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Considerable attention has recently been focussed on the form and function of
ludlings, also known as speech disguises, language games, and secret languages;
see, for example, Conklin (1959), Berkovits (1970), Laycock (1972), Sherzer
(1976), McCarthy (1985), Hombert (1986), Bagemihl (1988,1989) and references
therein. One common strategy for the formation of ludlings consists of speaking
backwards. Most commonly, it is the order of the syllables that is reversed; such, for
example, is the case for ludlings in Chaga, Chasu, French, Sanga, Saramaccan,
Swahili, and other languages (Bagemihl 1989:484-485). However, in a smaller
number of instances, it is the order of segments that is reversed; such ludlings occur
in, among others, Czech, English, Finnish, French, Javanese, New Guinea Pidgin,
and Saramaccan (Bagemihl 1989:484-485).

One particularly rich source of ludlings is provided by Tagalog. Conklin
(1956) lists eight distinct varieties of ludlings in Tagalog, while further examples and
discussion of Tagalog ludlings may be found in Garcia (1934), de Manila (1980:10-
15), and French (1988:97-111). This paper is concerned with one particular ludling
in Tagalog, formed by reversing the order of segments; this ludling may accordingly
be referred to as Golagat. The data cited in this paper were collected from the speech
of children in Iba, Zambales Province, and Pagsanjan, Laguna Province, in the
Philippines. The ludling under consideration here was in fact the only one that I
encountered in spontancous use, leading to the conjecture that it is at least the most
prevalent ludling among speakers of Tagalog.

Prima facie, speaking backwards would seem to be a conceptually
straightforward task: simply reverse the order of segments in a word. However, the
process of segment-reversal in Golagat interacts in manifold ways with the rich
morphological system of Tagalog. In this paper, we shall examine some aspects of
this interaction, and show how it may yield valuable insights into the grammar of
Tagalog and the structure of phonological theory.

In monomorphemic words, the reversal of segments is indeed straightforward:1

IMost of the examples cited in this paper are presented in the standard Tagalog
orthography, which is largely phonetic. Two points should, however, be noted: (a)
the glottal stop is not represented in the orthography; (b) the velar nasal stop is
represented with a digraph, ng. The Tagalog forms are provided with free English
glosses, and with morpheme-by-morpheme glosses making use of the following
abbreviations: AT "actor-topic focus"; ASP "aspect marker"; DIR "direct (case)";
DIST "distributive"; INST "instrumental"; IPFV "Imperfective"; LIG "ligature"; OBL
"oblique"; PERS "personal (article)"; PT "patient-topic focus"; REAL "realis"; SG
"singular"; “TAT "stative"; TOP "topic"; 2 "2nd person".
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1) a. Atoy > Yota

(name)

b. bayawak > kawayab
iguana
'iguana’

c. puti > itup
white
'white'

d. kain > niak
eat
‘eat’

In a sentence, each word is reversed separately:

(2) Upo ka na muna dito > Opu ak an anum otid
sit TOP:2.SG  ASP while here
‘Sit here for a while'

In the above example, ka, na and muna are clitics, occurring in Wackernagel's
sentence-second position; as evidenced by the above example, such clitics are treated
as independent words, undergoing reversal like all other words.

However, in polymorphemic words, it is generally the case that only the stem
undergoes reversal; the affixes remain in their original order:

(3) a. tiglima > tigamil (stem: lima; prefix: tig-)

DIST-five
'five each'

b.  malaki > maikal (stem: laki; prefix: ma-)
STAT-big
|bigl

c. pumasok > kumosap (stem: pasok; infix: -um-)
AT:REAL-enter
‘entered'

d. sulatin > talusin (stem: sulat; suffix: -in)
write-PT
'be written'

Thus, in (3a) the distributive prefix tig- remains unchanged while the stem lima 'five'
is reversed; in (3b) the stative prefix ma- retains its original form while the stem laki
undergoes reversal; in (3c) the actor-topic infix -um- is unchanged while the stem
pasok ‘enter’ is reversed; and in (3d) the patient-topic suffix -in preserves its original
order while the stem sulat 'write' undergoes reversal.

