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ABSTRACT
This dissertation, “The Heartland of Empire: Queer Cultural Imaginaries of
Filipinas/os in the Midwest,” postulates that normativity and queerness are not simply
socio-cultural phenomena but rather spatial ones as well. By interpreting popular, literary,
and visual cultural representations of Filipinas/os rooted in and routed through the
Midwest since the turn of the twentieth century from a queer diasporic Filipina/o
Midwestern perspective, I expose the workings of US imperial power within the US
nation-state as opposed to outside of it, beyond its geographic national borders proper, in
the so-called over theres. Focusing on the scale of the local and the regional within the
national, I put forward a Critical Midwestern Studies that uses region as a method for
unpacking the complexities of race, gender, sexuality, nation, and empire and that
reworks dominant cultural narratives about the interior US so as to avoid perpetuating the
Midwest as a site of lack for Critical Race and Ethnic Studies, Queer Studies, and
Post/colonial Studies scholarship. In so doing, I interrogate the Midwest’s discursive
status as the supposed real America and decenter the coasts as the exclusive locus for
queer and Asian American theorizing; I also remap the boundaries between homeland
and diaspora, colony and metropole, and normative and queer. Such an epistemological
intervention re-imagines the Midwest as not merely the heartland of the US nation but
more importantly as the heartland of US empire.
This project begins with the idea that while Filipinas/os—who represent the
second largest Asian ethnic group in the US—figure as out of place in the US national
imaginary, their existence in the Midwest proves even more anomalous. In both
vii

instances, the ideology of US exceptionalism serves to smooth over the contradiction of
Filipinas/os being forcibly incorporated into, yet racially excluded from, the American
body politic as a result of US imperial expansion in the Philippines at the end of the
nineteenth century. However, this post/colonial ambivalence speaks not simply to
Filipina/o racial difference but also to its alleged deviance from white bourgeois
heteronormativity; and as the quintessential embodiment of Middle or “normal” America,
the Midwest brings these dynamics into relief. Thus, I argue that dominant cultural
imaginaries of the interior US not only whitewash the region’s settler colonial history,
evacuate the presence of people of color and queer people, and conceal the nation’s
ideological, epistemological, and ontological beliefs; they also deter Asian American and
Queer Studies scholarship from moving past the West Coast and coastal metropolises
such as San Francisco and New York, respectively. In foregrounding geography in the
analysis of socio-cultural phenomena, place functions not as a passive backdrop but
instead becomes a critical pivot on which stories can turn.
Traveling all over the Midwest and spanning the last one hundred years, each
chapter features a key Filipina/o figure whose presence in the heartland interpellates the
Midwest as a critical geography of US empire. In the first chapter, I reread the 1904 St.
Louis World’s Fair’s eroticization of the displayed “primitive” Igorot “dogeater” through
Jesse Lee Kercheval’s short story “The Dogeater” (1987) to emphasize the attractive, as
opposed to repulsive, forces of US imperialism. In the second chapter, I turn to the
pensionada/o-cum-exile sent especially to a number of Midwestern colleges and
universities during the colonial era as a way to create a Filipina/o intelligentsia in the
viii

image of the US and depicted in distinguished Filipino/American author Bienvenido
Santos’s fiction and memoir. The third chapter focuses on the Filipino farm workers who
labor for love in a 2009 Minneapolis production of Lonnie Carter’s stage adaptation of
renowned Filipino/American author Carlos Bulosan’s short story “The Romance of
Magno Rubio” (posthumously published in 1979). My attention to the Midwest in these
latter two examples illustrates how regional particularity can amplify the queer forms of
kinship US imperialism engenders. Chapter 4 addresses the specters of US imperialism
embodied by the entertaining actors/singers of Filipina/o descent on the hit television
show Glee, which is set in Ohio, to hold in tension the past that dominant US culture
wishes to forget and the present that refuses such a repressive desire. In the coda, I
gesture toward the queer horizons obstructed by the confines of multiple normativities
through the alternative family formations the Filipina/o latchkey youth of A. Rey
Pamatmat’s contemporary play Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them create on a nonworking farm in the so-called middle of nowhere.
Together, the five case studies I present unsettle dominant cultural imaginaries
that position queerness and Filipina/o-ness as out of place in the heartland; they also chart
an alternative cartography of the US nation and the Filipina/o American diaspora wherein
a queer Filipina/o Midwest seems perfectly possible.
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INTRODUCTION
IMAGINING A QUEER, FILIPINA/O AMERICA

America’s heartland is riven by its transoceanic empire,
and the most interior states can be mapped . . . by the
Philippines.
—Sarita Echavez See1

Asian American studies in the Midwest differs from that in
California, but that is a difference the entire field can learn
from rather than simply add to a list of perspectives.
—Pawan Dhingra2

While geography plays a role in their definition, regions are
much more the creations of human thought and behavior
than they are the products of nature.
—Patricia Nelson Limerick3

Bodies stand out when they are out of place.
—Sara Ahmed4

1

See, Decolonized Eye, xvi.
Dhingra, 242.
3
Limerick, 96.
4
Ahmed, 135.
2
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From Nowhere to Now Here: Disarticulating Mythologies of the
Midwest5
Annie Lennox’s “Walking on Broken Glass” fades and the lights come up on the
empty stage. The structure of a barn stands up-stage left, while the furnishings of a living
room appear stage right: a sofa, coffee table, television console, and window frame. This
is the setting of A. Rey Pamatmat’s Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them, a new play
that Mu Performing Arts staged from March 16–April 1, 2012 at Minneapolis’s Mixed
Blood Theatre.6 As the program briefly describes, the story takes place in “[t]he early
‘90s: A remote non-working farm outside of a remote town in the remotest Middle
America.” Shortly, the eponymous character of the play Edith—or “Ed” as her older
brother Kenny calls her—appears, sitting on a barn rafter with her stuffed-animal frog,
and opens the play with a monologue. Afterwards, Kenny climbs up to where Edith sits
and tries to coax her into leaving the barn. A twelve-year-old girl, who refuses to wear a
dress, opting instead for her comfortable overalls, Edith invites us to see her as an

5

According to the US Census Bureau, the Midwest region comprises the following twelve states: Illinois,
Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and
Wisconsin. “Census Regions and Divisions of the United States,” US Census Bureau, accessed March 23,
2012, www.census.gov/geo/www/us_regdiv.pdf. While geographic boundaries demarcate the Midwest,
cultural boundaries also play a role in defining the region. For example, the Big Ten Conference of
collegiate athletics includes Pennsylvania State University in its membership, which is comprised of
universities primarily located in the Census-defined Midwest: the University of Illinois at Urbana–
Champaign; Indiana University; the University of Iowa; the University of Michigan; Michigan State
University; the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities; the University of Nebraska–Lincoln; Northwestern
University (Illinois); The Ohio State University; Purdue University (Indiana); and the University of
Wisconsin–Madison. “About the Conference,” Big Ten Conference, accessed March 23, 2012,
http://www.bigten.org/school-bio/big10-school-bio.html.
6
As a 2011–12 “Rolling World Premiere” production, Edith also ran in Louisville, KY (Actors Theatre of
Louisville); Coral Gables, FL (New Theatre); and Atlanta, GA (Actor’s Express Theatre). “Edith Can
Shoot Things and Hit Them,” National New Play Network, 2013, accessed September 30, 2013,
http://www.nnpn.org/about/programs/continued-life-of-new-plays-fund/edith-can-shoot-things-and-hitthem.
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outspoken, witty youth with a worldview well beyond her years. Kenny, on the other
hand, counterbalances Edith’s youthful naiveté and instead presents himself as the
rational, responsible, parental figure, which is reinforced by the fact that Edith and Kenny
are latchkey kids. Although references to their parents come up during the play, we never
actually see them; instead, we are introduced to one other character, Benji, Kenny’s
trigonometry classmate and eventual love interest.
While the play’s title refers to Edith’s accidental, non-fatal shooting of her
father’s girlfriend, its narrative arc actually focuses on the queer domesticity formed by
the three characters who appear on stage: Edith, Kenny, and Benji (Figure 1). However,
rather than frame Edith’s gender nonconformity, Kenny and Benji’s same-sex intimacy,
and the trio’s anti-heteropatriarchal domesticity as exceptional, the play figures these
queer moments as ordinary to the plot. What’s more, the fact that Edith and Kenny are of
Filipina/o descent—as revealed by Benji’s interest to learn more about Kenny’s culture,
since he happens to be white, and through references to the Philippine dishes that Kenny
prepares for the three of them—does not necessarily transform the play into an
exclusively “Filipina/o” one. Indeed, the show’s engagement with identity
simultaneously straddles particularity and universalism. Nevertheless, the play’s setting
in “Middle America,” its staging in Minneapolis, and its representation of queerness and
Filipina/o-ness pique my interest and invite me to give pause on this somewhat surprising
counter-vision of a queer Filipina/o Midwest. Even though Edith imagines queerness and
Filipinas/os in the Midwest as not out of place, such a utopian vision seems unreal when

3

accounting for the material reality that normalizes the geographies of queerness, Asian
America, and the Midwest in contradistinction to the play.

