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Katherine Frances V. Molina

Defining a Filipino  
Vocal Habitus

 

ABSTRACT

Filipino Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) singers have gained a worldwide 
reputation for possessing a “beautiful voice.” Their success, however, is not simply a 
product of raw talent or vocal training but is rooted in a distinct habitus of singing, 
a set of learned and inherited musical instincts, technical tendencies, and expressive 
qualities. This essay aims to describe the elements that define a unique vocal habitus 
that nurtured Filipino CCM singers and that made them gain the worldwide reputation 
of having a beautiful voice. It states that the artistry is the result of centuries of musical 
evolution, combining indigenous practices, singing in everyday life, colonial influences, 
social customs, and technological advancements. It is an embodied way of singing 
that manifests in both technical execution and emotional delivery, that has shaped 
how Filipino singers engage with music, performance, and audience connection.  

KEYWORDs 
habitus, Filipino Contemporary Commercial Music singers, mimicry
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Filipino singers have long been celebrated for their vocal excellence 
in Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM).1 They are popular in 

international singing competitions and in reality television talent shows; 
they are also sought-after performers in global entertainment venues 
and the recording industry. From the time that Pilita Corales was named 
best singer at the first Tokyo Music Festival in 1972, the first Filipino 
to win at an international singing contest, Filipino CCM singers have 
won top prizes. The list includes Hajji Alejandro (Seoul International 
Song Festival 1978), The New Minstrels (Ottawa Pacific Song Festival 
1981), Ivy Violan (Asean Song Festival 1983), Lani Misalucha (Asia Song 
Festival 1998), and Jed Medala (World Championships of Performing 
Arts 2005). In reality TV, Gerphil Geraldine Flores made it to the finals of 
Asia’s Got Talent (2014), and Sofronio Vasquez won the grand prize in The 
Voice (US 2024). In the international music theater world, Lea Salonga, 
the first Filipino to win the Laurence Olivier Award (1990) and a Tony 
Award (1991), led the way for other Filipino singers. She was cited by 
international vocal pedagogues as an example of music theater singing 
and the healthy belt.2

	 The success of Filipino CCM singers on the global stage is not 
simply a product of raw talent or vocal training. It is deeply rooted 
in a distinct habitus of singing. French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 
defines habitus as a system of deeply ingrained dispositions, practices, 
and behaviors shaped by one’s cultural and social environment. In the 
context of Filipino CCM singing, vocal habitus refers to the learned and 

1 Current vocal pedagogical term used in the United States to replace “non-classical” when referring 
to other song genres in the music recording industry. Called to use by Jeannette LoVetri in early 2000 
at a conference called “Singing Teachers in the New Millennium,” sponsored by The New York Singing 
Teachers’ Association and Mt. Sinai Medical Center in New York City. [email reply of Jeannette 
LoVetri, September 9, 2020]

2 For example, in Julie Balog’s article “A Guide to Evaluating Music Theater Singing for the Classical 
Teacher,” in the Journal of Singing (March/April 2005), Salonga was singled out as “probably the best 
example” of chest voice dominant mix alongside Judy Kuhn, Linda Eder, and Barbra Streisand, no less. 
(403)
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inherited musical instincts, technical tendencies, and expressive qualities 
that Filipino singers develop as part of their cultural upbringing.
	 This essay aims to describe the elements that define a unique 
vocal habitus that nurtured Filipino CCM singers and that made them 
gain the worldwide reputation of having a beautiful voice. It states that 
the artistry is the result of centuries of musical evolution, combining 
indigenous practices, singing in everyday life, colonial influences, social 
customs, and technological advancements. It is an embodied way of singing 
that manifests in both technical execution and emotional delivery, that 
has shaped how Filipino singers engage with music, performance, and 
audience connection.
	 To arrive at this description of a Filipino vocal habitus, I reviewed 
existing literature on indigenous singing practices, interviewed practitioners 
of CCM from different generations, and relied on observations in the 
field. Moreover, it  was my participation as a practitioner of CCM singing, 
whether as a commercial jingle singer for more than 20 years, a back-up 
vocal session musician for approximately 26 years, a vocal pedagogue 
to both classical and CCM singers for  34 years, and a vocal therapist 
for voices that needed to be rehabituated back to health for 22 years, 
that gave me the opportunity  to observe many CCM singers and gather 
enough data through years of immersion and experience. The goodwill  
I had established while working with established names in the business 
of CCM  gave me the advantage in gathering the information that I 
needed for my research.