In addition, the case markers ang, ng (phonetically [nang]), sa, and their
personal variants si, ni and kay are also opaque to reversal. For example, in the
following sentence, ni, ang and sa remain unchanged, as does the infix -in- in
Tinapon:

(4) Tinapon ni Bading ang bato sa tubig

PT:REAL-throw PERS.DIR Bading TOP stone OBL water

'‘Bading threw the stone into the water'

> Ninopat ni Ngidab ang otab sa gibut



299

This suggests that Tagalog case markers, contra their orthographic representation as
independent words, are more appropriately analyzed as prefixes.2

Of particular interest is the interface of reversal with the productive process of
reduplication. In Tagalog, reduplication applies to the initial CV or CVCV sequences
of the stem.3 However, in Golagat, reduplication, while still occurring initially,
involves the segments at the end of the original stem, which are moved to the
beginning by the process of reversal:

(5) a. babalik > kikilab (stem: balik; reduplication of initial CV)

AT-IPFV-retum
'will return’

b. sasama > aamas (stem: sama; reduplication of initial CV)
AT-IPFV-come
'will come'

c. aakyat > tatayka (stem: akyat; reduplication of initial CV)
AT-IPFV-climb
‘will climb'

d. daladalawa > awaawalad (stem: dalawa; reduplication of initial CVCV)
DIST-two
'two by two'

Thus, in (5a), stem balik 'return’ becomes kilab and reduplication applies to ki-; in
(5b), stem sama 'come' becomes amas and reduplication applies to a-; in (5¢), stem
akyat 'climb' becomes tayka and reduplication applies to ta-; and in (5d), stem
dalawa 'two' becomes awalad and reduplication applies to awa-.

The following paradigm illustrates the interaction of reduplication with
affixation in Golagat:

(6) a. kain > niak (=(1d)) (stem: kain)

eat
‘eat’

b.  kumain > numiak (stem: kain; infix: -um-)
AT:REAL-eat
‘ate’

c.  kakain > niniak (stem: kain; reduplication of initial CV)
AT-IPFV-eat
‘'will eat'

d. kumakain > numiniak (stem: kain; reduplication of initial CV;
AT:REAL-IPFV-eat infix: -um-)
‘eats'

Example (6a), identical to (1d), portrays the total reversal of a monomorphemic stem.
Example (6b), similar to (3c), illustrates the opacity of the infix -um- with respect to
reversal. Example (6¢), similar to (5a), instantiates reduplication. Of interest here is
example (6d), involving both infixation and reduplication: while in the original form,
the infix -um- occurs between the two elements of the initial reduplicated ka-, in the

2Alternatively, one might propose that reversal applies only to "content words", not
to "function words", as is in fact the case in a variety of other ludlings (Bagemihl
1988:484-485). However, such a proposal is belied by the fact that in other cases,
reversal clearly applies to function words, such as the clitics in (2) above, and the
ligature in (10,11a) below.

31n the case of orthographically vowel-initial stems, reduplication appears to apply
only to the vowel. In fact, however, it applies to the vowel plus a preceding glottal
stop not represented in the orthography.
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ludling form, the infix -um- occurs between consonant and vowel of the initial
reduplicated ni-.4

The data in (3) - (6) appear to point towards the following analysis for reversal
in Golagat:

(7) The Reversal-Precedes-Morphology Analysis:
Reversal precedes all morphological processes.

The Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis allows for derivations such as the
following:

(8) example: (6a) (6b) (6¢) (6d)
stem: kain kain kain kain
reversal: niak niak niak niak
morphological processes: — numiak  niniak numiniak

In accordance with the Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis, reversal applies to
lexically-specified stems, prior to the application of morphological processes. The
Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis thus provides an intuitively appealing
account of the data in (1) - (6).

If the Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis is valid, then from a cross-
linguistic point of view, Golagat would be a ludling of exceptional nature. Mohanan
(1982:88) claims that all ludlings follow morphological and lexical phonological
rules, applying not to morphemes but to words; under the Reversal-Precedes-
Morphology analysis, Golagat presents a clear counterexample to Mohanan's claim.
More recently, however, Bagemihl (1988) has proposed that ludlings may apply at
any of three distinct levels, or "modules", and indeed, he assigns Golagat to "module
1", which applies to the lexicon prior to morphological processes (p.496).
Interestingly, though, Bagemihl's extensive cross-linguistic survey suggests that
ludlings applying before morphological processes are relatively uncommon.