Figure 1: Staging queer Filipina/o Midwestern domesticity in Mu Performing Arts’
production of A. Rey Pamatmat’s Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them. Edith
(Isabella Dawis) and Kenny (Alex Galick) in the foreground and Benji (Matthew
Cerar) in the background. Photograph by Michal Daniel.7

7

“Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them,” Mu Performing Arts, accessed July 19, 2013,
http://www.muperformingarts.org/production/edith-can-shoot-things-and-hit-them/.
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Nevertheless, Edith’s utopian vision makes possible the conceptualization of a
queer, Filipina/o America, and Figure 1 brings into relief the moves that this dissertation
produces. Whereas dominant ideas about the Midwest would either relegate Filipinas/os
to the background or erase them altogether, the image above foregrounds the embodied
intersections of Filipina/o-ness, queerness, and Midwestern-ness through Edith and
Kenny—rendering whiteness as ever-present through Benji, yet as literal background and
figurative context for understanding the dynamics of the main plot as well as US settler
colonialism and overseas imperial expansion more broadly. I will return to Edith in the
coda; however, for now, I reference the play to introduce the dissertation’s central focus
on the discursive production of regional ontology as it interfaces with national-imperial
identity and diasporic racial subjectivity.

From the early twentieth century to today, the Midwest has been depicted as plain
and ordinary. From novels like L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900) and
Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street (1920), to Walt Disney’s Main Street, USA, and to
contemporary prime-time television shows like Glee (2009–present), Hot in Cleveland
(2010–present), The Middle (2009–present), and Parks and Recreation (2009–present),
the Midwest has ambivalently figured as a place from which to escape but also as a place
that represents the “real” America.8 Often idealized as Middle or “normal” America, I

8

Meg James, “The Sitcom Moves Back to the Heartland,” Los Angeles Times, September 30, 2009,
accessed March 24, 2012, http://articles.latimes.com/2009/sep/30/entertainment/et-middletv30; T. L.
Stanley, “TV Shows Set in New York, L.A., Miami? Been There, Done That, Moving On,” Los Angeles
Times, October 14, 2010, accessed March 24, 2012,
http://articles.latimes.com/2010/oct/14/entertainment/la-et-unsexy-locales-20101014. While the Midwest
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posit that the Midwest offers a unique entry point to examine how normativity is
cathected onto culture and geography; and using my critical queer Filipino Midwestern
eye, I argue that this dominant cultural imaginary of the interior US not only whitewashes
the region’s settler colonial history and evacuates the presence of people of color and
queer people, but it also deters Asian American and Queer Studies scholarship from
moving past the West Coast and coastal metropolises like San Francisco and New York,
respectively.9 Thus, I proffer a Critical Midwestern Studies that dialogues with
American, Asian American, and Queer Studies and that charts the entwinement of race,
sexuality, and empire in America’s heartland. Ultimately, this dissertation, “The
Heartland of Empire: Queer Cultural Imaginaries of Filipinas/os in the Midwest,”
advances the Midwest as a critical geography of US empire in order to disarticulate its
discursive status as the “real” America, to decenter the coasts as the exclusive locus of
Asian American and queer theorizing, and to explain why Filipinas/os in this part of the
country, as well as in the nation as a whole, often seem strangely familiar.
To re-imagine the Midwest as a critical geography of US empire, I begin with the
idea that while Filipinas/os—who represent the second largest Asian ethnic group in the
United States—figure as out of place in the US national imaginary, their existence in the
nation’s interior states proves even more anomalous.10 In both instances, the US’s
disavowal of its status as an imperial power serves to smooth over the contradiction of
certainly contains sizeable metropolises such as Chicago and Detroit, the Midwest in my analysis focuses
more so on the popular imaginaries that envision this region as a pastoral idyll. Nevertheless, as my case
studies will show, the Midwest figures differently across time and space.
9
My use of the phrase “queer Filipino Midwestern eye” riffs on the title of Sarita See’s book The
Decolonized Eye.
10
Pew Research Center, “The Rise of Asian Americans,” Pew Research Center’s Social & Demographic
Trends, June 19, 2012, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/06/19/the-rise-of-asian-americans/.
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Filipinas/os being forcibly incorporated into, yet racially excluded from, the American
body politic at the turn of the twentieth century following President William McKinley’s
controversial decision to annex the Philippines in 1898.11 However, this post/colonial
ambivalence speaks not simply to Filipina/o racial difference but also to its alleged
deviance from white heteronormativity.12 Accordingly, my use of empire as an analytical
framework both unsettles the normative Midwest and emphasizes how the formation of
the US as an imperial power relies on the queering of racial-colonial Others—a process
that began, long before the US traveled across the Pacific, with the genocide of
indigenous peoples across the North American continent.
Indeed, Filipina/o American Studies scholars have addressed the project of US
empire as a mechanism of norm making and thus queering. For example, in his
articulation of the paradoxical absence of Filipinas/os from the US national imaginary
despite their considerable presence throughout the country, Allan Isaac asserts that
Filipinas/os are “everywhere and nowhere” to clarify the dynamics of US imperial
disavowal, which results in the erasure of the US’s history of forcibly incorporating
island territories—what he terms the “American Tropics”—to constitute itself as a global
power at the end of the nineteenth century.13 Through a series of case studies that analyze
familiar literary and visual cultural representations of Filipinas/os from 1904 to the
present and that take place not along the peripheries of the nation’s purview but instead at

11

Isaac, 2.
Following See, I use post/colonial rather than postcolonial to signal the continuing conditions and effects
of colonialism despite the so-called formal end of Euro-American colonialism after World War II
(Decolonized Eye, xvii).
13
Isaac, xxiii.
12
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its center, I both extend and challenge this claim. Rather than postulate Filipinas/os as
simply “everywhere and nowhere,” the five case studies I present in the so-called middle
of nowhere together map a queer archive through which a new imaginary of the US
nation and the Filipina/o American diaspora emerges: one that situates the Midwest not
merely as the heartland of the nation but more importantly as the heartland of US empire.

Discursive Constructions of the Midwest
“Heartland of Empire” riffs on the title of Joseph Conrad’s novella Heart of
Darkness (1899) and renowned Filipino/American author Carlos Bulosan’s semiautobiographical novel America Is in the Heart (1946); it also plays with the heartland
imagery of the Midwest to argue that the nation’s geographic interior has served as a
central nodal point in producing and maintaining the cultures of US imperialism.14 And
by examining how popular culture, literature, and live performance rooted in and routed
through the Midwest stage the post/colonial dynamics between the Philippines and the
US, I substantiate Sarita See’s claim that “America’s heartland is riven by its
transoceanic empire, and the most interior states can be mapped . . . by the Philippines.”15
Not unlike Marlow’s journey down the Congo River and deep into the heart of Africa and
thus European empire, this dissertation journeys up and down the Mississippi River and
its tributaries and deep into the heart of America and thus US empire, thereby

14

Following See, I use Filipina/o/American to emphasize the colonial dynamics that fuse together the
racialized terms Filipina/o and American and to rupture the assimilatory tone of Filipina/o American
(Decolonized Eye, 149n1).
15
See, Decolonized Eye, xvi.
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emphasizing the “crosscurrents” of European and American imperialisms; it also follows
a transpacific trajectory similar to Allos’s in America Is in the Heart, blurring the
boundaries between the Philippines-as-colony and the US-as-metropole.16 In this way,
my project continues the critical work of countering US exceptionalism and imperial
disavowal introduced two decades ago by Cultures of United States Imperialism.17
However, rather than study the cultures of US imperialism over there, in the seemingly
extranational elsewheres excluded from the US national imaginary, I do so here, in the
derided nowheres that actually conceal that nation’s ideological, epistemological, and
ontological beliefs.
As scholars of the Midwest have articulated, this part of the country often stands
in for the whole. Whereas the South18 often serves as a place on which to project the
nation’s racial anxieties; the Northeast19 as one that represents the nation’s historical,
economic, and cultural centers; and the West20 as one that reinvigorates the nation’s
frontier mythos, the Midwest functions as keeper of the nation’s core values. From its
inception with the Northwest Ordinance, the region symbolized the promise of a

16

Kale Fajardo uses the term crosscurrents to theorize the oceanographic, geographic, temporal, social,
cultural, and political dimensions of Filipino seafaring in the context of neoliberal globalization in Filipino
Crosscurrents (23–24).
17
Kaplan and Pease.
18
According to the US Census Bureau, the South region comprises the District of Columbia plus the
following sixteen states: Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia
(“Census Regions and Divisions”). However, the so-called Deep South—Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia,
Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina—often stands in for the South in US popular imaginary. See,
for example, Bow and Herring.
19
According to the US Census Bureau, the Northeast region comprises the following nine states:
Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
and Vermont (“Census Regions and Divisions”).
20
According to the US Census Bureau, the West region comprises the following thirteen states: Alaska,
Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawai‘i, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah,
Washington, and Wyoming (“Census Regions and Divisions”).
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republican democracy; yet, in order to achieve this goal, the US federal government
displaced and exterminated Native peoples and created policies that ensured a white
bourgeois society would flourish in the new territory.21 Ironically, the “Manifest
Design”22 of the Old Northwest during the early nineteenth century also facilitated its
staidness by the turn of the twentieth century.23 However, the mid-twentieth century saw
a recuperation of the Midwest’s pastoral idyll in the face of racialized urbanization.24
Thus, throughout its history, the region has figured less as a bounded, particular place and
more as an amorphous space for retaining the nation’s dominant cultural ideals. In this
way, Andrew Cayton’s theorization of the Midwest as “anti-region” proves instructive for
clarifying the region as a normative geography.25 As an anti-region, it essentially
transcends the bounds of regional particularity, becomes a placeholder for “America”
writ large,26 and operates much in the same way as socio-cultural norms do.27 In other
words, its racial, class, and sexual normativities go unmarked, thereby reinforcing
whiteness, middle-class-ness, and heteronormativity at the expense of its pockets of
social and cultural diversity.28 Apropos to my project, this fusion of socio-cultural
normativities with geography recasts “the heart of whiteness,” as outlined by Julian