INDIGENOUS ROOTS AND SINGING IN  
EVERYDAY LIFE 

Filipino singing has a long and deeply rooted history, shaped by indigenous 
traditions, colonial influences, and global exposure. Early European 
chroniclers were struck by the natural musicality of the native inhabitants 
of the Philippine islands. Indigenous groups like the Buwaya Kalinga, 
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Manobo, and T’boli exhibited remarkable vocal skills, often performing 
intricate melodies with improvisation and storytelling woven into their 
songs. Similarly, the ullalim and sogna singing traditions of the Madukayan 
Kalinga demanded clarity of diction, breath control, and the stamina to 
sustain lengthy performances.3  These traditions highlight the Filipinos’ 
early mastery of musical form, breath management, and emotional 
storytelling—skills that continue to define Filipino singers today.
	 Indigenous singing was often linked to spirituality. Among the 
Agusanen Manobo, singing was considered a transcendental experience 
where breath (ginhawa) was believed to connect the physical and spiritual 
realms.4 A similar belief was held by the T’boli, who viewed music as a 
divine gift, requiring the presence of spirit guides for a singer to perform 
effectively.5  These practices reveal an understanding of breath support, 
resonance, and vocal power that predates Western vocal training and are 
prevalent in the performance practice of CCM.
	 Singing accompanied everyday activities such as farming, fishing, 
and even travel.6  When the Spanish landed on our shores, they encountered 
a rich vocal musical culture that commemorated life-cycle events like 
birth, courtship, and marriage. There were lullabies for children, as well as 
ritual songs for momentous occasions such as the first bathing of a child. 
Daily activities like rice planting, harvesting, protecting the fields from 
pests, blessing of a new house, and curing the sick, were accompanied 
by song. There were songs for going to war, achieving victory, extolling 

3 Felistina B. Pangsiw, “The Sogna and Ullalim Songs of the Madukayan Kalinga of Northern 
Philippines: Communication and Vocality” (master’s thesis, Philippine Women’s University, 2016). 

4 Jose S. Buenconsejo, “Songs and Gifts at the Colonial Frontier: The Aesthetics of Agusan Manobo 
Spirit-Possession Ritual, Philippines” (doctoral dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1999).

5 Manolete Mora, Myth, Mimesis and Magic in the Music of the T’boli, Philippines (Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 2005). 

6 Melissa C. Mantaring, “Philippine Musical References from the Lopez Museum (1601–1848)” 
(master’s thesis, University of the Philippines, 1983).
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heroes, honoring the dead, mourning, celebrating peace pacts, changing 
leadership, and even for seeking special favors. 
	 The tradition of singing in communal and social settings persists to 
this day. The practice of singing while planting rice is extant as evidenced 
by a video of the Singing Rice Planters of Bataan.7 Five planters are 
positioned in one row, moving in synchronized rhythm to a medley of folk 
songs rendered a capella by a female voice. Regardless of the song being 
sung in triple meter (e.g., “Santa Clara,” “Neneng,” and “O, Naraniag A 
Bulan”), the planting rhythm remained in duple time, in sync with the 
vocal percussive drone produced by one of the planting farmers.

ELEMENTS OF A FILIPINO VOCAL HABITUS

MIMICRY: A FOUNDATION FOR VOCAL MASTERY

A characteristic of Filipino CCM singers is their ability to master and 
reinterpret various musical styles. This talent stems from a long-standing 
tradition of mimicry, which is deeply embedded in Filipino singing 
traditions. In pre-colonial indigenous singing traditions, Filipinos learned 
music through oral transmission. Because singing practices were oral 
traditions, they relied on imitation and memorization, reinforcing the 
Filipino singer’s strong ability to internalize and reproduce musical 
elements—a skill that later translated into their mastery of mimicry in 
CCM.
	 When the Spaniards introduced Western classical singing, particularly 
through religious music, Filipinos were observed to be quick to assimilate, 
appropriate, and replicate.8 Friars trained young boys in European 

7 Boybagyo Sanchez, “Rice Planting Phil Vacation 2013,” Video, January 10, 2014, YouTube, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=vs2TteSh3aI

8 Mantaring, “Philippine Musical References,” 240.
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choral traditions, developing a bel canto-style singing technique that 
emphasized clarity, purity of tone, and smooth vocal transitions. 
	 During the American occupation, popular music from the United 
States—such as jazz, vaudeville, and big band—were introduced and 
gained traction. Filipinos quickly absorbed, appropriated, and assimilated 
these styles. The vaudeville era allowed singers like Katy de la Cruz to 
develop jazz-inflected vocal styles, incorporating growls, slides, and blue 
notes into their performances. Vocal improvisation was a performance 
practice brought over from a singing experience inherited from indigenous 
singing traditions that merely found a new medium. The gasumbi9  of the 
Kalinga people, for example, required not just vocal dexterity but also 
the ability to compose lyrics spontaneously.
	 With the rise of the recording industry, Filipino singers displayed 
an uncanny ability to imitate the vocal qualities of popular American 
singers. Thus, Diomedes Maturan was the “Perry Como of the Philippines,” 
Bert Nievera was the “Johnny Mathis of the Philippines,” and Eddie 
Mesa the “Elvis Presley of the Philippines.”10 This ability to replicate 
foreign vocal quality was further reinforced by the recording companies 
which would produce cover versions of foreign recorded songs, and 
by mass media that would conduct talent searches for the sing-alike 
version of popular Western singers. This is what the recording business 
jargon called plakadong-plakado, meaning, an exact or close copy of the 
original record. One case in point was a local recording of the song 
“Lanca Perfume” in the early 1980s. The original recording was sung 
by Rita Lee. To avoid paying royalties or international property rights, 
the recording company recorded the song using local musicians and a 

9 Felicidad Prudente, “Musical Process in the Gasumbi Epic of the Buwaya Kalingga People of 
Northern Philippines” (doctoral dissertation, University of Michigan, 1984).