Further evidence, however, shows that the Reversal-Precedes-Morphology
analysis for Golagat, proposed in (7), must be abandoned. Consider the following
forms:

4A paradigm similar to (6), with inflections of kain 'eat, but involving syllable rather
than segment reversal is discussed in Bagemihl (1988:419-420) — who comments
that "[i]t is not clear whether this is a fossilized form". My own observations
regarding the interaction of (segment) reversal and reduplication suggest that the
processes involved — exemplified in (5) and (6) above — are totally productive,
occurring spontaneously and frequently in Golagat speech. That several sources cite
examples involving kain is probably a coincidence similar to the profusion of Johns
and Bills in syntacticians' sample sentences in English.



(9) a. manigarilyo > oyliraginam (stem: sigarilyo; prefix: maN-)

AT-cigarette
'smoke (cigarettes)'

b. mangisda > adsingam (stem: isda; prefix: maN-)
AT-fish
(catch) fish'

c.  pamasahe > chasamap (stem: pasahe; prefix: paN-)
INST-travel
'travel fare’'

d. pangalan > nalangap (stem: ngalan; prefix: paN-)
INST-name
'name’

Each of the above forms consists of a stem plus a prefix; yet unlike the ostensibly
similar forms in (3a,b), the entire word — stem together with prefix — undergoes
reversal.

What distinguishes the forms in (9) from those in (3) - (6) is a
morphophonemic property: in (9), the boundary between stem and prefix is rendered
opaque by a rule of assimilation/deletion. In (9a,b), stems sigarilyo 'cigarette' and
isda 'fish' are preceded by the actor-topic prefix maN-, which triggers replacement of
the first consonant of the stem with a homorganic nasal: maN-sigarilyo —
manigarilyo, maN-isda (with stem-initial glottal stop) — mangisda. Similarly, in
(9¢,d), stems pasahe 'travel' and ngalan 'name' are preceded by the instrumental
prefix paN-, which, again, triggers replacement of the first consonant of the stem
with a homorganic nasal: paN-pasahe — pamasahe, paN-ngalan — pangalan.

A second, related class of counterexamples to the Reversal-Precedes-
Morphology analysis in (7) is provided by constructions involving the ligature:

(10) a. apat na bata > tapa an atab
four LIG child
'four children'
b. tatlong  bata > ngoltat atab

three-LIG child
'three children'

(11) a. mahal na regalo > laham an olager
expensive  LIG gift
'expensive gift'

b. murang regalo > ngarum olager
cheap gift
'cheap gift'

In Tagalog, modifier-head constructions are of the form X ligature Y, where the
ligature is of variable form: if X ends in a consonant, as in (10,11a), the ligature
takes the form of an independent word na, whereas if X ends in a vowel, as in
(10,11b) tatlo and mura, it assupes the form of a suffix -ng attached to X. As
evidenced above, while the indgpendent form na undergoes reversal as a separate
word, its bound variant -ng undergoes reversal in conjunction with the stem to which
it attaches, yielding the forms ngoltat in (10b) and ngarum in (11b).

Thus, like the prefixes maN- and paN-, the suffix -ng undergoes reversal
together with the stem to which it attaches. ‘Moreover, like maN- and paN-, the form
of the suffix -ng is determined by a morphophonemic rule. These facts suggest the
following generalization:
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(12) The Morphophonemic-Rule Generalization:
Affixes whose form is determined by morphophonemic rules undergo reversal
together with the stems to which they attach.

Affixes of variant form must accordingly apply before reversal. (For example, if
prefixation of maN- in (9a) applied after reversal, the resulting form would be
*mangoyliragis; similarly, if the ligature in (10a) applied after reversal, the resulting
form would be *tapang atab.)