21

Cayton and Onuf, xvii–xviii, 20.
I borrow the phrase “Manifest Design” from Thomas Hietala.
23
Cayton and Gray, “The Story of the Midwest,” 17, 21.
24
Shortridge, 73.
25
Cayton.
26
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Carter, from a racial-sexual formation describing the capacity for self-governance into a
spatial formation of US national-imperial building as well.29
As the preceding paragraph reveals, the terms Midwest, Middle West, and MidAmerica refer to a geo-imperial formation that at once erases yet lays bare the history of
US settler colonialism and the genocide of Native peoples whose homeland non-Native
Midwesterners largely occupy. According to cultural geographer James Shortridge’s
account of the region, nineteenth-century settlement has played a central role in creating
the dominant image of the Midwest as a pastoral idyll:30 while the Middle West has
historically been associated with the US West and “the settlement of the frontier”—made
most clear in Frederick Jackson Turner’s famous “frontier thesis”31—its particular
features of “a land of small towns and a stable, prosperous agricultural economy” reflects
the fulfillment of the nation’s ideal of westward expansion.32 What’s more, that South
Dakota, for example, is today tenuously viewed as part of the Midwest because of its
“large Indian population” suggests the dominant cultural imaginary of the region rests on
Native genocide, settler colonialism, and white supremacy.33 In this way, the Midwest’s
racial-sexual normativities necessarily rely on the palimpsest of multiple colonialisms—
from the conquest of Native peoples on the North American continent, to the importation
of African slaves and Asian laborers, and to the occupation of island nations in the
Caribbean and in the Pacific. Moreover, the region remains the cultural heart of the
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nation “due to the articulation of the Midwest . . . as, fundamentally, ‘square.’”34 For
television scholar Victoria Johnson, “the . . . ‘square’ is traditionally understood to be
mainstream, majoritarian, conservative, rural, old-fashioned, and rooted in past life and
culture. Further, the square is characterized by a ‘straight’ heteronormativity (embodied,
particularly, by the patriarchal, nuclear family ideal) and, crucially, imagined as
‘white.’”35 As such, the mythology of the Midwest endures not because Native people,
people of color, and queer people are literally absent from the region but because of the
powerful discourse that produces and maintains this normative spatial imaginary.
Numerically, Asians in general and Filipinas/os more specifically do not represent
a considerable population in the Midwest in comparison to the US West (Figure 2), and
especially the Pacific States (Alaska, California, Hawai‘i, Oregon, and Washington)
where a majority of Asians and Filipinas/os in the US live. According to the 2010 US
Census, Asians comprise 5.6% of the total US population, and Filipinas/os comprise
1.1%.36 Using these percentages as a baseline, Asians and Filipinas/os are
overrepresented in both the Pacific States division (14.4% and 4.0%, respectively) and
the West region (11.1% and 3.1%, respectively); and among all states, California has the
largest population of Asians and Filipinas/os (Figure 2), thus supporting the dominant
view that California embodies the locus of Asian and Filipina/o America. In contrast,
Asians and Filipinas/os are underrepresented in the Midwest, respectively comprising
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3.1% and 0.4% of the region’s total population.37 Given these statistical disparities, it is
not surprising that most studies of Asians and Filipinas/os in the US do not focus on the
Midwest.38 However, this lack of critical mass does not necessarily mean that the
Midwest—or any other region beyond California for that matter, given that Asians and
Filipinas/os reside in every state and in the District of Columbia—is an insignificant
place for Asian and Filipina/o American Studies to focus their attention; rather, the Asian
and Filipina/o Midwest enjoins both fields to critically rethink the epistemological
parameters for conceptualizing Asian and Filipina/o America. What’s more, while this
lack of critical mass may suggest that Midwesterners of all racial backgrounds do not
have the opportunity to regularly interact with actual, live Asians and Filipinas/os, Asians
and Filipinas/os nevertheless circulate within the local, regional, national, and
international imaginaries. This very empirical quandary directs me toward literature,
performance, and visual culture to illustrate how the likely absence of physical bodies in
a particular place does not preclude the imagining of such bodies by its inhabitants.39
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Figure 2: 2010 US Census Data of Asian and Filipina/o Populations in the US by
Region and by State40
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Derived from “Table DP-1.” Asian and Filipina/o population by state includes the District of Columbia.
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Que(e)r(y)ing the Midwest, Filipinizing Queer: Why Filipinas/os Seem
So Surprising in America’s Heartland41
As a project that brings into conversation American, Asian American, Filipina/o
American, Midwestern, and Queer Studies to produce a Critical Midwestern Studies,
“Heartland of Empire” initiates the following questions to theorize the importance of
region in the construction of national, social, and cultural imaginaries. Foremost, what
normalizing discourses do these fields produce, circulate, and maintain about the US,
Asian America, Filipina/o America, the Midwest, and queer America; who is included
and who is excluded from these discrete yet interrelated narratives, and why? For
American Studies scholars interested in postnationality and the cultures of US empire,
how does a (re)turn to region revise critiques of both the nation and the ideology of US
exceptionalism? Within Asian and Filipina/o American Studies, how does paying
attention to region transform both fields’ conceptualizations of Asian and Filipina/o
American racial formations; and what does this do to both fields’ methodological
approaches? Alternatively, how does my placing of Filipinas/os in the Midwest rework
popular and academic imaginaries regarding the Midwest as America’s heartland?
Moreover, how does such a move not only further anti-urban Queer Studies
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scholarship—acknowledging the diverse genders and sexualities within Filipina/o
America—but also push Queer Studies, more generally, to think of queerness as a
geographic positionality?
In arguing that the Midwest figures as a normative geography from the
perspective of dominant US culture, I suggest that the region also ironically becomes a
queer geography for those positioned as anomalous to and imagined as virtually nonexistent in this part of the country. Put differently, the Midwest embodies both
normativity and queerness depending on whose vantage point is privileged. So, from a
dominant Asian American perspective, which is largely California-centric, the Midwest
figures as strange, foreign, and hence queer to Asian American settlement because Asian
Americans are not supposed to be (t)here; however, this cartography of Asian America
plays into the idea of the Midwest as normative because of its whiteness.42 Likewise,
metronormative queers may at once view the Midwest with derision for its relative lack
of sexual and, to a lesser extent, racial diversity—thereby reinforcing the normativity of
the Midwest—but also for its real and imagined danger to queer lives—thus implying
that queer people who live in the Midwest, not unlike their Asian Midwestern
counterparts, are queer for living outside the normative geographies of queer America.43
In short, care must be exercised in articulating what is actually queer and/or normative
about the Midwest and the people who inhabit this space and place. Therefore,
throughout this dissertation, I make an effort to be explicit in how the Midwest figures
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queerly and/or normatively by highlighting the Midwest’s relationship to some person,
place, or thing.
In this way, my theorization of the Midwest resonates with Sara Ahmed’s notion
of queer phenomenology. According to Ahmed, “[a] queer phenomenology . . .
redirect[s] our attention toward different objects, those that are ‘less proximate’ or even
those that deviate or are deviant.”44 In other words, it is “a disorientation device . . . [that]
allow[s] the oblique to open up another angle on the world.”45 Playing with the
etymology of queer, Ahmed illustrates how “[q]ueer is, after all, a spatial term, which
then gets translated into a sexual term, a term for a twisted sexuality that does not follow
a ‘straight line,’ a sexuality that is bent and crooked.”46 In so doing, she emphasizes the
connection between sexuality to spatiality; however, her use of queer as not simply a
sexual orientation but rather, more broadly, as a “political orientation” invites us to
consider the interrelations between race, sexuality, and geography.47 Similarly, Karen
Tongson’s queering of the postwar American suburb highlights such interrelations and
the relativity of normal and queer. As she points out, “In so far as queer studies positions
itself against normativity, as well as normative temporalities and geographies, part of the
intervention I offer in Relocations is simply to recognize that normativity itself is no
longer a stable category found in fixed spatial environments.”48 Following Ahmed’s
queer phenomenological approach to human geography and Tongson’s recognition of the
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shifting meaning of queer because of the shifting meaning of the normal, I proffer a queer
sense of geography as a means to map those bodies which conform to and deviate from
dominant (sub)cultural ideas about a particular space and place and, in so doing, make
possible alternative, more just ways of viewing the world.
As the preceding discussion reveals, I use queer less as a signifier for same-sex
sexuality, which it at times does, and more as an ontological and epistemological
alternative to dominant historical, social, cultural, political, and geographic formations—
following the critical interventions within queer theory by queer of color, queer diasporic,
and queer indigenous scholars.49 In short, queer in this project functions as a method for
deconstructing hetero- and homonormative ways of knowing. Accordingly, I echo Nikki
Sullivan, who frames queer as a methodology for “mak[ing] strange, . . . frustrat[ing], . . .
counteract[ing], . . . delegitimi[zing], [and] . . . camp[ing] up . . . heteronormative
knowledges and institutions, and the subjectivities and socialities that are (in)formed by
them and (in)form them,” and deploy the term as a verb that does something to our
understanding of the world.50 This world-making connotation aligns with José Muñoz’s
conceptualization of queer. As he so eloquently puts it, “Queerness is a structuring and
educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the
present. . . . Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an
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insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world.”51 Guided by Muñoz’s
utopian vision, my framing of queer as an analytic, as opposed to a strict subjectivity, deprivileges sexuality as the “proper object” of Queer Studies and allows us to recognize a
range of nonnormativities in dialogue with but not necessarily subordinate to gender and
sexual nonconformity.52

