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INTRODUCTION: THE SOUL OF THE ILOCANO PEOPLE

Nestled in the northwestern region of the Philippines, the Ilocano people are known for their distinct
cultural identity, shaped by centuries of history, geography, and tradition. More than just a language
or a set of customs, the Ilocano identity is deeply rooted in a rich tapestry of values that guide
everyday life. Understanding Ilocano values is essential not only for those who wish to connect with
this  vibrant  community  but  also  for  anyone  interested  in  the  broader  Filipino  culture.  These
principles—ranging from resilience and hard work to deep familial loyalty—offer a window into a way
of life that balances practicality with profound respect for heritage.
The  Ilocano  region,  often  characterized  by  its  rugged  coastline,  rolling  hills,  and  challenging
agricultural  conditions,  has forged a people known for  their  tenacity.  This  environment,  where
resources can be scarce and nature demands respect, has cultivated a set of values that prioritize
survival, community, and integrity. To truly understand the Ilocano spirit is to see how these values
play out in daily interactions, family structures, and even in the diaspora, where Ilocanos have
carried their traditions to every corner of the globe. This article delves into the core values that
define the Ilocano people, exploring their origins, expressions, and enduring relevance in a rapidly
changing world.

THE FOUNDATION OF ILOCANO VALUES: A CULTURAL OVERVIEW

Ilocano  values  are  not  standalone  concepts;  they  form  an  interconnected  system  that  influences
behavior, decision-making, and social relationships. The term nalaing (wise or skilled) and nagaget
(hardworking) are often used to describe the ideal Ilocano character. These values are passed down
through generations via oral  traditions,  proverbs (salawasaw),  and lived examples.  The Ilocano
worldview is pragmatic yet deeply spiritual, individualistic yet community-oriented. Understanding
this duality is key to appreciating the nuances of their cultural ethos.

The Role of Geography and History in
Shaping Values
The  Ilocos  region,  with  its  long  coastline,  mountainous  terrain,  and  limited  arable  land,  has
historically been a challenging place to live. This geography necessitated a culture of hard work and
resourcefulness. Early Ilocanos had to be industrious to cultivate the land and frugal to make the
most of what they had. Additionally, the region's history of colonization, resistance, and migration
has instilled a sense of resilience and adaptability. These historical and environmental factors are
the bedrock upon which modern Ilocano values stand.

CORE ILOCANO VALUES: THE PILLARS OF IDENTITY

While Ilocano culture shares many traits with other Philippine ethnic groups, certain values are
particularly emphasized within the Ilocano community. These are not just abstract ideals but are
actively practiced in homes, workplaces, and social gatherings. The following are some of the most
significant values that form the foundation of the Ilocano identity.

1. Nagaget: The Value of Hard Work and
Industry
Perhaps the most iconic Ilocano value is nagaget, or hard work. Ilocanos are widely recognized, and
sometimes stereotyped, as being exceptionally industrious. This trait is not merely about physical
labor; it embodies a mindset of diligence, perseverance, and taking initiative. From the farmers who
toil in the fields to the entrepreneurs who build businesses, a strong work ethic is deeply ingrained.
This value is often captured in the Ilocano proverb, "Ti agtultuloy nga agdan, maabotna ti tangadek"
(The one who keeps climbing will reach the top). Nagaget teaches that success is earned through
sustained effort and that laziness is a great dishonor.
This dedication to work extends beyond individual benefit. It is seen as a contribution to the family
and the community. An Ilocano who works hard is considered trustworthy and responsible. In a
practical sense, this value has driven many Ilocanos to excel in various fields, from agriculture and
fishing  to  overseas  employment,  where  their  reputation  for  diligence  often  precedes  them.
Understanding  Ilocano  values  like  nagaget  helps  explain  their  significant  contributions  to  the
Philippine  economy  and  their  success  in  global  diaspora  communities.

2. Pigsa ti Panagurnong: Frugality and
Resourcefulness
Closely linked to hard work is the value of pigsa ti panagurnong, which translates to the strength of
saving or frugality. Ilocanos are known for their careful management of resources. This is not about
stinginess but about wisdom and prudence. The Ilocano saying "Ti uray no bassit, no maurnong,
dumakkel"  (Even if  it's small,  if  saved, it  will  become big) perfectly encapsulates this value. It
reflects an understanding that resources are finite and must be used wisely to secure the future.
This value manifests in everyday life: simple living, avoiding unnecessary expenses, and prioritizing
needs over wants. It  also fosters a culture of saving and investing for the future, whether for
children's education, a family home, or a business venture. Pigsa ti panagurnong  is a practical
response to the region's historical scarcity and a testament to the Ilocano foresight. It teaches the
importance of long-term planning over instant gratification, a lesson that remains incredibly relevant
in today's consumer-driven world.

3. Panagbiag iti Naimbag: The Pursuit of a

Good and Moral Life
Panagbiag iti  naimbag  means living a good life,  but  in  a deeply moral  and spiritual  sense.  It
encompasses integrity, honesty, and uprightness. This value is rooted in the Ilocano belief that one
must live in a way that is pleasing to God, respectful of others, and beneficial to the community. It
involves avoiding gossip (tabi-tabi), being truthful in dealings, and maintaining a clean conscience.
For Ilocanos, material success without moral integrity is hollow. This value guides personal conduct
and is a source of inner strength.
This principle often guides decision-making. An Ilocano farmer might choose to sell his crop at a fair
price even if he could get more from a dishonest middleman. A merchant might give honest weight
to her customers. These actions are not just business decisions; they are expressions of panagbiag
iti naimbag. It is a value that builds trust within the community and ensures that social harmony is
maintained. Understanding this moral compass is crucial for appreciating the deeper motivations
behind certain Ilocano behaviors and choices.