10 Corazon C. Dioquino, et al., “Philippine Music,” in CCP Encyclopedia of Philippine Art, vol. 6: Music, 
ed. Nicanor G. Tiongson and Joi Barrios (Cultural Center of the Philippines, 1994), 18–24.
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back-up recording session singer-songwriter, Babsie Molina disguised 
under the name Sherry Simons.11  
	 Mimicry does not only apply to copying one person but can also 
refer to appropriating the practice of a genre or community. For example, 
people in the Cordilleras, likely inspired by the mountainous terrain 
similar to the ones they see featured on American movies and television 
of the Wild West, have a strong affinity for “cowboy” music, and have 
adopted American country music from the American occupation all the 
way to the present.12 
	 Aside from mimicry being rooted in the indigenous music traditions, 
what enables the capacity for mimicry is Filipino multilingualism. With 
over 175 living languages in the Philippines,13 most Filipinos grow up 
speaking at least two or three languages fluently. This linguistic agility 
translates into an enhanced ability to master different vocal articulations, 
allowing Filipino singers to enunciate foreign lyrics with remarkable 
accuracy. It also allows Filipinos to adopt foreign accents quickly, whether 
in speech or singing, an ability that has contributed to their success 
in international music scenes. Filipino CCM singers can seamlessly 
perform American pop, jazz, and even operatic pieces without sounding 
inauthentic. 
	 Moreover, a strong parallel exists between the phonetic structure 
of Philippine languages and Italian—the foundation of classical vocal 
pedagogy. Both languages emphasize open vowels (a, e, i, o, u), facilitating 
clear diction and vocal flexibility. This linguistic trait gives Filipino 

11 Babsie Molina, personal correspondence with the author, October 14, 2024. 

12 Jimmy B. Fong, “Change and Identity in Ibaloi Pop Songs,” Towards Understanding Peoples of the 
Cordillera, vol. 1 (Cordillera Studies Center, 2001): 211–25. 

13 Summer Institute of Linguistics, “Philippines,” Ethnologue, May 7, 2019, http://ethnologue.com/
country/PH/
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singers a natural advantage when performing in various musical genres 
and languages, from classical music to pop and R&B.
	 However, Filipino CCM singers took this capability for mimicry 
one step further than mere imitation. When the Spaniards brought in 
Western styles of singing, Filipinos did not abandon their own vocal 
traditions; instead, they fused indigenous elements with Western forms, 
leading to new styles of singing. For example, in the extra-liturgical 
practices such as the pasyon, which for text relates the story of the 
Passion of Christ in song form, the cantor or mambabasa is expected to 
sing the scripture in an indigenous melody native to the province it is 
being performed in, displaying clarity of diction and efficient breath 
support to withstand extended singing while going up and down the 
vocal range without any breaks. Using their capability to appropriate 
and assimilate, they transform a performance using global influences 
and make them their own, infusing distinct vocal inflections, emotional 
phrasing, and an expressive delivery that set them apart. Singers like 
Grace Nono, Bayang Barrios, and Joey Ayala are perfect examples of 
singers who have integrated indigenous vocal styling and rhythms into 
their CCM repertoire.

EMOTIONAL DEPTH: “MALALIM NA PINAGHUHUGUTAN”  
AND THE AESTHETICS OF SUFFERING

Another feature of Filipino vocal habitus is its deep emotional intensity, 
often described as “malalim na pinaghuhugutan” (drawing from deep 
within). It is a term I encountered being used in the entertainment industry 
which reflects how Filipino singers perform with profound emotional 
conviction, making their delivery feel raw, heartfelt, and deeply moving. 
This may be rooted in what appears to be the romantic and sentimental 
character of Filipinos. According to F. Landa Jocano, Filipino sentimentalism 
and romanticism can be traced to the blending of indigenous worldviews 
and Spanish colonial influence. Precolonial Filipino culture valued 
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communal harmony, oral storytelling, and poetic expression—traits 
associated with emotional fluency and relational sensitivity.14 With 
the arrival of Spanish Catholicism came a heightened emphasis on 
ritual, suffering, and the valorization of martyrdom, which deepened the 
Filipino affinity for passion, sacrifice, and idealized love. The kundiman 
is the perfect musical art form which ethnomusicologist and composer 
Jose Maceda called “one of the purest expressions of Filipino romantic 
sentiment that encapsulates the Filipino way of expressing deep emotion 
though subtle yet poignant art.”15 
	 Filipinos have a rich repertoire of courtship and love songs dating 
from pre-colonial times to the present. Though less common today, 
the tradition of singing love songs to court someone, or harana, was a 
vehicle of expressing romantic feelings until modern contrivances made 
communicating with one’s loved one easier. A documentary produced 
by guitarist Florante Aguilar featured three haranistas from Cavite and 
Ilocos Sur who recounted the active practice in their respective provinces 
and demonstrated the various songs that make up the entire process of 
harana.16  Fr. Clement Wein, SVD, recorded a wealth of Ibanag songs 
still being sung by natives up until 1982, the publication year of his 
study, for serenading, praising the sweetheart, and declaring one’s love.17 
Interpreting songs heavy on passion and amorous intent is thus like 
hand-in-glove for the Filipino CCM singer.  

14 F. Landa Jocano, Filipino Worldview: Ethnography of Local Knowledge (Punlad Research House, 2001).

15 Jose Maceda, Gongs and Bamboo: A Panorama of Philippine Music Instruments (University of the 
Philippines Press, 1998).