Orienting Toward Surprise
This project germinated from my affective response to seeing a Filipina exchange
student, Sunshine Corazon, portrayed by international recording artist Charice
Pempengco, on the hit television series Glee. I was excited to see a Filipina character on
such a popular show; however, I was particularly surprised to find her in the show’s
setting of Lima, Ohio given the paucity of Filipinas/os in this part of the country. As a
recent transplant to the Midwest from southern California, I reveled in Glee’s unwitting
affirmation of my positionality as a queer Filipino in the Midwest; but I also began to
question why this seemingly unremarkable move on the part of the show impacted me so.
As I elaborate in chapter 4, I realized that Sunshine’s presence in the heart of the US
caught my attention because it challenged my assumptions about who belongs when and
where in the nation, which have been thoroughly shaped by dominant US ideologies
concerning race, region, nation, and empire. In other words, Sunshine brought into relief
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the epigraph from Ahmed that “[b]odies stand out when they are out of place.”53
However, rather than accept a Filipina as being out of place in the Midwest and on a
prime-time TV show, I wanted to examine why this is the case.
By investigating why Filipinas/os seem so strange in America’s heartland, I
deconstruct established norms about racialized subjectivity and cultural geography to put
forth a queer Filipina/o imaginary of the Midwest-as-US. Imagining a queer, Filipina/o
America not only enables me to disarticulate what Sarita See phrases as Filipinas’/os’
“strangely shadowy existence in American culture and scholarship” wrought by US
imperial amnesia, but it also allows me to specifically theorize the contours and content
of the nation’s foremost region that embodies its cultural ideals as a project of imperial
heteropatriarchal norm-making.54 Because the Midwest figures as a region where Asians
and Asian Americans are not readily imagined to exist—take for example, The Talk host
Julie Chen’s revelation that her former boss basically intimated that Asians are out of
place in Dayton55—Asian Americans in the Midwest seem surprising, unimaginable,
unexpected,56 and anomalous.57
However, the surprise of recognizing Asian Americans in the Midwest acts as a
fissure to normative ways of mapping and thus knowing. Analyzing surprise reveals the
work that goes into making something look like a surprise; hence, surprises are not
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simply “natural” phenomena but instead signal that which undergoes some kind of
repression. As Katherine McKittrick points out in her theorization of the surprise58 of
Marie-Joseph Angélique, “the Portuguese-born slave who allegedly burned down most of
Montreal, New France, in April 1734”59 and whose existence has been systematically
disavowed by Canadian national historical narratives, surprise “opens up new inquiries”
and directs our focus to areas formerly outside our field of vision.60 Not unlike Sigmund
Freud and Jacques Lacan (whose remarks on surprise I discuss at length in chapter 4),
McKittrick’s captivation by surprise enables access to what has been made inaccessible.
To follow surprise grants a momentary encounter with the Real, places assumed to be
beyond our grasp yet constituting a part of our mental apparatus. Following surprise in
my critique of US empire in the Philippines and its imprint on the diasporic Filipina/o
body, I too find access to a real made unreal through forced repression. Surprise helps to
name the feeling of wonder in facing something that seems unfamiliar yet so familiar, to
grapple with disorientation. Moreover, attending to moments of surprise in my study of
Filipinas/os in the Midwest serves to capture and allows me to be captured by those
uncanny moments when Filipinas/os appear and disappear in the US national imaginary
as result of US imperial amnesia.
In tracing the surprise of encountering Filipinas/os in the Midwest, it becomes
clear that Filipinas/os figure as surprising because they represent an anomaly to Filipina/o
58
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US settlement. Daniel Heath Justice’s (Cherokee) translation of the Mississippian
Southeastern Indian concept of anomaly in relation to Native gender and sexual
nonnormativity proves instructive for understanding diasporic Filipina/o Midwestern
queerness. Citing anthropologist Charles Hudson, Justice writes: “Anomalies are those
beings and states of being [author’s emphasis] which fall into ‘two or more of their
categories,’ and which are ‘singled out for special symbolic values.’”61 “Neither good nor
evil, potentially helpful or harmful to established social categories and hierarchies, the
anomalous body in pre- (and sometimes post-) Christian Southeastern traditions
represents profound powers and transformative possibility. These bodies are, quite
literally, embodiments of difference.”62 Moreover, “the anomaly is absolutely essential
[author’s emphasis] to its ostensible opposite. In other words, the anomaly is constitutive
of the norm, not outside it or insignificant to it.”63 Echoing post/colonial and queer
theories, Justice’s theory of anomaly lays bare the relationality between queer and
normal, Other and self.64 Likewise, Leslie Bow uses anomaly to theorize nonwhite
nonBlack racial Others in the South, arguing that “anomaly is a productive site for
understanding the investments that underline a given system of relations; what is
unaccommodated becomes a site of contested interpretation.”65 Indicative of multiplicity,
ambiguity, and alterity, the anomalous confounds categorical rigidity without necessarily
disintegrating it.
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In the case of Filipina/o America, the historical juridico-political status of the
Philippines as “foreign in a domestic sense” resonates with Justice’s and Bow’s
conceptualization of anomaly. Racially indeterminate at the beginning of the twentieth
century vis-à-vis the US racial order, which barred Asians from entry but “allowed”
Filipinas/os to “freely” travel between colony and metropole, Filipinas/os occupied and
continue to occupy an ambivalent status in the popular imagination. As Allan Isaac points
out, this ambiguous status—shared by other island nations, including Puerto Rico and
Hawai‘i, in the aftermath of US imperialist expansion—has helped to position
Filipinas/os as liminal subjects and has contributed to their illegibility within dominant
US cultural imaginaries.66 For See, queerness aptly describes this paradoxical
post/colonial status.67 Indeed, Martin Joseph Ponce underscores “how gender and
sexuality are constitutive of US imperialism, Filipino racialization, Philippine
nationalism, and the (im)possibilities of assimilation [vis-à-vis the US].”68 Locating
Filipinas/os particularly in America’s heartland further elucidates the queerness, or
anomalous-ness, of Filipinas/os in terms of race, gender, sexuality, and citizenship with
respect to the US. As the symbol of white, heteropatriarchal, middle-class values, the
Midwest quintessentially figures as “normal” America. However, as Justice reminds us,
this norm necessarily relies on its anomalous Other to define itself.69 Hence, Filipinas/os
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in the Midwest, as one instance of anomaly, of queerness, is necessary for understanding
the Midwest as a normative geography.
While the physical presence of Filipinas/os in the Midwest may confound the
ontology of the region, their epistemological absence in relation to the nation undergirds
their categorical queerness to both geographic scales. A map of “Newly Independent
States, 1945–1973” displayed in the Indiana University’s Department of Geography
illustrates this contention. The map’s legend indicates which countries were formerly
under British (white), French (green), or “Other” (yellow) rule. I encountered this map
while wandering the halls during an Asian American Studies graduate student conference
I attended on the campus in September 2009. Every time I look at maps, I unconsciously
find myself attempting to locate the Philippines, and this was no exception. Upon finding
the Philippines, I noticed that it was unsurprisingly marked as yellow, and thus an
“Other” former colony (Figure 3). At the time, I did not think much of it; however, in
producing this dissertation, I have come to recognize this Othering moment in the
Midwest as yet another example of US imperial disavowal. While certainly coincidental,
this cartographic site of knowledge not only brings into relief the active erasure of US
empire in the Philippines but also makes palpable the Midwest’s role in maintaining this
epistemological gap.
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Figure 3: The Philippines as “Other” according to Indiana University’s Department
of Geography. Photograph by the author.

