and may require a slow, 
difficult process of legal vernacularization, 
which is the translation of existing laws and 
legal terminologies into the languages widely 
used by the communities. Powell (2012) 
argues that legal vernacularization may 
increase the ambiguity of legal texts, require 
the services of bilingual legal professionals, 
as well as the need for lexical innovation, 
new texts and discourses. In addition, the 
Philippine legal system is already saddled 
with seemingly insurmountable challenges, 
such as corruption and heavy case loads. 
Thus, policymakers may not welcome a shift 
in language policy, which will only add to 
existing burdens.   
 Other than the presence of legal 
vernacularization, moving to a bilingual 
system in the courts involves the following 
patterns, as described by Powell (2012): 
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1.  Admissibility of other languages 
 when interpreted.  

2.  Informal tolerance of other languages 
 without interpretation. 

3.  Formal admissibility of other 
 languages without interpretation for 
 oral testimony. 

4.  Formal bi-/multilingualism through 
 parallel streaming. 

5.  Formal bilingualism through regional 
 language  planning. 

6.  Formal bilingualism through 
 assigning different  languages to 
 different court levels. 

7.  Bilingualism through assigning 
 different  languages to different 
 kinds of cases. 

8.  Bilingual courtroom proceedings. 
 
 Clearly, the road to bilingualism in 
the Philippine legal system is a complex one 
to trek. However, Powell (2012) maintains 
that such system, despite the obstacles, offers 
the benefits of increasing accessibility to the 
judicial system, reducing dependence on 
interpreters, and exposing the ambiguities 
and pragmatic motivations of monolingual 
texts.  In addition, a bilingual system ensures 
that courtroom participants are on relatively 
equal linguistic footing with each other, 
thereby making the language of the courts 
more accessible in the pursuit of justice for 
concerned parties. Thus, in multilingual 
contexts such as the Philippines, a system 
that accommodates languages other than 
English, such as a bilingual legal system 
where there is tolerance for switching from 
one language to another, should be seriously 
considered.  
 Thus, by ensuring that courtroom 
participants are on relatively equal footing 
with each other from the communication 
point of view, language need not become a 
barrier to attaining justice for all concerned 
parties.  
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APPENDIX 1 Transcription Conventions viii 

underlining indicates emphatic stress 

SMALL CAPITALS indicates raised volume 

* before and after an 

utterance * 
indicates that it is spoken in a very low volume 

** before and after 

an utterance ** 
indicates that it is spoken in an extremely low volume 

= 
indicates latched utterances, i.e. no pause between the end of one 

utterance and the start of the next 

[ 
indicates talk overlapping with that of another speaker, marked at 

the point in each utterance where overlap begins 

- 
a hyphen indicates a pause within a turn of less than 0.5 of a sec-

ond 

a number in paren-

theses 
indicates the length of a pause in seconds, e.g. (3.2) 

parentheses around a word or a phrase indicates transcriber doubt 

(xxxxxx) indicates an inaudible utterance 

double parentheses 

are used to enclose transcriber’s description of paralinguistic or 

other activity by the speaker, e.g. ((laughs)) or others, e.g. 

((laughter)) 

: a colon within a word indicates lengthened sound 

... omitted talk 

C client 

CP counsel for the plaintiff 
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Ch child 

D defendant 

DC defense counsel 

Int interpreter 

Iv interviewer 

J judge 

L lawyer 

M magistrate 

PL paralegal 

PO police officer 

Pros prosecutor 

Sus suspect 

W witness 

Bold type 

indicates particular segments of the transcript being highlighted 

in my analysis. It is used only in extracts where one particular 

utterance pertains to the discussion more than the rest of the ut-

terances in that extract. 

italics utterances in Tagalog 

Regular English 

spelling 

is used throughout, except for a few places where a word or 

phrase is pronounced in a clearly abbreviated or non-standard 

way 

Names used are pseudonyms 
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APPENDIX 2 
Full Text of Table 1:  

Comparing the Official Stenographic Notes (Extract A) with the 
 Transcriptions from the Audi-recording (Extract B) 

Extract A - Stenographer’s Transcription of Stenographic Notes 

1.  PUBLIC PROSECUTOR: 

 Your Honor, we are presenting the testimony of the witness to prove that he 

is a forensic chemist who was assigned at the PNP Crime Laboratory, Camp Crame,  

Quezon City at the time of the examination of the specimen subject of these cases;  

that the letter request was received by his Division and upon receiving thereof, the  

witness conducted an examination thereon which yielded positive for  

methylamphetamine hydrochloride also known as shabu which findings was put into  

writing as Chemistry Report No. D-348-02; that the witness will show to the Court the  

specimens that he examined; and the witness is an expert witness. 

         May we know Your Honor if counsel for the Accused will stipulate on the  

    expertise of the witness. 

    DEFENSE COUNSEL: 

             We stipulate, Your Honor. 

    PUBLIC PROSECUTOR: 

             With the kind permission of the Honorable Court. 

    COURT: Proceed. 