16 Florante Aguilar, “Harana – full feature documentary,” video, 2020, YouTube, https:// www.youtube.

17 Clement Wein, Songs of Life: Maguindanao Folksongs, Folklore Studies Program (University of San 
Carlos, 1985).
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	 A strong element noticeable in Filipino emotive singing is the 
disposition to sadness and pain, what might be called an aesthetics 
of suffering. Patrick Flores describes this in detail in relation to the 
performance aesthetic of the late National Artist, Nora Aunor.18 
	 In the Philippines, poverty plays a major role and becomes the 
underlying force behind performative agency. During a taping of The Voice 
Kids on May 20, 2016, which I was given the opportunity to observe, the 
children, aged 7 to 12 years old, were asked why they joined the contest.  
The first contestant wanted to win so he could help buy his family a 
house, while the second wanted to buy a car specifically with four wheels.  
Another joined to help repair their house and help her mother. Whatever 
the circumstance, the common reply was to help the family in general 
and/or to alleviate their family’s poverty. Improving economic capital 
became, and continues to be, the primary objective in joining singing 
contests at an early age, in the hopes of winning the grand prize. 
	 Even Filipino Christmas songs have not been spared from this 
sufferance. At the happiest time of the year, which Filipinos begin to 
celebrate from as early as September and lasting all the way to the end of 
December, popular Christmas songs are played on radio and in the malls. 
Among the favorites are those that talk about a love that has departed and 
will never come back, like Dandan’s “Pasko Na Sinta Ko” (It’s Christmas, 
my love), or lament a long-distance romantic relationship, like Velarde’s 
“Miss Kita Kung Christmas” (I miss you during Christmas). Some Filipino 
Christmas carols begin on a minor key (a compositional tool used to 
convey sadness), like Felipe Padilla de Leon’s “Pasko Na Naman” (It’s 
Christmas again) and “Noche Buena” (Christmas eve feast), and only 
migrate to a major key (a compositional tool to convey happiness) in the 
second half of the song. The “hugot (deep emotional pull) culture” extends 
to modern popular music, where themes of heartbreak, sacrifice, and 

18 Patrick Flores, “Makulay Na Daigdig: Nora Aunor and the Aesthetic of Sufferance” ( doctoral 
dissertation, University of the Philippines, 2000).
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longing resonate deeply with Filipino audiences. This is the reason why 
“jukebox queens” became popular from the 1970s to the 1990s. Singers, 
like Didith Reyes, Eva Eugenio, and Imelda Papin, whose repertoire 
conveyed the struggles in life, betrayal, and frustrations in love became 
popular—and recording companies capitalized on this. 
	 This cultural disposition towards expressing pain, longing, and 
love through music continues to shape the performance aesthetic of 
Filipino CCM singers. Whether in OPM ballads or global competitions, 
Filipino singers are known for their ability to connect emotionally with 
listeners, transforming songs into deeply personal narratives. Filipinos 
have a historical and cultural affinity for expressing pain and struggle 
through music. This is apparent in the performance of ballads, OPM love 
songs, and religious and protest songs. Filipino CCM singers naturally 
approach music with a heightened emotional awareness, often using body 
language, vocal inflection, and phrasing to evoke strong feelings in their 
audiences. Birit (belting) became the perfect tool to express the angst, 
frustration, and heightened emotions—notwithstanding the physical 
effort that is exerted to achieve such an intense display of emotion.

BIRIT: THE ULTIMATE EXPRESSION OF FILIPINO VOCAL 
STRENGTH

Unlike Western classical bel canto singing, which prioritizes tonal beauty, 
vibrato, and vocal projection, the Filipino vocal traditional production 
favors a more speech-like quality, engaging more use of the thyroarytenoid 
(TA) muscle that is in charge of producing the low pitches  commonly 
known as the “chest voice.” Whether it be in the practice of call singing 
in Negros Oriental where two people communicate with each other in 
song over a vast expanse of land or between mountain ridges19 or the 

19 Katherine V. Molina, “The Filipino Contemporary Commercial Music Singer: Mimicry as 
Phenomenon” (doctoral dissertation, University of the Philippines, 2023).
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Manobo of Cotabato, where singing is deeply integrated into everyday 
living, the thyroarytenoid (TA) muscle, which contracts to produce the 
lower notes, works predominantly throughout the performance of the 
song. Indigenous vocal practice, such as melisma, glottal stops, and 
improvisation, performed with endurance and vocal dexterity, blending 
speech and song in a natural, storytelling manner is the same vocal styling 
present in modern CCM singing, influencing Filipino vocal styling.  
This predominant use of the TA in vocal production from the low to the 
middle range of the singer is a muscle memory that has been embodied 
and characterizes Filipino CCM singing today. 
	 The birit (belting), prevalent in Filipino CCM singing, utilizes the 
same muscle memory produced in indigenous chest-dominant chanting. 
Unlike Western classical “head” or cricothyroid muscle (CT)-dominant 
singing, where the CT participation comes in at a much bigger proportion 
early in the middle range, birit maintains chest or thyroarytenoid muscle-
dominance in the upper middle range, producing a powerful, brassy, and 
emotionally charged sound.20 It has become a measure of vocal prowess, 
with singers expected to reach powerful high notes using sustained 
chest-dominant voice thus serving as a symbol of resilience and struggle, 
aligning with the aesthetics of suffering in Filipino culture discussed 
earlier.
	 Aside from its familiar muscle memory carried over from indigenous 
singing traditions and singing in everyday life, belting or birit is demanded 
in competitions. Singing contests—whether on television or in local 
barangays—often favor performers who can deliver high-powered, 
emotional climaxes. It is used as a tool for hugot, allowing singers to 
express suffering, struggle, and triumph in a dramatic way. The sheer 

20 Robert Edwin, “Belting 101,” Journal of Singing: The Official Journal of the National Association of 
Teachers of Singing, 55, no. 1 (1998): 53–55. While powerful, birit also requires careful vocal training to 
prevent hurt and strain on the larynx. Many self-taught singers suffer from vocal fatigue because they 
push their laryngeal muscles without proper breath support or muscular coordination. 