As an “Other” former colony, the Philippines not only figures as nonnormative to
post/colonial studies but also disrupts the paradigm of immigration in Asian American
Studies.70 Filipina/o American Studies scholars have articulated the particularity of US
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Filipinas/os71 based on their ambivalent status as post/colonial subjects and domesticated
Asian Americans, thus revealing the queer(ed) condition of Filipina/os in the US and in
relation to Asian America.72 For example, E. San Juan Jr. describes the
incommensurability of Filipinas/os and Filipina/o cultural production as “a ‘freak’ . . . of
historical circumstances” to stress Filipinas’/os’ unique relationship to the US in contrast
to other Asian Americans.73 Critical of contemporary “Filipino Americanism,” Dylan
Rodríguez argues that it represents a “deformed nation-building project,” wherein “the
terms of deformation . . . [act] as a conceptual shorthand for the peculiarity and historical
specificity of Filipino Americanism as an expression of allegiance with the local and
global political logics of the contemporary US nation-building project”—a project he
argues is necessarily undergirded by white supremacy and racist genocide.74 Remapping
the boundaries of the US nation-state, Isaac provides “a corollary to what [Lisa] Lowe
terms alienated citizenship” by pointing to the juridical status of Filipina/os as
“noncitizen nonaliens [author’s emphasis]” during the US colonial period (1898–1946).75
See, like Rodríguez, also terms the Filipina/o condition as “peculiar” vis-à-vis the US.76
Taken together, I argue that the terms used to describe the US/Filipina/o condition by
such scholars exudes queerness. As “freak,” “peculiar,” and “noncitizen nonalien,” as
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well as “foreign in a domestic sense,” the study of US Filipinas/os invites a queer
analysis that highlights the intimacies between race, gender, and sexuality with diaspora,
nation, and empire.
In his reading of marginal representations of Native figures in nineteenth-century
US literature, Mark Rifkin similarly argues that the conceptualization of Native-US
relations as “strange,” “peculiar,” and “special” can be read through queerness.77 That is,
the critical insights opened up by employing a queer analytic approach to deconstruct
texts illumine the ways in which raciality, coloniality, and queerness are entwined. In this
way, my deployment of queerness relies less on searching for queer identity in relation to
Filipina/o raciality and more so on underscoring the erotics of Philippine-US relations
and its impact on the Filipina/o American diaspora, an issue I specifically address when I
(re)turn to the St. Louis World’s Fair (chapter 1).78 This is not to negate the presence and
reality of queer-identified Filipinas/os, but rather, in framing Filipina/o post/colonial
raciality as a queer formation, I draw attention to the limits of racial articulation and the
multiplication of social subjectivity engendered by the US colonial project. More
specifically, in racializing Filipinas/os through Native American and African American
racializations, Filipinas/os fall outside the normative logics of Asian (i.e. “yellow”)
racialization.79 What’s more, coloniality further distances Filipinas/os from the US racial
project of Asian-ization by positing Filipinas/os as exceptional to, or rather in excess of,
77

Mark Rifkin, “Loving Oneself Like a Nation: Sovereign Selfhood and the Autoerotics of Wilderness in
Walden” (paper presentation, Minnesota Political Theory Colloquium, University of Minnesota, Twin
Cities, October 19, 2012).
78
The diplomatic ties between the Philippines and the US have often been characterized as a “special
relationship.” For an astute reading of these fraught relations, see Delmendo.
79
For more on the deployment of Native American and African American racial tropes to racialize
Filipinas/os, see, for example, Balce, “Filipino Bodies”; Delmendo; and Tapia.

27

the category “Asian,” which, during the early twentieth century, and as previously
mentioned, was tied to immigration exclusion.

Queer(er) Diasporas
In conjunction with my post/colonial critique of the US via the Midwest, I rely
upon a diasporic framework for mapping Filipina/o subjectivity in the US as it further
unsettles claims to citizenship that ultimately reinforce the power of the white
supremacist, imperialist US nation-state.80 That said, diasporic critiques tend to
conceptualize nation and diaspora on a macro-level scale, which fails to address regional
nuances and produces a homogeneous rendering of both geographies.81 Within Filipina/o
diaspora studies, the US often figures abstractly as one (major) site of the Filipina/o
diaspora, with the Philippines as (imagined) homeland. Focused case studies rooted in
places such as Honolulu,82 Daly City,83 Seattle,84 and New York City85 uncritically
interchange their particular US diasporic location and the US diaspora writ large. What’s
more, this conflation between the part and the whole unwittingly positions the coasts, and
especially the Pacific, as the center of Filipina/o America and the US Filipina/o diaspora.
By focusing on peripheral sites within the US Filipina/o diaspora, I aim to problematize
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this geo-cultural normalization. In other words, rather than suggest particular locations
within the diaspora can stand in for the diaspora itself, I am calling attention to the
flexibility of the diaspora and ultimately working to further destabilize the boundary
between homeland and diaspora by holding the places of one’s departure and arrival in
dynamic tension.86 In so doing, I proffer the notion of multiple homelands and
diasporas—sites that function as both depending on scale and orientation. Thus, in the
case of the US Filipina/o diaspora, centers like California can figure simultaneously as
diasporic in relation to the Philippines and as homeland in relation to peripheral sites
within the US—sites with considerably smaller populations—such as the Midwest and
the South.87 Not unlike Lawrence La Fountain-Stokes, who turns to diasporic Puerto
Rican cultural producers situated outside of New York City, thereby highlighting the
ways in which such artists “decenter New York as the exclusive locus of diasporic Puerto
Rican culture,” my turning to the Midwest as an alternative locus for examining
Filipina/o American cultural formations aims to decenter California as the foremost site
of Filipina/o American culture and to introduce a different way of imagining the US
Filipina/o diaspora.88
In mapping the US Filipina/o diaspora beyond California, I draw from but
reorient the work on queer diaspora by relocating to nonnormative geographic sites
within a diaspora that engender a feeling of strangeness, dislocation, and longing distinct
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from its more legible, normative sites.89 In so doing, I redefine the queer Filipina/o
diaspora as not exclusively about the lives of Filipina/o LGBTQ peoples in the US
diaspora, as Martin Manalansan’s important work does, but more expansively as a geoaffective imaginary that attends to the micro-scales of nation and diaspora in tandem with
gender and sexual nonnormativity.90 That is, queer as a critique of “the normal” can (and
should) extend beyond aspects of identity through the inclusion of other intangibles such
as geography.91 This is not to say that tracing LGBTQ experience in the diaspora is
insignificant, especially given the heteronormative logics that often undergird theories of
homeland, diaspora, and nation; rather, by conceptualizing queer diaspora as also
encompassing queerness in its most broadest definition, my formulation aims to further
trouble the boundaries of queerness, diaspora, and nation.
As such, my framing of the Midwest as a queer diasporic site within the Filipina/o
American diaspora thinks through queerness structurally. That is, I deploy queer as a
modifier to diaspora that names multi-scalar processes of social, cultural, and political
inclusion and exclusion. This discursive reframing dialogues with scholarship that reads
colonialism and racialized displacement as forms of structural violence that produce
nonnormative subjects to the state. For example, David Eng reveals how the juridical
exclusion of Asians from US entry and citizenship has historically positioned Asian
American masculinity in particular as queer to dominant (white) American masculinity.92
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Likewise, Sarita See points to the discursive maneuvers that have rendered
Filipina/o/Americans illegible to the US national imaginary—which stems from
dominant US culture’s desire to forget its imperial ontology—and thus “structurally
queer” to US domesticity.93 However, queer diasporic formations can also operate as sites
of rupture that not only unsettle the disciplinary illogics of the racial-colonial state,
especially as they materialize vis-à-vis gender and sexuality, but also that of the
post/colonial nation/homeland and the diaspora.94 By conceptualizing the Midwest as a
queer diaspora of the Filipina/o American diaspora-cum-nation, I emphasize how the
structural material realities of Filipinas/os in the interior US—namely, isolation and a
lack of critical mass—create the conditions of possibility for queer Filipina/o forms of
sociality distinct from the coasts, phenomena that will become progressively apparent
with each chapter. This revision to queer diaspora, by addressing scale and place, serves
to underscore the particularities of diasporic subjectivity and to avoid homogenizing
diasporic experience.
Though I use queer diaspora to name the Midwest as a peripheral geography in
relation to California as the center of the US Filipina/o diaspora, the term—laden as it is
with notions of globalized sexualities—nevertheless fails to accurately reflect the
structures of feeling I wish to capture.95 Hence, it functions less definitively and more
provisionally as a placeholder for naming a set of translocal and intra-national dispersals
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that exist in the shadow of dominant discursive and material geographic constructions.
Karen Tongson’s neologism dykeaspora, “a disposable counterpoint to the notion of
queer diaspora” used “to describe the translocal movements of queer female bodies
within [my emphasis] the United States,”96 exemplifies one alternative vocabulary that
“paves the way for a queer regionalism and localism.”97 By focusing on the multiple
migrations that queers of color undertake within the US, Tongson remaps the points of
origin for queer and immigrant subjectivity, while remaining attentive to the circuitous
logics of US empire.98 Nevertheless, her California centricity reinforces the Golden State
as the locus of Asian America and enjoins me to continue looking elsewhere for a
language that might better approximate the spatio-temporal affects engendered by the
Midwest for Filipina/o Americans.