However, the Morphophonemic-Rule generalization in (12) runs counter to the
Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis in (7). If both are to be upheld, this would
entail a classification of Tagalog morphological processes into two types: "Type A"
processes, not involving morphophonemic rules, and "Type B" processes, involving
morphophonemic rules. Such a classification would be needed in order to stipulate
that — in accordance with the Golagat evidence — "Type A" processes precede
"Type B" processes in the grammar of Tagalog.  However, this classification and
concomitant rule ordering appears highly ad hoc and unmotivated. "Type B"
processes form a heterogeneous collection: other than their involvement of
morphophonemic rules, no substantive properties seem to be shared by "Type B"
processes to the exclusion of their "Type A" counterparts. In fact, particular "Type
B" processes may have more in common with particular "Type A" processes than
with other "Type B" processes. Thus, for example, the "Type B" prefix maN- forms
a natural morphosyntactic class with other "Type A" actor-topic affixes such as ma-,
mag- and -um- (as in (3c) and (6b)), these different actor-topic affixes occurring in
complementary distribution. To single out maN- and stipulate that it apply after all
other actor-topic affixes solely on the basis of its involving a morphophonemic rule
and undergoing reversal in Golagat accordingly seems unwarranted.

The Morphophonemic-Rule generalization in (12) thus suggests that the
Reversal-Precedes-Morphology analysis in (7) be abandoned. How, then, may the
Golagat facts be accounted for? The following analysis provides a unified account of
the data in (1) - (6) and (9) - (11):

(13) The Morphology-Precedes-Reversal Analysis:
a.  Reversal follows all morphological processes; )
b.  Reversal applies to lexical stems; *
¢.  Morphophonemic rules erase the boundaries between stems and affixes.

For data such as in (1) - (4) and (6a,b), the first two clauses alone of the
Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis apply, yielding derivations such as the
following;:

(14) example: (6a) (6b) (3a) 3d)
stem: kain kain lima sulat
morphological processes: — k(um)ain  (tig)lima  sulat(in)
reversal: niak n(um)iak  (tig)amil talus(in)

In the first stage of the derivations, morphological processes of affixation apply to
lexical stems; in (14) above, these affixes are enclosed in brackets. Subsequent to
affixation, reversal applies — but only to the lexical stems, skipping over the
bracketed affixes.

For data such as in (1) - (4) and (6a,b), the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal
analysis in (13) is empirically indistinguishable from the Reversal-Precedes-
Morphology analysis in (7); in fact, it is somewhat less elegant, involving a more
complex rule of reversal that must apply only to stems, while ignoring affixes.
However, the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis alone of the two is capable of
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accounting for data such as in (9) - (11), involving affixes whose form is governed
by morphophonemic rules, consequently undergoing reversal in accordance with the
Morphophonemic-Rule generalization in (12). For such data, all three clauses of the
Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis in (12) apply, yielding derivations such as
the following:

(15) example: (9a) 9¢) (10b)
stem: sigarilyo pasahe tatlo
morphological processes: manigarilyo pamasahe tatlong
reversal: oyliraginam chasamap ngoltat

In (9) - (11), affixation of maN-, paN- and the ligature involves morphophonemic
rules; accordingly, following (13c), the boundaries between these affixes and the
stems to which they attach are erased, and hence reversal applies to the stem-plus-
affix complex — in the above examples, to the word as a whole. Thus, data such as
in (9) - (11) provide conclusive support for the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal
analysis in (13).

Remaining to be accounted for are the data in (5) and (6¢,d), involving
reduplication. While it is easy to see how a rule of reversal may skip over an affix to
apply only to the stem, it is less obvious how such a post-morphological rule of
reversal might take an already reduplicated form such as (5a) babalik in order to
derive the correct kikilab, and not, say, *bakilab (in analogy with (3a) tiglima >
tigamil), or *kilabab (in analogy with (9a) manigarilyo > oyliraginam). Here, indeed,
it would appear as though in order to derive the correct Golagat form kikilab,
reduplication must apply after reversal. However, such an analysis would run
counter to the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis; moreover, it would also
engender an ordering paradox. If reduplication follows reversal (as per the above),
and reversal follows affixation (as per derivations such as in (14) and (15)), then by
transitivity, reduplication must follow affixation. However, the opposite is in fact the
case, as is evidenced by Tagalog forms such as (6d) kumakain, in which infixation of
-um- must follow reduplication of stem-initial ka-. How, then, might we extricate
ourselves from this paradox?