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA   15: 1 (2025)

35

power required to produce the birit creates the performance impact 
needed to make a show-stopping performance.

FAMILY-CENTEREDNESS

The Filipino CCM Singer will go to all lengths to join every singing 
contest possible in the hopes of winning the prize money that will help 
improve the economic capital of their family. “Being family-centered, 
child-centric, having close ties and a large family size are some basic 
elements of families in the Philippines.”21

	 Whenever a singing contestant is asked what they will do with 
the prize money, the immediate answer is always to help the family 
buy a house, help their parents put their siblings through school, or 
help a relative who needs hospitalization or medicine. It is this trait of 
concern for another that provides Filipino CCM singers the motivation 
and inspiration to succeed and win. They are willing to sacrifice being 
away from their families and go abroad in order to provide more than 
what they earn here. 

INDIRECTION AND CATHARSIS

In the past, the Filipino has resorted to singing to express hidden emotions, 
dissent, or rebellion disguised in the performance of song in everyday 
life. Reynaldo Ileto’s Pasyon and Revolution recounted that the pasyon was 
used as a means to communicate the sufferance of the people likened to 
the sufferings of Christ,22  in the same way that the kundiman “moves 

21 Hannah M. Morillo, et al., “Views and Values on Family among Filipinos: An Empirical 
Exploration,” Asian Journal of Social Science (2013): 5–28.

22 Reynaldo C. Ileto, Pasyon and Revolution: Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840-1910 (Ateneo  
de Manila University Press, 1979).
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people to tears.”23 Singing and listening to songs like “Anak” (Child), 
“Isang Linggong Pag ibig” (One week of love), and “Ako ang Nasawi, Ako 
ang Nagwagi” (I, the unfortunate, won), trigger what Jerrold Levinson 
calls an “empathetic emotional response,”24 where one can embody, 
imagine, and identify with the emotions in the music without having to 
experience it in real life. The practice of harana, for example, was used to 
declare the romantic intentions of a suitor to his object of affection in a 
tedious five-stage declaration and interchange through song: pananapatan, 
pagtawag or pagpapakilala (first song sung by male serenader/s; only after the 
second song does the lady being serenaded open her window), pasasalamat 
(sung by the male serenader/s after the lady invites him/them to enter 
her home), pagtumbok (sung by the lady in response to her serenaders), 
paghiling (a second song requested by the lady), and pamamaalam (sung 
by the serenaders upon their departure).25 This was effective during a 
very restrictive and conservative period of our history, beginning in the 
Spanish occupation, through the American, and all the way to the early 
Liberation period. Protest songs that arose during Martial Law gained 
popularity with singers like Heber Bartolome, Freddie Aguilar, and the 
group Inang Laya whom Professor Edru Abraham called “social realist” 
singers. One historic event that caught the world’s attention was a unique 
revolution not empowered by the usual armaments but through collective 
prayer in the streets. This was known as the peaceful EDSA People Power 
Revolution in 1986 to oust  a dictator, President Ferdinand E. Marcos. 
Most especially, singing has become a release from the pressures of 
everyday living and has been purposefully infused into our day-to-day 
working activities just to be able to get the work done. 

23 Flores, “Makulay Na Daigdig,” 59.

24 Jerrold Levinson, “Music and Negative Emotion.” In Aesthetics, ed. Susan L. Feagin and Patrick 
Maynard (Oxford University Press, 1997), 332.

25 Ramon P. Santos, Dictionary of Filipino Musical Terms (1st ed.) (University of the Philippines Center 
for Ethnomusicology, 2013), 272–273, 285.  
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TECHNOLOGY AND THE EVOLUTION OF FILIPINO  
CCM SINGING

Unlike classical training systems that rely on formal pedagogy, Filipino 
CCM singers have adapted their vocal techniques based on the tools 
and media available and accessible to them, thus making technology a 
central force in their evolution. 

THE MICROPHONE REVOLUTION: BOOSTING  
VOCAL TECHNIQUE

The invention of the microphone was an equalizer for the Filipino CCM. 
Getting heard up to the back of the performance venue was no longer 
heavily dependent on the possession of a bigger physique and put our 
singers on an equal playing field with worldwide competitors.
	 When the microphone picks up the sound from the human voice, it 
allows the singer to achieve a level of intimacy with the listener as if they 
were right there whispering into their ear. When an intimate relationship 
is achieved, it is often described in Filipino recording industry parlance 
as “kagat na kagat sa micropono,” which means “compatible with the 
microphone.” Since its inception in 1876 up to the present, a variety of 
microphones have been developed to achieve this compatibility with 
the voice depending on whether it is to be used for a live performance 
or for recording. Because of this, opportunities opened for a variety of 
singers with different singing styles, vocal qualities, and abilities to be 
heard. Regarded as the extended instrument of the voice, the microphone, 
along with other devices that record and amplify sound, is what built 
a recording industry which, along with radio, made it possible to for 
audiences to listen to music in the comfort of their own home.
	 While microphones allowed for softer singing, they also helped 
polish the dramatic, high-intensity belting skills characteristic of Filipino 
CCM singers like Regine Velasquez, Sarah Geronimo, and Rachel Ann 
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Go—sustaining chest-dominant (TA) vocal production in the upper middle 
vocal range, creating a powerful and emotional effect that microphones 
capture effectively. Velasquez’s performance of “And I Am Telling You,” 
from Dreamgirls, in the 1989 Asia Pacific Singing Contest26 where she 
won the top prize and was dubbed “Asia’s Songbird,” is an example of 
how Filipino singers use the microphone to modulate breath support 
and emotional phrasing, creating a performance that feels both intimate 
and powerful.

