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Two patterns of alternation affect the phonemes /a/ and /o/ in Subanon, an
underdocumented Austronesian language spoken in the southern Philippines.
Under suffixation, /a/ becomes /o/ in the antepenult (Pattern 1), and /o/ becomes
/a/ in the penult preceding a palatal glide (Pattern 2). Pattern 1 has no apparent
synchronic motivation, but comparative evidence shows that Proto-Subanen *a
weakened to schwa when placed in pretonic position through suffixation, and
that schwa from any source then became Subanon /o/. Pattern 2 is similar to a
Subanon process called “partial vowel harmony assimilation,” as well as to the
alternation of final -əy/-əw with penultimate -ay/-aw in Western Bukidnon
Manobo. However, in both cases, these processes turn out to be unrelated. In
conclusion, Pattern 2 shows no clear synchronic and diachronic motivation, and
we are left with a descriptive statement without an explanation.

1.  INTRODUCTION.1 Western Subanon [ISO 639-3 suc] (henceforth, Subanon)
is an indigenous minority language in the Philippines spoken by about 300,000 people in
the southwestern part of the Zamboanga Peninsula of Mindanao. Subanon is one of a
small subgroup of languages called Subanen, that belongs to the Greater Central Philip-
pines (GCPH) branch of the Austronesian language family (Blust 1991, 2005; Lobel
2013; Simons and Fennig 2018). Figure 1 shows the position of Subanon in relation to
the other Subanen languages. 

Figure 1 reflects the fact that the Western subgroup of Proto-Subanen (PSUB)
diverged prior to the breakup of the other Subanen languages. Additionally, it identifies
the eight members of the Subanen subgroup divided into Western and Nuclear Subanen.
The Western subgroup includes only Subanon and Western Kolibugan, while the
Nuclear subgroup encompasses Tawlet-Kalibugan, Salug-Godod Subanen, Southern
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2 9 0 O C E A NI C LI N G UI S TI C S , V O L . 5 7, N O . 2
S u b a n e n, C e ntr al S u b a n e n, N ort h er n S u b a n e n, a n d E ast er n S u b a n e n ( L o b el a n d H all
2 0 1 0, L o b el 2 0 1 3). 

All S u b a n e n l a n g u a g es h a v e a r e fl e x of Pr ot o- S u b a n e n ( P S U B ) *ǝ . T his r efl e x is / ǝ / i n
m ost of t h es e l a n g u a g es, b ut, i n S u b a n o n a n d West er n K oli b u g a n s c h w a b e c a m e / o/, as
s e e n i n t h e l a n g u a g e n a m es t h e ms el v es. 

S u b a n o n e x hi bits t w o pr o d u cti v e p att er ns of a /o  alt er n ati o n f oll o wi n g affi x ati o n. I n
P att er n 1, t h e / a/ i n a pr e p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl e c h a n g es t o / o/ ( R ei d 1 9 7 3; Bri c h o u x 1 9 7 7;
Bl ust a n d Ni els e n 2 0 1 6: 6 3 0). 2  I n P att er n 2, t h e / o/ i n a p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl e c h a n g es t o / a/
w h e n it is f oll o w e d b y t h e p al at al gli d e / y/, a p h e n o m e n o n t h at is als o o bs er v e d i n t h e
M a n o b o l a n g u a g es, s p o k e n i n e ast- c e ntr al Mi n d a n a o ( Bl ust, p ers. c o m m., A pril 3 0,
2 0 1 7). H o w e v er, alt h o u g h t h e P att er n 2 alt er n ati o n t h at is o bs er v e d i n S u b a n o n a n d i n t h e
M a n o b o l a n g u a g es s u p er fi ci all y a p p e ar si mil ar, t h e y ar e f u n d a m e nt all y diff er e nt. T h e
p ur p os e of t his p a p er is t o d es cri b e t h es e alt er n ati o ns b ot h s y n c hr o ni c all y a n d di a c hr o ni c-
all y, a d dr essi n g t w o q u esti o ns i n p arti c ul ar:
1.  H o w c a n w e a c c o u nt f or t h e a /o  alt er n ati o n i n pr e p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl es s y n c hr o ni c-

all y a n d di a c hr o ni c all y ?
2.  W h at a c c o u nts f or t h e p e n ulti m at e o /a  alt er n ati o n b ef or e a p al at al gli d e s y n c hr o ni c-

all y a n d di a c hr o ni c all y ?