Theorizing Region in Asian American and Queer Studies
My project locates Filipinas/os in the Midwest and theorizes the Midwest as a
queer diasporic geography not simply because this region is an understudied site in the
fields of Asian American and Queer Studies but also because orienting toward it reveals
important clues to the normalizing processes of US imperial-national identity. In other
words, my goal is not to present a community study but rather to call for a dramatic
epistemological shift in narrating queer, Asian America by utilizing region as a critical
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analytic as opposed to simply a contextual backdrop. As Gayatri Gopinath points out,
“Regionality can be a useful concept through which to explore the particularities of
gender and sexual logics in spaces that exist in a tangential relation to the nation, but that
are simultaneously and irreducibly marked by complex national and global processes.”99
In their assessment of the enduring role of US regionalisms, historians Edward Ayers and
Peter Onuf argue that “[t]he history of American regional identities cannot be extricated
from the development of American nationalism.”100 That is, attending to regionalism
analytically transforms how we might think about US nation-building. What’s more,
Ayers and Onuf rightfully conceptualize regional identity more expansively to promote
inclusion and to unsettle essentialist notions about a particular region.101 However, I
revise their theorization of region by foregrounding the centrality of empire in the
formation of US national identity and by emphasizing that dominant ideas about a
particular region nevertheless propagate, constructing a normative subject and culture as
quintessential to a specific place. Thus, while regions have the capacity to transcend
racial and ethnic boundaries by unifying a heterogeneous group of people vis-à-vis
geography, as Ayers and Onuf suggest, I maintain that belonging is inherently about
exclusion—to belong relies on someone or something not belonging.
Sharing Ayers and Onuf’s sentiment that regions bring a diverse set of people
together, historian Patricia Nelson Limerick advocates for scholarly attention to region
not because it erases socio-cultural differences, but because it brings them into relief.
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That is, region operates as “the key transitional category”102 between the local and the
global that grounds “the more general levels” of nation and planet.103 For Limerick, a
regional approach stitches together seemingly disparate narratives and trajectories and
specifies localized processes that shape the nation. Accordingly, attending to regional
history is not about nostalgia or staid homogeneity but about acknowledging the diversity
of the nation and its history. Focused on the US West, Limerick draws attention to the
region’s considerable Native populations and its centrality in Mexican and Asian
American histories. Despite region’s promise to lay bare processes of inclusion and
exclusion, however, she points out that it remains less significant than racial formation
amongst Ethnic Studies scholars.104 On the one hand, prioritizing race over region brings
necessary attention to race, especially given its uneven address in various regional studies
as well as the post-racial impetus in broader US culture; conversely, doing so allows
dominant ideas about race and region to remain in place. Therefore, I read the Midwest
through Filipina/o racial formation to at once problematize dominant cultural imaginaries
of the Midwest and to localize Filipina/o experience in the US so as to nuance the way
we think about race, space, and place.
While there have been studies that illumine the history of Asian in the Midwest,
few scholars grapple with the meaning of the Midwest as a place where Asian are
understood as out of place and with the underlying logic of US exceptionalism that
buttresses this dominant cultural belief. As a consequence, the nation’s interior remains
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under-examined as a site that at once maintains socio-cultural norms and yields
alternative trajectories of Asian migrations to as well as within the US. In Asian
American Studies, the field’s coastal focus, especially on the Pacific, has positioned the
Midwest as an exceptional site of study, thereby maintaining the ascendancy of the West
Coast, especially California. Whereas the logic of US exceptionalism disavows the
nation’s imperialistic underpinnings, the framing of the Midwest as exceptional to Asian
American Studies scholarship undercuts the centrality of geography in shaping the
contours and content of the field, which ends up presenting a narrow, hegemonic
understanding Asian America. That colleagues, friends, and family members not based in
the Midwest frequently ask me if there are any Asian in the Midwest illustrates the
epistemological myopias that not only continue to plague the field but also laypeople
more generally. By foregrounding the Midwest as a critical point of origin within Asian
America, other worlds emerge that invite us to remap region, nation, and diaspora.
Aligned with this sentiment, Pawan Dhingra’s introduction to the Journal of
Asian American Studies’ (JAAS) special issue on the Midwest begins to address the
significance of orienting toward the Midwest as a way to remap the field. For him, the
Midwest transforms, rather than simply adds to, Asian American Studies.105 It challenges
the field’s reliance on critical mass and reworks community formations by attending to
the translocal and transnational dimensions of Asian American socialities.106 More
importantly, facing the Midwest underscores the critical role of geography in
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contextualizing the experiences of Asians in the US.107 As Erika Lee’s essay “Asian
American Studies in the Midwest” in this special issue addresses, the Midwest’s lack of
regional critical mass requires less reliance on quantitative measures and more emphasis
on the “intellectual importance” of Asian American Studies as a body of knowledge that
complicates the Black-white US racial paradigm.108 That is, Asian Americans in the
Midwest matter not so much because they represent a considerable regional demographic
but more so because studying their experiences offers a more nuanced approach to US
racial formations and epistemic erasures, which are thoroughly spatialized.109
Building upon Dhingra’s and Lee’s insights as well as scholarship that aims to
move Asian American Studies “East of California,” as Stephen Sumida puts it,110 I
reorient the focus of attention within Asian American Studies toward what Tongson, in a
different context, refers to as the “elsewheres” eclipsed by metronormative
somewheres.111 Similar to the essays in the JAAS special issue on the Midwest, the
Midwest in my project functions “as an orienting point but is not, ultimately, about the
Midwest only”;112 rather, as indicated by the essays in All Over Map, to study region is to
study relations.113 And while engaging Asian American history and community is an
important aspect of my work, I also dialogue with broader ideas about place and region
taken up, for example, by US historians, cultural geographers, Indigenous Studies
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scholars, Queer Studies scholars, and literary studies scholars to deconstruct the social,
historical, and cultural assemblage known as the Midwest.
Particularly within US Queer Studies, region has become a critical analytic for
moving the field beyond its bicoastal focus, similar to that of Asian American Studies.114
As Jennifer Pierce notes in her introduction to Queer Twin Cities, “The notion that San
Francisco and L.A. have functioned as cities of gay salvation while the Midwest is the
place of gay suicidal despair . . . elides the rich and complex traditions of queer
organizing and sociality in the Midwest and other ‘flyover’ states.”115 However, as the
succeeding essays contained within that volume illumine, facing the Midwest is not so
much about historical recovery than it is about epistemological reorientation. Likewise,
the turn to the rural has exposed the field’s metronormative bias.116 However, such turns
away from the coasts and the urban are not met without contention. For example,
although Mary Gray cogently argues that the politics of visibility is a decidedly urban
strategy of resistance and imperative for LGBTQ subject formation that fails to cohere in
rural geographies,117 her study ambivalently suggests that while queer people may carve
out a space in the rural, (queer) people of color remain out of place in such a locale,
which further emphasizes the need to attend to the uneven relations to place for
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differentially marginalized subjects.118 While Scott Herring’s queer anti-urbanist critique
also leads me to question the viability of rural geographies for (queer) people of color, his
work still remains important in its catalog of studies that focus on LGBTQ people in the
Midwest and the South and for its theorization of non-urban queer geographies. By
shifting the gaze away from New York and toward that which is derided as “country . . .
backwater, boondocks . . . flyover country . . . Butt-Fuck Egypt,”119 he brings attention to
the fact “that queer folks in places such as North Carolina and Idaho do—have known for
some time—that somewhere things are different than the Big Apple.”120 In doing so, he
pushes at the limit of queer theory’s charge to trouble the normal and holds it accountable
to its critical utility. Rather than simply introducing the Midwest as an addendum to
coastal metropolises, I follow such turns toward the nation’s abject geographies to
continue troubling the linear progress narrative of interior-to-coastal, rural-to-urban
migrations often constitutive of queer subjectivity.
To be sure, “Heartland of Empire” is not simply about what is between the US
coasts but rather what lies beyond them; in looking past California and New York, other
imaginaries materialize. Rather than conceptualize queer diasporic subjects as between
nations, Jigna Desai and Joe Ponce both present beyond as a cartographic framework for
that which exceeds the boundaries of nation, heteronormativity, and disciplinarity.121 For
them, diasporic culture figures as a hybrid, transnational formation that exists in its own
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right and cannot be reduced to any one particular national culture. Translating such a
conceptualization intra-nationally, I proffer the Midwest as a diasporic geography of
California—metonym for the Filipina/o American diaspora-cum-nation—in addition to
the US and Philippines, to instantiate what lies beyond the normative and to gesture
toward what See refers to as a “queer horizon.”122 While the sites I engage are
geographically situated between the West and the East Coasts, they are more than
intermediary zones. Contesting the popular view of the Midwest as “flyover” states
halfway between more interesting destination points along the US coasts, I maintain that
while some of my sites may seem peripheral, they are in no way unimportant. The fact
that Filipinas/os both at the turn of the twentieth century and at the beginning of the
twenty-first century remain aberrant123 to dominant conceptualizations of the Midwest,
despite their pronounced visibility and necessary dialectical ontology, as the succeeding
chapters will show, demonstrates the simultaneous peculiarity and possibility for
locating124 Filipinas/os beyond the US coasts.125