RADIO AND TELEVISION: CREATING VOCAL SUPERSTARS

Technical advances in radio and television provided exposure to the 
Filipino CCM singer as well as  made available various performance 
styles that they could adopt and make their own. These broadcast media 
provided platforms for vocalists to refine their craft, popularized singing 
competitions as training grounds for future stars, and created opportunities 
for international recognition.
	 Radio, in conjunction with a competitive recording industry, 
was largely responsible in promoting the Filipino CCM singer as early 
as the 1920s and for the proliferation of Original Pilipino Music (OPM) 
in the 1970s to 1980s.27 It opened a larger soundscape for singers of 
various vocal genres (notably classical, jazz, pop, and even novelty songs). 
Recording companies like Columbia and Victor founded their radio 
stations to promote American music and eventually served as a local 
marketing vehicle for local recordings. From the 1920s to the 1960s, it 
was the primary medium for Filipino CCM singers to gain recognition. 
Radio exposed Filipinos to Western vocal styles, including jazz, blues, 

26 Janna Cipriano, “Asia Pacific singing contest Regine Velasquez – And I Am Telling You,” Video, 
YouTube, November 14, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gk8f1LZPcKE DC50s60s70s.

27 Elizabeth L. Enriquez, Appropriation of Colonial Broadcasting: A History of Early Radio in the 
Philippines, 1922–1946 (University of the Philippines Press, 2006).
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and pop, influencing how singers approached phrasing and articulation. 
Pilita Corrales, for example, got her first break into show business when 
she was chosen to sing Spanish songs as she accompanied herself on the 
guitar for a radio program called La Taverna whose program content and 
advertisements were entirely in Spanish.28

	 Since commercial radio operations were highly dependent on 
capital investment, businesses began to sponsor radio singing contests 
to promote their products. This gave birth to radio singing contest shows 
like the Purico Troubadours, Purico Show, and Purico Amateur Hour. The 
shows featured comedians like Chichay and Tolindoy, as well as radio 
celebrities like Lily Miraflor and Milagros Bernardo. In 1956, Purico 
shifted its sponsorship to a radio program aired on DZBB called Tawag 
ng Tanghalan,29 which gave rise to its first champion Jose Pimentel y 
Gonzales (more popularly known as Pepe Pimentel), with his rendition 
of “Angelitos Negros.” In 1958, Diomedes Maturan (dubbed “Perry Como 
of the Philippines”) bagged the top prize with his winning rendition of 
“The Rose Tattoo.”30  
	 Two of the most popular singing competitions on the radio in 
the late 1950s were sponsored by two competing milk brands at that 
time: Darigold Company and Liberty Milk. They each sponsored the 
radio shows Darigold Jamboree and The Liberty Big Show, respectively. 
These two contests made a star out of Maria Leonora Teresa Calbatera 
Villamayor. She later changed her name to Nora Aunor, borrowing the 
now widely renowned surname from her aunt, and became a superstar 
of Philippine television and movies in the decades after.

28 Pilita Corrales, personal communication, March 22, 2016.

29 Nicanor G. Tiongson, “Philippine Theater,” in CCP Encyclopedia of Philippine Art, Vol. 9, eds. 
Nicanor G. Tiongson and Joi Barrios (Cultural Center of the Philippines, 2017), 11.

30 Ricky Lo, “The Tawag ng Tanghalan Story,” Philippine Star, December 8, 2016, https://www.philstar.
com/entertainment/2016/12/08/1651302/tawag-ng-tanghalan story.
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	 When Martial Law was declared in September 1972 through 
Proclamation No. 1081, the Broadcast Media Council “required all stations 
with a musical format to air at least one Filipino composition every 
hour.”31 This ordinance spawned a creative output from composers and 
songwriters of a variety of genres like pop, rhythm and blues, disco, folk, 
rock, folk-rock, jazz, novelty, nationalistic, and jukebox. It opened the 
doors for Filipino CCM singers to specialize in particular genres and come 
up with their original performance style. A “Manila sound” was ushered 
in by a group called Hotdog (formed by Rene and Dennis Garcia, who 
had just returned from the United States). Hotdog was commissioned to 
write a theme song for the Miss Universe pageant in 1973. They brought 
in the trend of mixing English and Tagalog words exemplified in “Ikaw 
Ang Miss Universe Ng Buhay Ko,” “Pers Lab,” “Manila,” “Bitin Ako Sa 
Iyo,” “Annie Batungbakal,” and “Bongga Ka ’Day.”
	 Because of the need to comply with the ordinance and provide radio 
with the necessary programming content, the recording industry flourished. 
Manuel Villar, referred to as the “Father of Filipino Recording,”32 put up 
Villar Records and Mareco Broadcasting with the primary intention of 
promoting Filipino folk songs, kundiman, and movie themes. His roster 
of recording artists included Sylvia La Torre, Carmen Soriano, Carmen 
Pateña, Mercy Molina, Diomedes Maturan, Ric Manrique, Ruben Tagalog, 
Pilita Corrales, and The Mabuhay Singers. Eventually, he added The 
New Minstrels to match the Motown ensemble sound that had gained 
popularity in the United States. 
	 Radio played a significant role in the discovery, exposure, and 
promotion of the Filipino CCM singer. It supplied the materials by 
which our singers could hone their craft, be it the ever expanding vocal 