Extract B - My Transcription of the Audio-recording 

Pros:  We are presenting the testimony of the witness to prove that he is a forensic 

          chemist - and that he is an expert witness and uh at the time of the examination 

          of  the specimen subject of these cases he was assigned at the national 

          headquarters Philippine National Police - Crime Laboratory Camp Crame  

         Quezon City - that their office received a request for laboratory examination on the          
 specimen submitted by the - police - the complainants - and that upon receipt 

          thereof by his division the forensic chemist the witness conducted a laboratory 
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          examination thereof and that the findings yielded positive result for the test for 

          metamphetamine hydrochloride - which findings was put into writing - was put into 

         writing as chemistry science report - the witness will affirm the report and likewise 

         show to the court the specimens to be examined - may we request a stipulation 

         from the defense counsel on what the witness will be testifying on?  

 DC:  On the - laboratory examination of the drug presented - ahhh to the laboratory - 

         but not of the drug seized from the accused. 

 J:     With respect to his qualifications - can you agree to stipulate? 

 DC:  We admit the qualifications Your Honor. 
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APPENDIX 3 

Extract 1 - Cross Examination by the Defense Counsel 

  DC:      Okay - so after your last meeting with Enrique Martires you had with you that    

               envelope -which contained the title - which you said fake - is that correct?  

   Int:       So pagkatapos ng miting mo kay - Mr. Enrique Martires may - dala mo yung 

               title - nandun yung title sa loob. (... after your meeting with Mr. Enrique 

               Martirez you have - you brought the title - the title was there inside.) 

   W:        Nandun po. (It’s there sir.) 

   Int:       Yes sir. 

   DC:      Okay - and you kept that envelope together with - in which the title was placed 

               - inside your house. 

   Int:       Tinago mo yung envelop na yon doon sa loob ng bahay mo. (You kept that  

               envelop inside your house.) 

  W:        Oho. 

  Int:       Yes - sir. 

  DC:      And you did not yet know at that time - after your meeting with Mr. Martires 

             that that title was fake? 

  Int:      At hindi mo pa alam yung tinatago mong yun na fake yon? (And you did not 

             know that what you kept was fake?) 

  W:      Hindi po. 

  Int:     Yes sir. 

  DC:    In the same way Mr. Witness when you brought that title to your last meeting 

            with Mr. Martires - you were keeping this title inside your house also - was it 

            not?  
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            ... ((Brief discussion follows between counsel and judge))  

  DC:    Let me go back - so let me go back to that meeting with Mr. Enrique Martires - 

            where was that?  

  Int:     Saan kayo nagkita ni Mr. Enrique Martires? 

  W:      Sa Jollibee Parola po. 

  DC:    Sa Jollibee Parola - could you describe to us where the restroom was located - 

             in relation to the place where you sat - and met with Mr. Martires. 

  Int:      Pwede mo bang - pwede mo bang sabihin kung nasaan yung C.R. at yung 

              mesa na -pinagmitingan niyo. (Could you tell where the C.R. was and the 

              table where you two met?) 

  DC:      Using the courtroom as a reference.  

  Int:        Halimbawa. (Example) 

  W:         Malayo po kasi paikot yung C.R. (It’s far sir because the C.R. is circular.) 

  Int:        The C.R. is quite far because you have to turn before reaching the C.R. 

  DC:       And of course, the restroom has its door - is it not? 

  Int:        Siyempre - yung restroom - may pinto yun? 

  W:         Meron po. 

  Int:        Yes sir. 

  DC:       And you were inside it - or maybe you urinated in the restroom? 

  Int:        Umihi ka? (You urinated?) 

  W:        (xxxxxx) 

  Int:       Yes sir. 
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APPENDIX 4 

Extract 2 - Re-Cross Examination by the Counsel for the Defendant 

  DC:   When you went to the Registry of Deeds - did you sign any ah paper to indicate 

           that you were - asking for a particular document? 

  Int:    Nung - nung pumunta ka sa Registry of Deeds - may pinirmahan ka ba - na 
 nagpapatunay 

        na - (When - when you went to the Registry of Deeds - did you sign - which proves 
 that -) 

  J:     ((Addressing the counsel for the defendant)) Some sort of acknowledgment 

          receipt?  

  DC:  (( To the judge) Yes. 

  Int:   May pinirmahan ka ba na nagpapatunay na nagrerequest ka ng isang 

          dokumento? (Did you sign something that proves you are requesting for  

         document?) 

 W:   Hindi po ako kasi ako personally nagpunta (I did not personally go) - I asked - asked -  

        somebody to get the document. 

  Int:   I was not the one who personally went to the Registry of Deeds - I asked 

          somebody. 

  DC:  Who was the one who went to the Registry of Deeds? 

  W:    Mr. Anthony Sison. 

  DC:   Mister? 

  W:     Anthony Sison. 

  Int:   Anthony - Sison? 

  DC:   Now ah - so Mrs Witness - you actually don’t have personal knowledge of what 

           was there in the Registry of Deeds because you were not the one who went 
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  DC:    Ah - Mrs. Witness how much ah - were you - as a result of the - the Deed of ah 

            Absolute Sale - how much ah - were you able to give to the - ah - supposed 

            vendee? 