Cartographies of the Other Filipina/o America
If California materially and figuratively represents the locus of Asian and
Filipina/o America within both dominant Asian and Filipina/o American and US
imaginaries, then my shifting the focus of the Filipina/o diaspora to the US nation’s
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interior serves to map an alternative imaginary that at once queers normative ideas about
race, space, and place but also brings queerness to the fore of racialized spatialities. Put
differently, “Heartland of Empire” renders legible the Other Filipina/o America. As
suggested by the overlapping aforementioned theoretical conversations, the Midwest as
the Other Filipina/o America figures less as a physical location than it does as a geotemporal affect. In this way, my conceptualization of America’s heartland as the
heartland of US empire aligns with the epigraph from Limerick that “regions are much
more the creations of human thought and behavior than they are the products of
nature.”126 Furthermore, such a discursive formation informs my methodological
approach, which draws inspiration from feminist and queer scholars and novelists who all
engage cultural phenomena affectively, idiosyncratically, and circuitously.127 Rather than
regard temporality and spatiality as discrete and linear, such writers demonstrate the ways
in which time and space bend around one another, allowing us to pause upon particular
moments that give clarity to other points in spacetime that were or are yet to come.128
For example, Tongson begins Relocations with the iconic image of the cloverleaf
freeway interchanges that link together southern California’s suburbs. As part of the built
environment but also as metaphor for momentarily bringing disparate suburbanites in
close proximity to one another, the cloverleaf interchange serves as a symbolic means to
render legible the queer of color suburban imaginaries she traces throughout her book. In
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other words, the architectural structure of the cloverleaf interchange—with cars merging
in timed sequence, coming together only to come apart and head in different directions—
illustrates how she weaves her chapters together. In exposing what lies “behind the
Orange Curtain,” Tongson further clarifies this methodology as she transposes Dianne
Chisholm’s concept of constellation to the queer diasporic suburban context of
California’s Orange County to map the “traces of scattered radiance, sometimes
manufactured, at other times accidental, to find a shape that may not make itself apparent
upon first glance or first listen [author’s emphasis].”129 Attuned to the fissures present in
dominant culture, she alerts us to the “other aesthetic and political narratives as well as
possibilities” embedded in “seemingly normative, mainstream recreational environments
and soundscapes.”130 Although writing in reference to southern California’s theme parks
in this particular instance, Tongson’s broader queer of color suburban imaginary
resonates with the visual and sonic forms of entertainment I analyze with respect to
Lonnie Carter’s The Romance of Magno Rubio (chapter 3) and Glee (chapter 4).
In Another Country, Herring proffers a critical anti-urbanism that “ha[s] no desire
to take the place of urban space” so as to critique the metronormative bias within Queer
Studies but to also remain cautious against advocating for a non-metropolitanism that
reinforces white supremacy and homonormativity.131 Similarly, my turn to the Midwest
as a critical point of origin for Asian American Studies functions not to replace California
as the locus of Asian and Filipina/o America with America’s heartland but rather to lay
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bare the geographic hegemony that undergirds much of the field’s scholarship and to call
for new paradigms and methodologies for doing Asian American Studies. While offering
a reparative reading of the rural, Herring is careful not to cast it as a pastoral refuge from
the urban—a spatial imaginary venerated by several queer apologists, yet also one
shunned as over-populated by racial and classed Others.132 Like Herring, I wrestle with
the importance of spaces and places overlooked by the dominant discourse of liberatory
epistemologies but also acknowledge that such spaces and places are not without fraught
tensions for multiply minoritized subjects.
In addition to Herring’s critical approach to anti-urbanism, his conceptualization
of the geographies he engages further echoes my approach to mapping the queer
Filipina/o Midwestern diaspora. Given the amorphous quality of the rural and the urban,
Herring approaches these geographic designations less as physical sites—which he agrees
they are—than as “performative”133 and “social spaces.”134 That is, rural/urban spaces
refer less to actual locations than imagined places cast in opposition to one another.
However, as he demonstrates, the rural and the urban exist in dialectical tension; and as
the urban’s Other, the rural functions as a key critical site for uncovering compulsory
metronormativity. Similarly, while each of my chapters travel to particular geographic
locations in the Midwest—from St. Louis; to Champaign–Urbana; to Kalamazoo; to Iowa
City; to Wichita; to Chicago; to Minneapolis; to Lima; to Akron; and to Westerville—
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collectively they cite more than just a physical site; instead, they reveal a figurative map
of cultural imaginaries that construct the Midwest in variegated ways. Such a discursive
move aligns with Herring’s “paper cut politics”—minor annoyances that may do little
damage on their own but can effect social, cultural, and political transformations as “an
aggregate”—since the examples I raise build upon one another and progressively work to
undercut the normative beliefs espoused by Asian and non-Asian Americans that Asians
are practically non-existent in this part of the country.135 For me, proffering what I call
the queer Filipina/o Midwestern diaspora acts as a performative gesture for bringing into
being a critical Asian American site that has not always been recognized as specifically
Midwestern.
From world’s fairs to literature, to theater, and to television, my interdisciplinary
cartography of the Other Filipina/o America emphasizes unexpected connections and the
performative work of artist and critic that together re-shape the meaning of queer,
diaspora, Filipina/o, and the Midwest. “The promise of interdisciplinary scholarship,”
writes Sara Ahmed, “is that the failure to return texts to their histories will do
something.”136 Echoing this sentiment, Katherine McKittrick reveals how an
intersectional, interdisciplinary approach can transform disciplinary knowledges and
yield new insights to established paradigms.137 In bringing together “black studies,
human geography, and black feminism,” for example, she “illustrate[s] the ways in which
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human geographies are, as a result of connections, made alterable.”138 That is, an
attentiveness to the influence of race, gender, sexuality, space, and place on one
another—objects of analysis often confined to singular disciplinary formations—can
change how we think about such discursive and material entities. For Gayatri Gopinath,
uncovering alternative relationalities “in the most unlikely of places” through a
“scavenger methodology” enables her to latch onto flickering moments in various texts
that seem relatively unimportant or marginal yet reveal interconnected logics at work.139
Building upon such intellectual interventions, I weave together seemingly disparate fields
of knowledge and multiple textual genres to cast in a different light that which is often
hidden in plain sight.
In terms of my interpretive framework, I draw upon psychoanalysis,
deconstruction, and queer diasporic reading as they challenge normative ways of
knowing. By illuminating the racial-sexual dynamics of colonial ambivalence and
exploring the various dimensions of “complex personhood,” psychoanalysis helps make
sense of US imperial amnesia and diasporic Filipina/o subject formation.140 As David
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Eng avers, “To bring the discourse of psychoanalysis to the field of Asian American
Studies is to consider explicitly questions of sexuality and gender as they impact the
formation of Asian American male subjectivity. . . . [P]sychoanalysis provides a set of
critical paradigms that helps us to understand not only the multiple ways in which sexual
and racial difference intersect to configure the Asian American male psyche but also the
significant material effects of these productions.”141 Given the uneven gendered
migration of Filipinas/os in the US during the colonial period, Eng’s insights prove
instructive for drawing out the centrality of gender and sexuality in the cultures of US
imperialism. For Sarita See, Freudian psychoanalysis offers not only a language to
articulate the split subjectivity of diasporic Filipinas/os, but it also exposes the
epistemological limits of language itself.142 On the other hand, she Filipinizes Freud by
reading him through Filipina/o cultural production, thereby challenging the authority
scholars have bestowed upon his work. Such an analytical move shares with Joe Ponce’s
deconstructive approach to diasporic Filipina/o literature. According to Ponce, “a more
deconstructive approach to colonial and racial discourse . . . exhumes and examines the
ways that the figure [author’s emphasis] of the ‘Filipino’ or ‘Filipina’ emerges at specific
historical moments through the production of hierarchical difference.”143 Through
deconstruction, the normalizing processes of US imperial subjection become unearthed.
Hence, I employ such a reading practice to reveal the disciplinary logics that enable key
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Filipina/o Midwestern figures to materialize in US national culture—namely, the Igorot
“dogeater,” the pensionada/o-cum-exile, the farm worker, and the gleeful entertainer.
Queer diasporic reading similarly exploits ambivalence and challenges the boundaries of
normativity by “juxtapos[ing] what appear to be disparate texts that traces the crosspollination between the various sites of nonnormative desires that emerge within them”144
and allowing access to “alternative relationalities, intimacies, and solidarities forged
outside of state-sanctioned heterosexuality and its ideological enforcement through
familial discipline.”145 As opposed to reinforcing orthodox analyses, such against-thegrain interpretive modes generate more nuanced ways of imagining sociality.