31 Dioquino, et al., “Philippine Music,” 196.

32 Dioquino, et al., “Philippine Music,” 194.
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repertoire or keeping up with current trends in vocal performance style. 
Because of the need to improve and increase program content, it fueled 
a recording industry that provided the songs for local singing talent 
to record and promote. To this day, it serves as a reliable and effective 
search engine to scout for local talent nationwide.
	 Television was introduced in the Philippines in 1953. As it became 
more widespread in the 1960s, radio singing contests either transitioned 
to TV formats or faded in influence. Suddenly, singers were not just 
judged on their voices—they had to look the part, move confidently on 
stage, and connect with viewers through the screen.
	 In 1959, CBN-DZXL’s Student Canteen became a noontime 
television program, and Darigold Jamboree transferred to MBC (Manila 
Broadcasting Corporation). ABS-CBN aired Tawag ng Tanghalan in 1965 
solely on television, setting the blueprint for future talent shows. Each of 
these former radio programs turned out several singing champions who 
rose to fame. To name a few, there were Janet Basco and Marco Sison 
who became champions in Student Canteen’s “Search for the Student 
Canteener,” Bert Nievera who won the “Search for Johnny Mathis of the 
Philippines,” and Nora Aunor who was the grand champion of Tawag ng 
Tanghalan in 1967.
	 Contestants were judged not only on vocal ability but also on 
confidence, stage presence, and connection with audiences. The televised 
format allowed audiences to develop personal attachments to singers, 
leading to the first wave of “singing idols.” Regine Velasquez, who was a 
veteran of amateur singing contests since she was six years old, won as 
grand champion in RPN 9’s Ang Bagong Kampeon in 1984, which launched 
her career as a pop superstar.
	 Even music variety shows like Eat Bulaga (which began airing 
on Channel 7) ran their own talent and singing contests. Aiza Seguerra 
and Jessa Zaragoza emerged from winning in their contest “Little Miss 
Philippines” in 1987; Donna Cruz in “Bulilit Kampeon” in 1988; Jericho 
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Rosales in “Mr. Pogi” in 1996; Rachel Ann Go in “Birit Baby” in 1997, 
where she placed second; and Sheryn Regis in “Sing-Eat!” in 2002. Seeing 
the competitive advantage of running a singing contest within a television 
show, ABS-CBN revived Tawag ng Tanghalan as a segment in their daily 
noontime show It’s Showtime! in 2016.
	 As a visual  medium, television created the benchmarks for 
succeeding generations of singers. There was Your Evening with Pilita 
in 1965 hosted by Pilita Corrales who would perform the show’s theme 
song, Alice Doria Gamilla’s “A Million Thanks To You,” bent from the 
waist up, while stunningly garbed in a tight-fitting gown showcasing 
her svelte figure. This iconic performance style that was singularly hers, 
became the standard for others to follow. Then there was a show called 
Nineteeners that aired in 1966 and featured singers and songwriters like 
Jose Mari Chan whose voice quality and singing style resembled that of 
his idol, Cliff Richard. The show became the catalyst for Chan to launch 
his original songs like “Afterglow,” “Deep in My Heart,” and “Refrain,” 
which to this day are crowd favorites. Noontime shows, especially during 
the weekend,  have helped sustain the popularity of singers like Martin 
Nievera, Gary Valenciano, Regine Velasquez, Ogie Alcasid, and Zsa Zsa 
Padilla because of their weekly exposure. The songs that they popularized 
with the help of television helped enrich the  OPM song literature and 
set the performance standard for others to follow.
	 A plethora of amateur singing contests continued to emerge on 
television, which launched many singing careers. Star for A Night (2003) 
was produced by VIVA and was hosted by Regine Velasquez. It aired 
on IBC 13 and hailed Sarah Geronimo as its first champion, with Mark 
Bautista trailing her at second place. Afterwards, VIVA transferred the 
show to GMA 7 as Search for a Star (2003-2004), and Rachel Ann Go won 
the grand prize in 2004. Shortly after, Pinoy Pop Superstar aired from 
2004 to 2007 on the same station. In the show, Jonalyn Viray was the 
champion in the 2005 finals, and Gerald Santos was the champion in the 
2006 finals, with Aicelle Santos in second place. Meanwhile, ABS-CBN 
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produced Tanghalan ng Kampeon from 1987 to 1993, with Kyla winning 
the grand prize in 1993. It was shortly followed by Search for the Star in a 
Million (2003-2006) where Erik Santos was the winner of the first season 
in 2003, while Sheryn Regis placed second and Christian Bautista placed 
fourth.
 