2.   S U B A N O N.  S u b a n o n is s p o k e n pri m aril y i n t h e vill a g es of M al a y al, Li nt a n g a n,
L a n uti, a n d Li m p a p a, i n t h e distri ct of Si b u c o; a n d i n p arts of t h e m u ni ci p aliti es of Si o-
c o n, B ali gi a n, L a b as o n, S ur a b a y, a n d I pil — ar e as o n t h e Z a m b o a n g a P e ni ns ul a, o n Mi n-
d a n a o. T h e l a n g u a g e h as t hr e e disti n g uis h a bl e a n d m ut u all y i nt elli gi bl e di al e cts: Si o c o n
S u b a n o n, M al a y al S u b a n o n ( Si m o ns a n d F e n ni g 2 0 1 8), a n d G ut al a c- Di c ol o m S u b a n o n
( H all, p ers. c o m m., O ct o b er 1 2, 2 0 1 6). T h e s p e cifi c l o c ati o ns w h er e t h e S u b a n o n l a n-
g u a g e a n d t h e n ei g h b ori n g S u b a n e n l a n g u a g es ar e s p o k e n ar e s h o w n i n m a p 1 ( wit h t h e

FI G U R E 1.  T H E L O C A TI O N O F S U B A N O N I N T H E G C P H †

G C P H

C e ntr al
P hili p pi n es

S o ut h
M a n g y a n

P al a w a ni c  D a n a w S u b a n e n M a n o b o  G or o nt ali c

West er n N u cl e ar

S u b a n o n  K oli b u g a n  West N u cl e ar  E ast N u cl e ar 

Ta wl et- K ali b u g a n, 
S al u g- G o d o d

S u b a n e n

S o ut h er n, C e ntr al, 
N ort h er n, a n d E ast er n 

S u b a n e n

† Fr o m Bl ust ( 1 9 9 1), m o di fi e d t o a c c o m m o d at e L o b el’s ( 2 0 1 3) S u b a n e n S u b gr o u pi n g.

2. I us e pr e p e n ulti m at e or  a nt e p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl e t o r ef er t o t h e s yll a bl e i m m e di at el y b ef or e
t h e p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl e, t h e t y pi c al pri m ar y str ess l o c ati o n i n S u b a n o n. 
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Philippine map on the left side highlighting the position of the Zamboanga Peninsula in
which the Subanen languages are found.

3.  PREVIOUS STUDIES ON THE PHONOLOGY OF SUBANON.
Being an underdocumented language, there has been very little work done on the phonol-
ogy of Subanon. Synchronic studies include phonemic analysis (Hall 1967, 1997), a
description of the orthography (Hall 1972), and a description of the standardization of the
orthography (Hall 2014). Only a few diachronic analyses of this language have been pub-
lished. Banker (1958) is an investigation of the origin of the /gl/ cluster where the g- in the
cluster is analyzed as deriving from the final -g of the case markers og, nog, and sog; Reid
(1973) is an exploration of the evolution of the Philippine languages from the four-vowel
system of Proto-Philippines; Lobel’s (2013:318–59) historical-comparative work on
Subanen languages producing “618 lexical reconstructions of Proto-Subanen” provides
the major resource for analyzing the /a/ to /o/ alternation diachronically; and Blust and
Nielsen (2016) shows that Proto-Austronesian *ma- ‘stative’ metathesized in Subanon
only before base-initial b- and p- to avoid widespread dispreference for dissimilar labials
as the onsets of successive syllables.

4.  PHONOLOGY OF PROTO-SUBANEN AND SUBANON. In order to
fully explain the a/o alternation, it will be useful to outline the Proto-Subanen and modern
Subanon phoneme inventories. Lobel 2013:311) reconstructs for Proto-Subanen fifteen
consonants and 4 vowels, as shown in table 1.

Modern Subanon has fifteen native consonants. Almost all of the PSUB consonants are
retained in an unmodified form, except for PSUB *r, which shifted to /l/ in Subanon as in
most other Subanen languages (Lobel 2013:311–12). There is an /r/ in Subanon, but it is
only present in borrowed words such as piritu ‘fry’ (< Spanish). There is also a voiced pala-
tal affricate [dʒ] as a result of borrowing, as in dyalum [ʤalum] ‘needle’ from Malay jarum
(Blust, pers. comm., April 30, 2017). The consonant inventory is presented in table 2.3

 MAP 1. LOCATION OF SUBANON AND THE NEIGHBORING SUBANEN 
LANGUAGES (LOBEL 2013:321)
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Subanon has five phonemic vowels (Hall 1972). They are summarized in table 3. In
general, the high vowels /i, u/ and mid vowels /e, o/ are lower than the cardinal values for
these vowels, which is confirmed by William Hall (pers. comm., October 12, 2016).

4.1 PHONOTACTICS. A syllable in Subanon is a nucleus containing either an
individual vowel or a diphthong, with an optional onset and coda. The examples in (1)
show the syllable patterns in Subanon. Those in (1) are common, whereas those in (2) are
less common.4

(1) COMMON WORD GLOSS
CV sa.la ‘one’
V a.mi ‘1PL.EXCL’
CVC a.kon ‘1SG’

(2) LESS COMMON WORD GLOSS
VVC ain ‘where’ 
CCV gla.na ‘oil’
CCVC glok.tang ‘type of plant used for poisoning fish’

3. The orthographic representations of the consonants and vowels follow IPA convention except:
k [q], ' [Ɂ], dy [ʤ], ng [ŋ], y [j], e [ɛ], and o [ɔ]. Parentheses indicate loan phonemes.