  ((Counsel for the plaintiff objects.)) 

  DC:    OK - whether by way of sale or according to your theory - mortgaged - how 

            much? 

   W:     Five hundred thousand pesos.  

   DC:   So you received five hundred thousand pesos?  

   ... 

   DC:   Now regarding that five hundred thousand - it was an understanding that it was 

            an obligation on your part - to pay the five hundred thousand - eventually - is 

            that correct? 

   T:      Pero - alam mo na obligasyon mo na bayaran yung five hundred thousand? 

           (But - you know that it was your obligation to pay five hundred thousand?) 

   A:     Yes *may interest* . 

   T:      Yes - may sinabi pa (something more was said) - with interest. 
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APPENDIX 5 
Extract 3 - Re-Direct Examination by the Counsel for the Plaintiff  

and Re-Cross Examination by Counsel for the Defendant 

 CP:   And you said that - this is not the first page of the original document you signed. 

 Int:    Sinasabi mo hindi yan yung original document na pinirmahan mo. (You are saying 

          that that is not the original document you signed.) 

 W:     Yung first page. 

  CP:   What was the original document which you signed = what was the title or  

           caption? 

 Int:     Y ung - anong title ng original document na pinirmahan mo? (The - what is the title of 
 the original document that you signed? 

 ((Objection of counsel for the defendant and discussion follows.)) 

 Int:     Sa page one - anong caption yung pinirmahan mo? (On page one - what is the caption 
 that you signed?) 

 W:     Titulo. (Title) 

 Int:     As far as I remember it was Deed of Mortgage.  

 CP:    Ah- now - when the document regard - affecting your land was executed - where 

          you given a copy of that document by the - ah - defendants? 

 Int:    Nung pinrepara yung dokumento tungkol dun sa lupa mo - binigyan ka ba ng 

          kopya dun sa pinirmaham mo? (When the document about your land was 

          prepared, were you given a copy of what you signed?) 

  W:    Hindi po.  

  Int:    No sir. 

  CP:   Then where were you able to get a copy - of these documents - which you said  

           is erroneous on page one - but the second page is correct? 

  Int:    Saan ka nakakuha ng dokumentong ito na kung saan yung - page one ay mali -      
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           pero yung page two ay tama - saan mo kinuha to? (Where did you get this document in 
 which - page one is wrong - but page two is correct - where did you get this?) 

   W:    Sa Registry of Deeds. 

   Int:   Registry of Deeds 

   J:     Page two lang ang tama? (Only page two is correct?) 

  W:    Page two lang ang tama. (Only page two is correct?) 

   CP:   Now - since you said that the document - the real document - was indeed a 

          mortgage - what was then the intention - pure intention of the defendant in 

          executing that document in relation to the land? 

   Int:   Since ang sinabi mo na ang pinirmahan mo ay Deed of... (Since you said that 

           what you signed is Deed of...) 

   J:      ((Addressing the interpreter)) Hindi yan talaga ang sinabi. (That was not what 

            was said.) ((Addressing the witness)) Ano talaga ang intensyon mo nung 

            pinirmahan mo yung mga dokumentong yun? (What was your real intention 

            when you signed that document?) 

   W:     Magsanla. 

   Int:     In order to mortgage my land. 

   J:       That’s all.  

   DC:    Ready for re-cross? 

   J:       You can do that sir. 

   DC:    Yes your honor - ah - Mrs. Witness - with regard to ahh the supposed copy 

            that you said you got from the Registry of Deeds - do you have any - any ahh - 

            document or proof to show that this really came from the Registry of Deeds? 

  Int:     May proof ka ba na talagang yun kinuha mo - galing yun sa Registry of Deeds? 

            (Do you have proof that you really got - it came from the Registry of Deeds?) 

  W:      Yes. 
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  Int:     Yes sir. 

  DC:     Where is your proof? 

  Int:     San yung pruweba mo na yung dokumentong yun ay galing sa Registry of  

            Deeds? (Where is your proof that that document came from the Registry of  

            Deeds?) 

  ((Witness hands in a document to the counsel. Marking of exhibit follows. Discussion 

  follows between the counsels and the judge.)) 

 

 
Endnotes 
iIn Braj Kachru’s (2005) Three Circles model of Englishes, the Philippines is located in the out-
er circle together with other second-language users of English such as Malaysia and Singapore. 
First-language users such as the US and UK are in the inner circle, and foreign-language users 
of English such as Japan, China and Korea are located in the expanding circle. (Kachru  
iiIn 2009, the bodies of about 50 journalists and local residents were found in a mass grave in 
Ampatuan town, Maguindanao province, southern Philippines.They were victims of a kidnap-
ping and brutal killing to allegedly prevent a local politician from running for office in the 2010 
national elections.  
iiiElsewhere (Martin 2012), I have argued that the prospects of expanding the role of Philippine 
languages in the legal system are dim. The full extracts are found in the appendix section. 
ivPseudonym 
viC.R. is comfort room, a Philippine English term for toilet. 
viiPseudonym 
viiiAdapted from Eades (2010: 16) 
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