The answer lies in the observation that while reversal follows the application of
morphological processes, it precedes the application of automatic phonological and
phonetic rules. Consider the following examples:

(16) a. ulo [ulo] > olu [ulo]

head
'head'

b. ate [ate] > eta [ita]
elder:sister
‘elder sister'

c. makita [magita] > maatikk [maatik]
PT:see
'be seen'

d. sa balik [sabalik] > sakilab [saqilab]
OBL return
'to the return’

Examples (16a,b) illustrate the effects of the (optional) alternation between high
vowels [u] and [i] in pre-final syllable position, and corresponding mid-vowels [o]
and [e] in final syllable position. When [ulo] is reversed, final mid [0] becomes pre-
final high [u], and pre-final high [u] becomes final mid [o] — thus, the Golagat form
is identical to its Tagalog source. Similarly, when [ate] is reversed, final mid [e]
becomes pre-final high [i]. Examples (16c,d) involve the (optional) backing and/or
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lenition of [k] in the environment of a back vowel.5 In makita, (k] becomes [q]
because of the preceding [a]; however, when the form is reversed, the [k] is no
longer adjacent to the [a], and hence does not change to [q]. Conversely, in sa balik,
the [k] has no reason to change to [q]; however, when the form is reversed, the [k]
moves into post-[a] position and therefore changes to [q]. Thus, as evidenced by the
above, reversal precedes the application of automatic phonological rules. As such, it
is consistent with Bagemihl's (1988:443) cross-linguistic findings that "[t]he vast
majority of ludlings apply before the operation of postlexical rules".

We may accordingly account for the data in (5) and (6¢,d) by decomposing the
process of reduplication into two components: (a) reduplication of C and V slots, a
morphological process, which, like affixation, precedes reversal, in accordance with
the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis; and (b) spreading of melodic elements
onto C and V slots, a phonological process, which, like the phonological processes
exemplified in (16) above, follows reversal. Resulting are derivations such as the
following:

(17) example: (5a) (5d) (6d)
stem: balik dalawa kain
morphological processes: (CV)balik (CVCV)dalawa (CumV)kain
reversal: (CV)kilab (CVCV)awalad (CumV)niak
spreading: (ki)kilab (awa)awalad (numi)niak

In (17), like in (14), the outputs of morphological processes are enclosed in brackets;
as 1n (14), reversal skips over the bracketed material, applying only to the lexical
stems. Thus, by viewing reduplication in Tagalog as a morphological process
applying to skeletal slots followed by the spreading of melodic elements, it is possible
to account for the data in (5) and (6¢,d) straightforwardly, within the framework of
the Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis.

The Morphology-Precedes-Reversal analysis in (13) thus accounts for the
entirety of the Golagat data under consideration. Moreover, it does so in a way that is
maximally consistent with phonological theory and the properties of ludlings. Clause
(13a), ordering reversal after morphological processes, concords with Mohanan's
(1982) claim that ludlings always follow morphological operations. More
specifically, it locates Golagat in Bagemihl's (1988) "module 2", that which contains
a large majority of the world's ludlings — contra Bagemihl's own attribution of
Golagat to "module 1". Clause (13b), asserting that reversal applies to lexical stems,
counterindicates Mohanan's (1982:88) claim that ludlings "operate on words, not on
morphemes", and "are blind to the internal structure of words". Instead, it is
consistent with Bagemihl's (1988:423) characterization of a variety of ludlings,
whereby "a fully inflected form is submitted to the ludling component, but then the
ludling operation simply picks out only stem segments". Clause (13c), specifying
that morphophonemic rules erase the boundaries between stems and affixes, follows
naturally from such an analysis. While in forms such as (3a) tiglima, stem lima is
easily picked out, in forms such as (9a) manigarilyo, stem sigarilyo is not readily
identifiable; hence, it is unsurprising that reversal applies to the word as a whole. As

SThis rule, subject to a great deal of variation, transforms the velar stop into a uvular
stop or fricative, which may sometimes also be glottalized. The rule applies after the
vowels [a], [0], and [u], and to a lesser extent also before them; the rule is most
salient in the environment of [a]. The examples cited above all involve the
backing/lenition of [k] following [a] — the environment in which the effects of the
rule are most pronounced. For orthographic convenience, the back/lenis variant of
[k] is represented as /q].
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Sapir (1921:132) puts it: "Where there is uncertainty about the juncture ... the unity
of the complete word is more strongly emphasized. The mind must rest on
something. If it cannot linger on the constituent elements, it hastens all the more
cagerly to the acceptance of the word as a whole."