TABLE 1. PHONEME INVENTORY OF PROTO-SUBANEN

Consonants  Vowels 
*p *t *k *Ɂ  *i  *u 
*b *d *g  *ə

*s  *a
*m *n *ŋ 

*l
*r

*w *y

TABLE 2. SUBANON CONSONANTS

Bilabial Dental/
Alveolar

Palatal Labio-
velar

Velar Glottal

Stop p b t d  k g Ɂ
Fricative s h
Affricate  (ʤ)
Nasal  m  n   ŋ
Approximant   (r)  j  w
Lateral  l

TABLE 3. SUBANON VOWELS

Front Central Back
High i  u
Mid e  o
Low  a

4. I represent Subanon forms using the practical orthography, and reserve slashes for instances
where phonemic representation is relevant.
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T h e o nl y o ns et c o ns o n a nt cl ust er t h at o c c urs i n S u b a n o n is gl -, f or mi n g C C V a n d
C C V C s yll a bl es. T h e s yll a bl e p att er n c o nt ai ni n g t h e gl - cl ust er is a r es ult of t h e c as e
m ar k ers o g , n o g , s o g b ei n g cliti ci z e d a n d s u bs e q u e ntl y r e a n al y z e d as p art of t h e o ns et of
s o m e n o mi n als i n t his l a n g u a g e ( B a n k er 1 9 5 8; L o b el 2 0 1 3).

4. 2  S T R E S S.   L o b el ( 2 0 1 3: 2 8 7) s u g g ests t h at s o m e l a n g u a g es i n t h e s o ut h er n P hili p-
pi n es m a y h a v e c o ntr asti v e p h o n e mi c str ess, as is t h e c as e of t h e n ort h er n a n d c e ntr al
P hili p pi n es ( Bl ust 2 0 1 3: 2 5 1). H o w e v er, pri m ar y str ess i n S u b a n o n is o n t h e p e n ulti m at e
s yll a bl e, j ust li k e N ort h er n S u b a n e n ( D a g u m a n 2 0 1 3: 3 3). M y p er c e pti o n as a n ati v e
s p e a k er of S u b a n o n is t h at str ess e d s yll a bl es i n t his l a n g u a g e ar e c h ar a ct eri z e d b y b ei n g
t h e l o u d est a n d h a vi n g t h e hi g h est pit c h. T h us, i n S u b a n o n, p e n ulti m at e str ess is o bs er v e d
i n dis yll a bi c w or ds as i n ( 3 a), tris yll a bi c w or ds as i n ( 3 b), q u a dris yll a bi c w or ds as i n ( 3 c),
as w ell as i n fi v e-s yll a bl e w or ds as i n ( 3 d). . 5 

( 3) G L O S S W O R D

a. ‘ c hil d’ 'b a.t a Ɂ 6  
‘t o w al k’ 'p a. n o w 
‘t o o bs er v e’ 'i. m ot 
‘t o hit’ 's u n.t u k

b. ‘ wi n d y’ g o. 'l u.ʔ a n
‘t o o bs er v e it’ i.'m o.t o n
‘ b as k et’ t o n g.'k a.l a n g
‘t o s pr e a d a sl e e pi n g m at’  m o g.'d o n. d a m

c. ‘ b utt er fl y’ ˌk o.l o m. 'b a. n g o y 
‘ or’ ˌo.t a. 'w a. k a
‘t o i nf or m’ ˌm o k. p o. 's a m. p ot
‘ h o us e li z ar d’ ˌt o. gi.'l o k.t o k

d. ‘t o s p y’ m o. ˌn o.l o. 'g u n. di ʔ
‘t o e c o n o mi z e’ (P V ) p o g.ˌd o. di. 'n o. w a n
‘t o m a k e pr ett y or s e x y’ p o.ˌl o.li.'b u. n o n

5.  P A T T E R N 1 A L T E R N A TI O N: / a/ C H A N G E S T O / o/

5. 1  A  S Y N C H R O NI C  A N A L Y SI S.  As alr e a d y m e nti o n e d, / a/ a n d / o/ ar e disti n ct
p h o n e m es i n S u b a n o n. H o w e v er, i n pr e p e n ulti m at e s yll a bl es, / a/ c h a n g es t o / o/ aft er
af fi x ati o n of t h e v oi c e m ar k ers - o n , -a n , a n d -o y, b ut r e m ai ns / a/ if t h e affi x is a n o mi n a-
ti v e pr o n o u n s u c h as u  ‘ 1S G ’, a  ‘ 2S G ’, a n d i o n ‘ 3S G ’. S y n c hr o ni c all y, a p ossi bl e w a y of
d es cri bi n g t his alt er n ati o n is t o p osit a v o w el r aisi n g pr o c ess ass o ci at e d wit h str ess, i n
w hi c h t h e l o w c e ntr al v o w el / a/ is r ais e d t o / o/ w h e n it pr e c e d es a pri m ar y str ess e d s yll a-
bl e. H o w e v er, t his e x pl a n ati o n h as t h e dis a d v a nt a g e of l a c ki n g a cl e ar p h o n eti c m oti v a-
ti o n. T his v o w el r aisi n g pr o c ess ass o ci at e d wit h str ess pl a c e m e nt is ill ustr at e d b el o w:

5. I n w h at f oll o ws, I us e t h e di a criti c ' t o i n di c at e pri m ar y str ess, a n d ˌ f or s e c o n d ar y str ess. 
6. I  us e  t h e  p h o n eti c  s y m b ol  f or  t h e  gl ott al  st o p  [ ʔ ]  t o  r e pr es e nt  t his  s o u n d  i n  t h e  e x a m pl es

i nst e a d of its ort h o gr a p hi c r e pr es e nt ati o n ( w h er e a n a p ostr o p h e ['] is us e d) t o a v oi d c o nf usi n g
it wit h t h e pri m ar y str ess s y m b ol. 
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stress on the prepenultimate syllable in trisyllabic words in (4a), and in quadrisyllabic
words in (4b). 

(4) a. GLOSS STEM + -on/-an/-oy GLOSS 
‘to keep’ 'taguʔ to'guʔ-on ‘to place s.t.’ (PV)

'taguʔ to'guʔ-an ‘to place s.t.’ (GV)
'taguʔ to'guʔ-oy ‘used in imperative’ (PV)

‘to buy’ 'saluy so'luy-on ‘to buy s.t.’ (PV)
'saluy so'luy-an ‘to buy s.t.’ GV)
'saluy so'luy-oy ‘used in imperative’ (PV)

‘to remove’ 'awaʔ o'waʔ-on ‘to remove s.t.’ (PV)
'awaʔ o'waʔ-an ‘to remove s.t.’ (GV)
'awaʔ o'waʔ-oy ‘used in imperative’ (PV)

‘to carry’ 'kayat ko'yat-on ‘to carry s.t. carelessly
with one hand’ (PV) 

'kayat ko'yat-an ‘to carry s.t. carelessly’ (GV)
 'kayat ko'yat-oy ‘used in imperative’ (PV)
b. GLOSS STEM PREFIX+STEM RESULTING WORD

+ -on/-an/-oy
‘to name’ 'ngalan i-ngolan-an ingo'lanan
‘to take’ 'alap in-olap-an ino'lapan
‘to demand 'abat in-obat-an ino'batan 
 a payback’

The examples in (4) demonstrate that it is only after affixation with the voice-marking
affixes -on, -an, and -oy that the /a/ in the prepenultimate syllable becomes /o/ regardless
of whether the resulting word ends up having three or four syllables. 

It is important to note that Pattern 1 alternation does not occur even if /a/ is in the pre-
penultimate position if a verb stem takes certain clitics such as the nominative pronouns u
‘1SG’, a ‘2SG’, and ion ‘3SG’, as well as the plural marker -anan, as shown in (5).

(5) a. GLOSS STEM + SUFFIX OBSERVED NONOCCURRING
‘I swam’ l<um><in>a'nguy u luˌmina'nguy u **luˌmino'nguy u
‘you swam’ l<um><in>a'nguy a luˌmina'nguy a **luˌmino'nguy a
‘s/he swam’ l<um><in>a'nguy ion luˌmina'nguy ion **luˌmino'nguy ion

b. GLOSS STEM + 2SG OBSERVED NONOCCURRING
‘swim!’ 'languy a la'nguy a **lo'nguy a
‘ride!’ 'sakoy a sa'koy a **so'koy a 

c. GLOSS STEM + PLURAL OBSERVED NONOCCURRING
‘mouth’ 'baba'ʔanan ˌbaba'Ɂanan **ˌbobo'ʔanan
‘shoulder’ 'bagaanan ˌbaga'anan **ˌbogo'anan

The examples in (4) and (5) show that the a/o alternation in prepenultimate position is
triggered only by the voice marking suffixes, whereas none of the pronominals or the
plural marker trigger it. Although I suggested a vowel raising process for this type of
alternation, this is all we can say about it synchronically, for there is no clear phonological
reason to account for this. Consequently, regardless of the number of syllables in a word,
/a/ cannot occur in a prepenultimate syllable in Subanon, if a stem takes any of those
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voice-marking affixes. The conditions that trigger the Pattern 1 alternation are summa-
rized and illustrated in (6).

(6) a.  Triggers Pattern 1 alternation
VOICE AFFIX STEM GLOSS RESULTING GLOSS

FORM
-an 'taguʔ ‘put, place’ to'guɁan ‘place s.t.’ (GV)’ 
-on 'taguʔ ‘put, place’ to'guɁon ‘place s.t.’ (PV)
-oy 'taguʔ ‘put, place’ to'guɁoy ‘place s.t.’ (IMP.GV)’

b. Does not trigger Pattern 1 alternation
NOMINATIVE STEM GLOSS RESULTING GLOSS 
PRONOUN FORM
u 'panow ‘walk’ mi-pa'now u ‘I walked’
a 'panow ‘walk’ mi-pa'now a ‘you walked’ 
ion 'panow ‘walk’ mi-pa'now ion ‘s/he walked’
PLURAL MARKER 
-anan 'baloy ‘house’ balo'yanan ‘houses’ 

Having outlined the synchronic explanation for the Pattern 1 alternation, let us now
turn our attention to the diachronic analysis of this phenomenon, since this arose from a
conditioned change (Lobel 2013; Blust and Nielsen 2016). I will begin by presenting the
origin of these phonemes historically and their reconstructions, and then describe how
they changed to their present forms in Subanon. 