4. Panagraem: Deep Respect for Elders
and Authority
Respect, or panagraem,  is a cornerstone of Ilocano society, particularly for elders (lallakay  and
babbaket). This respect is demonstrated through language (using the respectful "maid" or "manang"
as terms of address), gestures (like pagmamano or blessing the hand of an elder), and deference in
decision-making. Elders are considered the keepers of wisdom, tradition, and family history. Their
opinions are highly valued in matters ranging from family disputes to community events.
This value extends beyond the family to include teachers, community leaders, and anyone in a
position of authority.  The concept of respeto  (respect) is  not about blind obedience but about
recognizing  the  experience  and  knowledge  that  comes  with  age  and  position.  It  creates  a
hierarchical but caring social structure where the younger generation learns from the older one,
ensuring the continuity of values. In a rapidly modernizing world, panagraem  remains a strong
anchor for Ilocano families, even those living abroad.

5. Panagyaman: The Spirit of Gratitude
and Contentment
Panagyaman, or gratitude, is a value that permeates Ilocano life. It is the ability to be thankful for
what one has, no matter how small. This is closely tied to panagbiag iti naimbag and the Ilocano
tendency to find joy in  simple things.  Ilocanos are taught  from a young age to express thanks for
food, blessings, and acts of kindness. This gratitude is not passive; it is often expressed through
reciprocity and helping others.
This  value  fosters  contentment  and  a  positive  outlook,  even  in  difficult  circumstances.  An  Ilocano
family may not have much material wealth, but they will be deeply grateful for their health, their
family, and their faith. Panagyaman is a powerful antidote to envy and materialism. It strengthens
community bonds, as grateful individuals are more likely to share and support one another. This
value is a key reason why Ilocano communities often maintain strong social ties, even when spread
across different countries.

THE EXPRESSION OF ILOCANO VALUES IN DAILY LIFE

Values  are  not  just  abstract  concepts;  they  are  lived  and  breathed  in  daily  interactions.
Understanding Ilocano values means seeing how they manifest in various settings, from the family
home to community celebrations and even in the face of adversity.

Family as the Crucible of Values
The family is the primary institution where Ilocano values are taught and practiced. Children learn
nagaget by helping with chores, pigsa ti panagurnong by saving their allowance, and panagraem by
listening to their grandparents. The family is also the primary safety net, where tinnulong (mutual
help)  is  expected  during  times  of  need.  Gatherings  for  fiestas,  holidays,  or  even  simple  Sunday
lunches are opportunities to reinforce these bonds and values. The concept of utang a naimbag (a
debt of gratitude) within the family ensures that care for elderly parents and support for siblings are
seen as sacred duties.

Community and the Spirit of Bayanihan
While often perceived as individualistic due to their focus on hard work and savings, Ilocanos have a
strong  sense  of  community,  especially  in  rural  areas.  The  spirit  of  bayanihan  (community
cooperation) is alive in many Ilocano towns. This can be seen in activities like building a neighbor's
house, harvesting crops together, or helping a family prepare for a wedding or a funeral. Community
celebrations  like  the  Pamulinawen  festival  or  local  town  fiestas  are  expressions  of  shared  identity
and joy. These events reinforce social cohesion and provide a platform for passing on traditions to
younger generations.

Faith and Spirituality
Ilocanos are deeply religious, with a strong Catholic faith that is often blended with indigenous
beliefs. This spirituality is reflected in the many churches and shrines dotting the Ilocos landscape,
as well as in traditions like the Simbang Gabi (dawn masses) and processions for patron saints. Faith
provides comfort, moral guidance, and a sense of purpose. It also reinforces values like panagyaman
(gratitude to God) and panagbiag iti naimbag (living a good life according to God's will). Church
attendance, prayer, and participation in religious activities are not just obligations but expressions of
a core part of the Ilocano identity.
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ILOCANO VALUES IN THE MODERN WORLD: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

As with all cultures, Ilocano values are not static. They are being constantly negotiated in the face of
modernization, globalization, and migration. Many Ilocanos have moved to cities or abroad, bringing
their values with them. This creates both challenges and opportunities.

Resilience in the Diaspora
Ilocano migrants are known for their hard work and savings habits, which have allowed many to
achieve financial stability and send remittances back home. The value of panagraem helps maintain
family ties across vast distances, with regular communication and visits. However, the diaspora also

puts pressure on these values. Younger generations born abroad may not fully understand the
Ilocano language or the nuances of their parents' values. This can create a cultural gap that families
must actively work to bridge.

Adapting Values to Contemporary
Challenges
In the modern Philippines, traditional Ilocano values like panagurnong (frugality) can be seen in the
rise of small businesses and entrepreneurial ventures. The value of nagaget is evident in the many
Ilocanos who excel in education and professional fields. However, there is also a need to