LOCAL REALITY TV TALENT SHOWS – IMPACT ON  
FILIPINO CCM SINGING

When reality television33 invaded talent searches worldwide, the responsibility 
of choosing a winner was transferred from a distinguished panel of 
celebrity judges to that of the empathetic response and taste of the 
viewing public. Winners were proclaimed according to the majority of 
text votes received. 
	 Some of the singers that have emerged winners from these reality 
TV talent shows are Yeng Constantino in Pinoy Dream Academy, a franchise 
of Dream Academy owned by Endomol, in 2007; KZ Tandingan in X Factor 
Philippines, a franchise of X Factor UK, created by Simon Cowell; and 
Marcelito Pomoy in Pilipinas Got Talent, a local version of the Britain’s 
Got Talent franchise, created and owned by Simon Cowell’s company 
SYCO, in 2011. Pomoy’s dual-voice opera/pop display in his rendition of 
“The Prayer” stunned judges and audiences alike. Other reality franchise 
singing contests were Philippine Idol, The Voice from which emerged 
Klarisse de Guzman and Morisette Amon, and The Voice from which 
Jason Dy emerged to fame and stardom.
	 YouTube and social media clips from reality shows allowed Filipino 
singers to gain global audiences and provided increased international 
exposure. 

33 TV programs where real-time challenges of real lives are featured.
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KARAOKE/VIDEOKE

Whereas television and radio created singing professionals, the invention 
of the sing-along machines—karaoke and later videoke—in the 1980s 
and 1990s has sustained a culture of singing among the general public. 
Perhaps the most enduring modern expression of Filipino singing culture, 
karaoke has become a national pastime, allowing everyday people to engage 
in performance and self-expression. In public places, it has upgraded 
the traditional tagayan (drinking session) where the accompaniment 
was usually just a guitar. In private homes, karaoke has replaced the 
piano, which had become elusive for the average Filipino household 
that could no longer afford to procure even a second-hand one or a 
short electronic keyboard for entertainment purposes. Because of its 
popularity, karaoke bars have sprouted like mushrooms in the Philippines, 
serving as an accessible training space to prepare for vocal exhibitions 
and competitions and providing the opportunity to be spotted on social 
media. Similarly, the videoke trend—with machines commonly situated 
in homes, bars and lounges, resorts, and commercial complexes that 
can easily be reached by public transportation—has become the most 
accessible and affordable mode of entertainment and amusement across 
all social classes. Its value lies in socio-cultural merits as a vehicle for 
community and in its ability to provide a new dimension in aesthetics 
and self-expression for the greater majority. It has subsequently become 
the rehearsal stage for frustrated singers and a steppingstone for the 
promising and persevering ones whose dreams could yet  come true. 
One simply has to type Filipino karaoke in the search box of Google and 
a series of videos of Filipinos using karaoke, belting karaoke numbers 
to their heart’s content during social gatherings or in restaurants will 
appear for one’s amusement. As Stephen Lagarde wrote of the karaoke, 
“it has reshaped our cultural practice of social and public singing and 
has become a vehicle for strengthening one’s sense of community.”34   

34 Stephen Lagarde, “The Philippine videoke phenomenon: Culture, aesthetics and technology in 
today’s globalized community,” Musika Journal 6 (2010), 17.
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AMATEUR SINGING CONTESTS (AMATEURAN)

The feeder for the televised singing contest was amateuran, community 
amateur singing contests. Celebrations in the local communities were 
typically graced by singing competitions which became the training 
ground for many singers. Filipinos are predisposed to prepare for such 
an event—the best singer in the family, the department of an office, a 
social organization, or the community at large will need to be fielded 
for proper representation. Amateur singing contests provide a venue for 
this transformation with performance as a means by which the singer is 
empowered to achieve what is normally not within reach. Filipino singers 
achieve an immeasurable sense of accomplishment and confidence that 
comes with the mastery of a language in the process of rendering an 
authentic interpretation. Thus, whether a contestant wins or loses, the 
amateuran is regarded as an effective agency for self-expression, self-
fulfillment, and token achievement. Many success stories of Filipino 
CCM singers—among them Regine Velasquez, Sarah Geronimo, and 
Angeline Quinto—began with the amateuran.

CONCLUSION

Filipinos’ deep connection to music is well documented. Historical 
accounts from the Spanish colonial era describe their innate musicality 
and how singing was integrated into daily life. Over the centuries, this 
love for singing evolved into a national identity, with social events, church 
music, and later, radio, television, and videoke shaping the Filipino 
vocal aesthetic. As globalization expanded entertainment opportunities, 
Filipino singers became in-demand performers across the world, from 
cruise ships to Broadway and the West End.
	 The experiential body of the Filipino CCM singer is built on a 
rich history of indigenous oral traditions and singing in everyday life, 
enhanced by socio-cultural traits that have helped shape an aesthetics of 
performance. Mimicry, emotional intensity, the belt, family centeredness, 
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and a taste for the sentimental and romantic are elements making up a 
Filipino vocal habitus. This is further sustained and shaped by evolving 
technology.
	 Today, the Filipino CCM singers, trained through rigorous 
local competitions and music theater experience, have become global 
contenders against the world’s best. The reputation that they have 
built in international contests, landing leading roles in Broadway 
and the West End, and showcasing their talent on various digital 
platforms has earned them the respect as a global force in music.	   
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