5.2 VOWEL REDUCTION PROCESS: A DIACHRONIC ANALYSIS.
This section is a diachronic analysis of the Pattern 1 alternation of /a/ to /o/, which is a
process of vowel reduction. PSUB *ə became WSUB /o/ in all environments, as in (7). 

(7) GLOSS PSUB MODERN SUBANON
‘pregnant’ *bǝdǝs 'bodos
‘shark’ *bǝgisan  bo'gisan
‘spider’ *bǝliŋkawaʔ boling'kawaʔ 

In addition, there are two environments where PSUB *a became WSUB /o/. The first is
in prepenultimate position following affixation, as in (8). 

(8) GLOSS PSUB +PV RESULTING MOD SUB +PV RESULTING
WORD WORD

‘mouth’ *babaʔ -ǝn *bǝba’ǝn  babaʔ -on bo'baʔon
‘to fly’ *layug -ǝn *lǝyugǝn  layug -on lo'yugon
‘snake’ *mamak -ǝn *mǝmakǝn  mamak -on mo'makon 

Given the examples in (7) and (8), we recognize that not every /o/ comes from the
same PSUB source. That is, some were originally *ǝ and some were originally *a. Based
on the reconstructions of Lobel (2013),7 PSUB *a became /o/ in any prepenultimate sylla-
ble. It can be hypothesized that this shift probably did not occur as a single step. Instead,
*a became /ə/ in early Subanon before becoming /o/ in present-day Subanon in prepenul-
timate position.8 The examples in (9) demonstrate this.9

7. Lobel’s reconstruction of Proto-Subanen does not include stress.
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(9) GLOSS PSUB EARLY SUB MODERN SUBANON
‘one’ *sarabuuk sə'labuk so'labuk
‘cousin’ *gag[a]u[n]apuʔ gə'guapuʔ go'guapuʔ
‘back’ *talikudan təli'kudan t̩oli'kudan 
‘day before *sarang-əndow ˌsəlo'ngondow ˌsolo'ngondow
 yesterday’

The second environment in which PSUB *a became WSUB /o/ is where the
sequences *ay and *aw occur in word-final position, as in (10) and (11). As shown in
(9), PSUB *a is reflected as early Subanon *ə in a prepenultimate syllable and this can
be analyzed as a vowel reduction process that occurs in an unstressed syllable, a com-
mon phonological change in the languages of the southern Philippines and western
Indonesia (Blust 2013). Then [ə] from any source underwent an unconditioned sound
change to /o/ in Subanon, as we have seen. At some point after the break-up of the Sub-
anen protolanguage, *-ay and *-aw evidently became *-əy and *-əw prior to the
change of schwa to /o/, as shown by the examples in (10) and (11). 

(10) GLOSS PSUB EARLY SUB MODERN SUB
‘house’ *balay 'baləy 'baloy
‘firefly’ *g-lipǝtay gli'potəy gli'potoy
‘to joke’ *gansay 'gansəy 'gansoy

(11) GLOSS PSUB EARLY SUB MODERN SUB
‘to steal’ *'dakaw 'dakəw 'dakow 
‘to look out *'dungaw 'dungəw 'dungow 
 of a window’
‘to walk’ *'panaw 'panəw 'panow

As with PSUB prepenultimate *a in (9), the /a/ in PSUB *-ay and *-aw first reduced to
schwa before it became /o/, as shown in (10) and (11). However, nonfinal /ay/ and /aw/
do not change to /oy/ and /ow/, as evidenced by the examples in (12) and (13). This can
be explained by the fact that these sequences of sounds are no longer tautosyllabic, mean-
ing they are not in the same syllable. 

(12) GLOSS PSUB SUBANON
‘to pay’ *ba.yad ba.yad 
‘to continue’ *[pǝ-]da.yun po.da.yun 

(13) GLOSS PSUB SUBANON
‘to leave’ *a.waʔ a.waʔ
 ‘body’ *gla.was gla.was 

I have presented here a synchronic description and a diachronic analysis for the Pat-
tern 1 alternation, where /a/ changes to /o/ in prepenultimate position. I suggest that vowel
raising for this alternation in a synchronic explanation is not phonetically motivated, and
that the diachronic evidence for a vowel reduction process provides a better analysis for

8. I use Pre-Subanon to refer to early Subanon, and present-day Subanon to mean modern
Subanon.

9. Although Lobel (2013) reconstructs *a in the prepenultimate syllable, it is likely that this *a
had already shifted to /ǝ/ in PSUB, based on the reflexes in the modern languages, in that no
modern Subanen language has /a/ in this position.
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this type of alternation. In sum, *a > ǝ / ___ CVCVC, and then *ǝ > o, allows us to
explain how /a/ became /o/ in prepenultimate position historically. 