The above analysis thus underscores the structural affinity of Golagat with a
variety of ludlings in diverse languages, demonstrating how ludlings may yield
insights into grammatical theory and the grammars of particular languages. Speaking
backwards in Tagalog shows how the playful creativity of Pilipino children,
constrained by the exigencies of phonological theory, interacts with the grammar of
Tagalog to give rise to a ludling of exceptional beauty.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:

This paper owes its existence to Yota and Ngidab, the two boys from Iba, Zambales,
who taught me how to speak backwards in Tagalog, during 1985/6. In addition, I
have learned much from listening to the backwards speech of numerous boys in
Pagsanjan, Laguna. In the development of my ideas, I have profitted greatly from
several discussions with Outi Bat-El. Further useful comments were also provided
by Wendy Sandler. Preliminary versions of this paper were presented at the Third
Annual Conference of the Israel Association for Theoretical Linguistics, at Ramat
Gan, Israel, on 14 May 1987, under the title "On Morphological Bracket Erasure:
Evidence from Golagat", and at the Eighth ASANAL International Conference, at
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, on 30 May 1990, under the title "Speaking Backwards in
Tagalog"; I am grateful to participants at both events for helpful and constructive
comments. This paper was written in Pattaya, Thailand, during the April 1990
Songkran water-splashing festival; I am thankful to Kai for keeping the water-pistols
pointed away from the manuscript.

REFERENCES:

Bagemihl, Bruce (1988) Alternate Phonologies and Morphologies, PhD dissertation,
University of British Columbia, Vancouver.

Bagemihl, Bruce (1989) "The Crossing Constraint and Backwards Languages",
Natural Language and Linguistic Theory 7:481-549.

Berkovits, Rochele (1970) "Secret Languages of School Children", New York
Folklore Quarterly 26:127-152.

Conklin, Harold C. (1956) "Tagalog Speech Disguise", Language 32:136-139.

Conklin, Harold C. (1959) "Linguistic Play in Its Cultural Context", Language
35:631-636.

French, Koleen M. (1988) Insights into Tagalog Reduplication, Infixation, and
Stress from Nonlinear Phonology, The Summer Institute of Linguistics and the
University of Texas at Arlington, Arlington.

Garcia, Mauro (1934) "Secret Dialects in Tagalog”, Philippine Magazine 31:28-30.

Hombert, Jean-Marie (1986) "Word Games: Some Implications for Analysis of Tone
and Other Phonological Constructs”, in J.J. Ohala and J.J. Jaeger eds.,
Experimental Phonology, Academic Press, Orlando, 175-186.

Laycock, Don (1972) "Towards a Typology of Ludlings, or Play Languages",
Linguistic Communications (Working Papers of the Linguistic Society of
Australia) 6:61-113.

McCarthy, John J. (1985) "Speech Disguise and Phonological Representation in
Ambharic", in H. van der Hulst and N. Smith eds., Advances in Non-Linear
Phonology: Results of the Amsterdam Workshop on Non-Linear Phonology,
8th - 12th August 1983, Foris, Dordrecht, 305-312.



306

Manila, Quijano de (1980) Language of the Street, And Other Essays, National Book
Store, Manila.

Mohanan, K.P. (1982) Lexical Phonology, PhD dissertation, MIT, Cambridge.

Sapir, Edward (1921) Language, Harcourt, Brace, and World, New York.

Sherzer, Joel (1976) "Play Languages: Implications for (Socio) Linguistics", in B.
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett ed., Speech Play, University of Pennsylvania Press, 19-
36.