6.  PATTERN 2 ALTERNATION: /o/ CHANGES TO /a/. In the Pattern 2
alternation, the /o/ in -oy changes to /a/ in penultimate position preceding the goal voice
(GV) suffix -an, as shown in (14). That is, the /o/ in word-final -oy becomes /a/ as it
moves to the penultimate syllable, the typical position of primary stress in this language. 

(14) GLOSS STEM STEM+-an RESULTING WORD NONOCCURRING
‘to give’ 'bogoy bo'goy-an bo'gayan **bogoyan
‘house’ 'baloy bo'loy-an bo'layan **boloyan 
‘death’ 'patoy po'toy-an po'tayan **potoyan

6.1 A SYNCHRONIC ANALYSIS. What could be a synchronic analysis for the
Pattern 2 alternation? There is obviously a vowel lowering process taking place, since /o/
becomes /a/ in that context. It could be suggested that vowel lowering is conditioned by
movement to a stressed syllable. However, this reasoning is questionable because vowel
lowering in a stressed position is not phonetically motivated. Additionally, there are many
counterexamples in which /o/ occupies the penultimate stressed position, but does not
change to /a/ when a stem takes the GV marker -an, as in (15). 

(15) GLOSS STEM STEM+-an RESULTING WORD NONOCCURRING
‘to sew’ 'sobot so'bot-an so'botan **so'batan
‘soup’ 'sabow so'bow-an so'bowan **so'bawan
‘to run’ 'gobok go'bok-an go'bokan **go'bakan 

Therefore, a synchronic vowel lowering process for the Pattern 2 alternation is not
well motivated.

6.2 A DIACHRONIC ANALYSIS. Given the diachronic analysis for the Pattern
1 alternation, it is reasonable to ask whether there might be a diachronic explanation for
the Pattern 2 alternation as well. Superficially, the Pattern 2 alternation resembles an
assimilation process in which the vowels within a word agree in some feature values.
However, it is only the vowel in -oy that appears to assimilate to the vowel of the GV
suffix -an. As shown in 'bogoy + an > bo'gayan ‘to give’, and in similar examples in (14),
the last vowel of the affixed stem agrees with that of the suffix. I tentatively call this “par-
tial” vowel assimilation, since the first stem vowel is unchanged. However, there are
other contexts in which Pattern 2 alternation does not take place. One is if a stem has a
syllable shape CiCoy, as shown in (16). Subanon speakers do not pronounce the forms
listed in the nonoccurring column, an indication that -an ‘GV’ does not influence the
other vowels in the stem if a stem has a high front vowel. 

(16) GLOSS STEM STEM+-an GLOSS NONOCCURRING 
‘to bridge’ 'titoy ti'toyan ‘bridge’ **ti'tayan 
‘to look 'liboy li'boyan ‘to look **li'bayan
 around at s.t.’   around at s.t.’ (GV)
‘to sit with 'sikwoy sik'woyan ‘the place at the end **sik'wayan
 extended legs’    of extended legs’ 
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Another restriction for the Pattern 2 alternation is if the /o/ is followed by another con-
sonant, as demonstrated in (17).

(17) GLOSS STEM STEM+-an RESULTING WORD NONOCCURRING
‘to sew’ 'sobot so'bot-an so'botan **sobatan
‘soup’ 'sabow so'bow-an so'bowan **sobawan
‘to run’ 'gobok go'bok-an go'bokan **gobakan 

Moreover, when a stem takes the voice suffixes -on ‘PV’ or -oy ‘IMP PV’, or any of
the pronominals u ‘1SG’, a ‘2SG’, and ion ‘3SG’, the penultimate /o/ is unchanged, as
illustrated in (18)–(20). In (20), the gloss of the stem in each case is ‘give’.

(18) GLOSS STEM STEM+ -on RESULTING GLOSS NONOCCURRING
WORD

‘give’ 'bogoy bogoy-on bo'goyon ‘give it’ **bo'gayon
‘kill’ 'patoy potoy-on po'toyon ‘kill it’ **po'tayon
‘get’ 'angoy ongoy-on o'ngoyon ‘get it’ **o'ngayon

(19) GLOSS STEM STEM+ -oy RESULTING GLOSS NONOCCURRING
WORD

‘give’ 'bogoy bogoy-oy bo'goyoy ‘give it’ **bo'gayoy
‘kill’ 'patoy potoy-oy po'toyoy ‘kill it’ **po'tayoy
‘get’ 'angoy ongoy-oy o'ngoyoy ‘go for it’ **o'ngayoy

(20) STEM PREFIX + STEM RESULTING GLOSS NONOCCURRING
 + PRON WORD

'bogoy mig-bogoy-u migbo'goy u  ‘I gave’ **ˌmigbo'gay u
'bogoy mig-bogoy-a migbo'goy a  ‘you gave’ **ˌmigbo'gay a
'bogoy mig-bogoy-ion migbo'goy ion ‘s/he gave’ **ˌmigbo'gay ion
'bogoy mig-bogoy-amu migbo'goy amu ‘you gave’ **ˌmigbo'gay amu
'bogoy mig-bogoy-ami migbo'goy ami ‘we gave’ **ˌmigbo'gay ami

Note also that the nucleus of -ow does not change to /a/ under suffixation with -an , as
shown in (21).

(21) GLOSS STEM STEM+-an RESULTING NONOCCURRING
WORD

‘to cry’ 'sogow sogow-an so'gowan **so'gawan
‘to walk’ 'panow panow-an pa'nowan **pa'nawan 
‘to make soup’ 'sabow sabow-an sa'bowan **sa'bawan 

Thus, this /o/ > /a/ alternation only occurs if /o/ in the penultimate position is followed
by a nonfinal palatal glide /y/. If the /o/ is pronounced in that environment, it gives a non-
native-like sound as listed in the forms described as nonoccurring. 

Given the examples in (16)–(21), we can schematize how the Pattern 2 alternation
came about historically as in (22):

(22) PSUB PRE-SUBANON SUBANON
phase 1: *balay > *balǝy > 'baloy

*bǝlay-an > *bǝlay-an > bo'layan
phase 2: *sǝgaw > *sǝgǝw > 'sogow

*sǝgaw > *sǝgǝw-an > so'gowan
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This illustration shows that the Pattern 2 alternation arose historically by a (phonetically
unexplained) change *a > ǝ before a word-final *y, but not before a palatal glide that was
followed by a vowel. This presents a puzzling phenomenon: why did a parallel sound
change not occur with Subanon -ow? Since PSUB had *-ay and *-aw, and these became,
respectively, *-ǝy and *-ǝw in pre-Subanon, we might expect the changes from pre-Sub-
anon to modern Subanon to also be parallel. Given the data, however, we would have to
assume that phase 1 happened only word-finally, while phase 2 happened before a labio-
velar glide in any position.

There is still no phonetic explanation for either why *a > ǝ would occur only before a
word-final palatal glide, or why it would not occur under the same conditions before a labio-
velar glide. Nevertheless, the conditions for the Pattern 2 alternation are summarized in (23).

(23) STEM GLOSS RESULTING WORDGLOSS 
a. Triggers Pattern 2 alternation
SUFFIX
1. -an 'baloy ‘house’ bo'layan  ‘make a house for s.o.’
b. Does not trigger Pattern 2 alternation
PRONOUN
1. u 'matoy ‘to die’ ma'toy u ‘I will die’
2. amu 'matoy ‘to die’ 'matoy amu ‘you (PL) will die’
3. ami 'matoy ‘to die’ 'matoy ami ‘we (EXCL) will die’
AFFIX
4. -oy 'suloy ‘try’ su'loyoy ‘try it’
5. -on 'soloy ‘carry on so'loyon ‘carry s.t. on the arm’

 the arm’
6. -anan 'baloy ‘house’ ˌbalo'yanan ‘houses’
CiCoy
7. 'sikwoy ‘extend feet’ sik'woyan ‘place to extend the feet’
STRESS
8. 'sobot ‘sew’ so'botan ‘sew s.t. for s.o.’ 

6.3 WESTERN BUKIDNON MANOBO: A PARALLEL PHENOMENON? 
A parallel phenomenon to this /o/ to /a/ alternation is found in another Philippine-type
language, Western Bukidnon Manobo (WBM) [ISO 639-3 mbb], which was first men-
tioned in Blust and Nielsen (2016).

The alternation of the penultimate /o/ to /a/ in Subanon following affixation is parallel
to the alternation of /ə/ to /a/ in Manobo languages, including Western Bukidnon
Manobo, a Manobo language spoken in the southern part of the province of Bukidnon,
on the island of Mindanao. In WBM, -əy and -əw change to -ay and -aw after affixation,
as shown by the examples in (24).

(24) WESTERN BUKIDNON MANOBO
GLOSS STEM AFFIX+STEM+AFFIX GLOSS
‘to play’ baləy-valəy bəl-vəlay-an ‘a toy’
‘to die’ matəy kə-mətay-an ‘death’
‘straight, easy me-tazəy pəkə-təzay-an ‘make s.t. clear
 to follow’  or plain’
‘love, kindness’ gagəw bəli-gəgaw-ən ‘gracious’



300 OCEANIC LINGUISTICS, VOL. 57, NO. 2
‘unripe, uncooked’ hiləw kə-hilaw-an ‘humanity’
‘to look out suləw sulaw-aɁ ‘window’
 a window’
‘to steal’ takəw təkaw-ən ‘a thief’
‘to beat s.o. taləw təlaw-ən ‘cowardly’
 in a fight’
‘to summon s.o.’ uməw pəŋ-Ɂum-Ɂumaw-an ‘invoke a blessing
   on s.o.’
‘to look down on s.t.’ uŋəw uŋaw-an ‘look down on s.o.’

 (Elkins 1968)

We may compare the alternation in Manobo to the case of the Pattern 2 alternation in
Western Subanon—/o/ > /a/ in penultimate syllables—which affects forms in -oy only.
The Pattern 2 alternation is confined to Subanon and Kolibugan (that is, Western Sub-
anen) and is not found in other Subanen languages (that is, Nuclear Subanen). For exam-
ple, PSUB *bəgay ‘give’ is bogoy in Subanon and Kolibugan, which have the alternation,
but it is bəgay in Nuclear Subanen, where the alternation does not occur. In the case of
PSUB *aw, this Pattern 2 alternation does not occur, as illustrated in (21). For example,
PSUB *sabaw ‘soup’ is reflected as sabow in Subanon and retains its /o/ with affixes that
place it in the penult, such as with the Goal Voice suffix -an in sobowan.10 Compare this
with Manobo forms that end in -əw, which do undergo alternation, as in (24).

Because the Pattern 2 alternation only occurs in Subanon, we can conclude that this
innovation postdates the split of Subanon and Kolibugan from the other Subanen lan-
guages, as it affects only forms in that subgroup. This fact alone implies that this Pattern 2
alternation cannot be an innovation common to the Subanen and Manobo subgroups, so
we must conclude that these alternations are parallel innovations that took place in
Manobo and Subanen, and do not alone provide evidence that these two groups should
belong to a larger subgroup.

7.  DISCUSSION.  This section summarizes the findings of this study based
on the two research questions.

First, how can we account for the a/o alternation in prepenultimate syllables syn-
chronically and diachronically? As shown earlier, a synchronic analysis of vowel rais-
ing for the Pattern 1 alternation lacks good synchronic phonetic motivation. On the
other hand, from a historical perspective, we suggest that there is good phonetic motiva-
tion because we were able to establish that there was an intermediate step between
PSUB and modern Subanon where the *a became *ə in early Subanon, and this then
later became /o/ in modern Subanon, which we refer to as a vowel reduction process.
This is a phonetically motivated two-step historical change supporting the claims of
Reid (1973), Brichoux (1977), Lobel (2013), and Blust and Nielsen (2016). However,
given the fact that modern speakers of Subanon do not have access to the intermediate
step, they simply treat the Pattern 1 alternation as a single-step process in which they
habitually pronounce the /a/ as /o/ in those specific contexts. Thus, here we see the role
of the diachronic point of view in revealing how this type of alternation came about. 
10. Lobel (2013:352) gives the Subanon form as sabaw, which is the Cebuano form, while the

native Subanon term is sabow.
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To sum up, these are the rules that must have occurred in the past that motivated the
alternation of PSUB *a to /o/ in modern Subanon:
1. all *a became /ə/ in prepenultimate syllables 
2. *a became *ə before word-final glides
3. all *ə became /o/

Second, what accounts for the penultimate o/a alternation before a palatal glide syn-
chronically and diachronically? As already illustrated, the Pattern 2 alternation does not
have a synchronic explanation, since vowel lowering in a stressed position is not phoneti-
cally motivated. Similarly, there is no diachronic analysis for the Pattern 2 alternation
even if it shows some vague similarities to a vowel harmony process. And even if the
Pattern 2 alternation seems to be parallel with the /ə/ > /a/ alternation of WBM, they are
independent changes and unrelated to each other. Thus, it cannot be suggested on this
basis that these two languages have an immediate ancestor.

The synchronic and diachronic analyses for the Pattern 1 and 2 alternations are sum-
marized in table 4.

8.  CONCLUSION. This paper attempts to explain the two types of alternations
involving the phonemes /a/ and /o/ in Subanon, where following suffixation /a/ becomes
/o/ in the prepenultimate syllable  (Pattern 1), and /o/ becomes /a/ in the penult preceding
a palatal glide (Pattern 2). Synchronically, there is no clear phonetic motivation for either
pattern of alternation. However, historically, we can propose that there was a vowel
reduction process that would account for the Pattern 1 alternation. In contrast, there is no
diachronic explanation for the Pattern 2 alternation, since there is no obvious phonetic
motivation for the /o/ to become /a/ when followed by a palatal glide. 

A puzzling question remains unanswered: why did the Subanon -ow not undergo the
same alternation as -oy, when PSUB *-ay and *-aw both became *əy and *əw in early
Subanon? Further research should be done on this, as it seems not to be motivated by a
purely diachronic phonological analysis.

Nevertheless, this investigation yields two significant results. First, the examination of
the /a/ to /o/ alternation offers an explanation for a synchronic rule that lacked phonetic
motivation by providing historical context. Second, it explains why /a/ cannot occur in
the prepenultimate syllable of predicates following the use of certain affixes in Subanon.
Therefore, the study shows the vital role of historical-comparative work in explaining
phonological phenomena that are currently occurring in a particular language.

TABLE 4. SUMMARY OF THE ANALYSES OF
PATTERNS 1 AND 2 ALTERNATION

Type of analysis  Pattern 1: a > o 
  (prepenultimate) 

Pattern 2: o > a 
 (penultimate)

Synchronic Vowel raising process
• No phonetic motivation

Vowel lowering process
• No phonetic motivation

Diachronic Vowel reduction process
• Phonetically motivated

“Partial vowel assimilation”
• No phonetic motivation
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