Itineraries: Rearticulating the Midwest as the Heartland of US Empire
To begin re-imagining the Midwest as an integral site of US empire, chapter 1,
“(Re)turning to St. Louis: The Queer Erotics of ‘The Dogeater,’” turns to St. Louis and
returns to the primal scene of Filipina/o imperialist subjection in the US—the 1904 St.
Louis World’s Fair—by close reading an award-winning, yet obscure, text, “The
Dogeater” (1987). Whereas Jessica Hagedorn’s novel Dogeaters (1990) has garnered
considerable attention within literary and Asian American Studies—without necessarily
associating the racial epithet “dogeater” with the display of Filipinas/os in St. Louis at the
turn of the century—“The Dogeater” has not received critical attention—despite its
explicit focus on Filipinas/os at the Fair. Authored by Jesse Lee Kercheval, a Wisconsin-
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based writer, this short story reworks dominant understandings of the colonial encounter
between white, Victorian Americans and “savage” Filipinas/os by envisioning the
afterlife of the Fair. Rather than reproduce the dehumanizing spectacle of brown bodies
displayed for US consumption, this work of fiction humanizes the lives of Igorot people
by depicting the interiority of an elderly Igorot man, who was displayed at the Fair as a
young boy but now lives in New Orleans, and by suggesting that his particular story is
actually a universal one. However, I also read its connecting the present with the past
through the Fair as indicative of how the colonial relationship between the Philippines
and the US is paradoxically one of repulsive attraction.
While the highly popular Philippine Exhibit at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair
played a central role in positioning Filipina/o culture as deviant to US standards of
civilization, I argue that white American fairgoers’ particular fascination with some
Filipinas’/os’ eating of dog flesh and the widespread sensational reportage, which
together engendered the figure of the Filipina/o as “dogeater” in US national memory,
and from which Kercheval’s short story draws inspiration, reveals how erotics necessarily
undergirds the post/colonial relations between the Philippines and the US.146
Conceptualizing the Fair as a space of cross-racial attraction between the American
imperial self and the Filipina/o colonial Other in this way not only illustrates the
nonnormative intimacies of empire but also how empire was made palpable for those on
the mainland interior. And this contrapuntal reading of the Fair re-centers the Midwest
via St. Louis as a queer critical point of origin for Filipina/o America.
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In contradistinction to the “primitive” Filipina/o body displayed in St. Louis,
chapter 2, “‘How did you live through the winter?’ Loneliness, Longing, and Loss in
Bienvenido Santos’s Exile Literature,” features the figure of the pensionada/o—a term
that refers to both colonial government–sponsored and self-supporting Philippine
scholars—to critique the US’s efforts to promote civilization through education. Through
the postwar and late twentieth-century writings of distinguished Filipino/American author
Bienvenido Santos, who first traveled to the US as a self-supporting pensionado and
attended the University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign and whose fiction largely
depicts the experiences of pensionadas/os and other early twentieth-century Filipina/o
migrants “East of California,” I argue that regional geographies have been an
understudied dimension of diasporic Filipina/o literature and, by extension, experience.
While scholars have addressed the themes of exile and homoeroticism in Santos’s
work, less attention has been paid to the specific places that engender such structures of
feeling.147 Addressing this lacuna in critical analyses of Santos’s oeuvre, I contend that
his imagery of the Midwest as snowy and largely absent of Filipinas/os in his most
famous collection of short stories Scent of Apples (1979), in his novel The Man Who
(Thought He) Looked Like Robert Taylor (1983), and in his memoir Memory’s Fictions
(1993) especially dramatizes the queer forms of kinship found in these stories and in the
peripheries of the Filipina/o American diaspora more broadly. To further support this
argument, I connect Santos’s literature to his personal experiences in Illinois as a
pensionado during the early 1940s, in Iowa as a writing fellow during the late 1950s and
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1960s, and in Kansas as an exile of the Marcos dictatorship, and where he found himself
as a creative writing professor, during the 1970s and 1980s. By attending to the heartland
in Santos’s fiction and reality, I complicate conventional figurations of the Filipina/o
pensionada/o-cum-exile and underscore the significance of space and place for
understanding diasporic Filipina/o nonnormativity.
Whereas the first two chapters reflect on the era of formal US colonialism in the
Philippines (1898–1946), the last two chapters offer twenty-first-century re-visions of
twentieth-century colonial intimacies to highlight the ongoing effects of US empire on
Filipina/o subjectivity. Chapter 3, “Magno Rubio’s Queer Romances: Homosociality,
Homoeroticism, and the Midwestern Spectatorial Gaze,” presents a translocal analysis of
renowned Filipino/American author Carlos Bulosan’s short story “The Romance of
Magno Rubio” (1979)148 and its eponymous stage adaptation by Twin Cities–based Mu
Performing Arts in September 2009. While the plot centers on the interracial heterosexual
desires of an illiterate Filipino pea picker toiling in the fields of 1930s California, I focus
on the play’s staging of male homosocial intimacy—from the all-male cast’s living
together in one room, to their dancing and singing with each other, and to their
performing in silhouetted drag—to illustrate how Filipino men’s racialization hinges on
nonnormative forms of masculinity. In so doing, I expand Allan Isaac’s analysis of
Bulosan’s more famous work America Is in the Heart (1946) to Bulosan’s other writings.
Drawing upon my observations of Mu’s production, I rework the figure of the Filipino
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farm worker celebrated in Asian American history for his persistence in the face of
racism and labor exploitation by queering his socio-geo-temporal ontology.
Not unlike the “hurt men” of Santos’s exile literature, Bulosan’s rendering of
diasporic Filipino masculinity as well as Mu’s choreography unwittingly lay bare the
queer intimacies between Filipino laborers barred from white hetero-domesticity.
However, as I argue in the previous chapter and continue to argue in this chapter, the
isolating geographies that both authors select—for example, 1940s rural Michigan by the
former and 1930s rural California by the latter—particularly bring into relief the
alternative forms of Filipino (homo)sociality engendered by US empire. What’s more,
whereas most historical narratives locate the heroic figure of the Filipino farm worker on
the West Coast, including Bulosan’s, my chapter (re)locates him in the Midwest by not
only attending to the play’s site of production in early twenty-first-century Minneapolis
but by also linking the early twentieth-century history of Filipino agricultural laborers in
Minnesota with the region’s agricultural roots. Such discursive moves aim to play with
stable notions of time, space, and place by bringing the past into the present and by
shifting the conversation concerning brown laboring bodies away from the nation’s
geographic margin and toward its geographic center.
Chapter 4, “What Are Filipinas/os Doing in Lima, Ohio? Queer Filipina/o
Materializations on Glee,” travels to Ohio—a state that has been idealized as
quintessentially Middle American, and thus Midwestern—only to find Filipinas/os
singing and dancing. Using the popular musical television dramedy Glee as a final case in
point to illustrate how Filipinas/os in the Midwest simultaneously unsettle the myth of the
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region as devoid of racial and sexual diversity and the geography of the Filipina/o
American diaspora as practically non-existent beyond the West Coast, I connect the
casting of actors of Filipina/o descent—in particular, Kent Avenido, Charice Pempengco,
and Darren Criss—during its first two seasons to the anthropological display of Filipina/o
“natives” at the St. Louis World’s Fair a little over a century ago to underscore how the
US desires rather than rejects the gendered and sexualized Filipina/o performing body.
Although Filipinas/os on the show may initially seem surprising and strange, their
presence at a high school named after McKinley—responsible for sanctioning the
occupation of the Philippines—and in his home state, no less, fittingly demonstrates the
ironies of US empire. Thus, I argue that Glee’s showcasing of the figure of the Filipina/o
entertainer, in this case the “triple threat” (i.e. actor, singer, dancer), unintentionally
stages the return of the colonial Filipina/o subject repressed within the dominant US
imaginary. However, that the characters portrayed by actors of Filipina/o descent are not
all racialized as Filipina/o on the show reveals the enduring power of US imperial
amnesia. Nevertheless, as embodiments of the US’s return of the colonial repressed, these
characters’/actors’ uncanniness disrupts the fiction of post-raciality—a contemporary
manifestation of the discursive gymnastics exposed throughout the other three chapters
that have made Filipinas/os in the US, and especially in the Midwest, out of place and
thus queer.
In the coda, “Filipinas/os Are Everywhere in Nowhere,” I continue my analysis of
Glee by addressing the casting of American Idol season eleven runner-up Jessica
Sanchez, a Mexipina American recording artist who plays rival glee club lead Frida
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Romero in the fourth season, and revisit Edith, which I used to open this dissertation, to
reveal the abundance of cultural examples that place Filipinas/os in the Midwest. I end in
this way to underscore how developing an acute awareness of the history and
contemporary reality of Filipinas/os in the Midwest creates the space for alternative
imaginaries to thrive. Rather than being definitive of all there is to say about what I have
conceptualized as the queer Filipina/o Midwest, my conclusion suggests that this
dissertation actually opens the possibility to recognize US empire in America’s heartland
ad infinitum.
Even though the five case studies I present could figure as their own independent
research projects, I make the case that in analyzing them together, particular instances of
Filipinas/os in the Midwest become viewed as less of an exception and instead as part of
a larger web of US imperial circuits hidden in plain sight. However, as each chapter
makes apparent, the meanings of the Midwest and Filipina/o-ness change over time and
across spaces and places. Thus, by tracing a genealogy of queer Filipina/o Midwestern
figures that renders Filipinas/os legible in the nation’s geographic interior, and, by
extension, its cultural imaginary, I construct alternative views of America’s heartland as
well as the California-centric Filipina/o American diaspora that avoid homogenizing
regional and racial ontologies to ultimately make accessible queer horizons obstructed by
the confines of normativity.
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CHAPTER 1
(RE)TURNING TO ST. LOUIS:
THE QUEER EROTICS OF “THE DOGEATER”

[H]istories in and of themselves are not necessarily
“positive” or “negative,” but rather what is more crucial is
understanding and unpacking the ideologies and resulting
everyday practices that are often entangled with particular
histories and discourse.
—Kale Bantigue Fajardo1

In dogeating, the dogeater is named and located, othered as
the individual is transformed into belonging to a mass of
people. A nation is interpellated under the rubric of
savagery. The practitioner is racialized, denoted as a mass,
exceptionalized and naturalized as possessing an appetite
for dogmeat; consequently, a nation is marginalized and
disenfranchized [sic] in this Western production of
knowledge. This production of knowledge is also tied to a
sexualization yearned for and produced and to an
emasculation of practices of the colonized.
—Rolando B. Tolentino2

In 1987, the University of Missouri Press published The Dogeater: a collection of
short stories authored by Wisconsin-based fiction writer Jesse Lee Kercheval and winner
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of the 1986 Associated Writing Programs (AWP) Award in Short Fiction.3 Comprised of
eight unrelated stories, the collection ends with the title story “The Dogeater.” Set in New
Orleans in 1981, the story opens with a fictional newspaper article from the TimesPicayune:
Man Eats Dog [author’s italics]
John Santioc of 1415 Bonaparte was charged Wednesday with the theft of
a domestic canine. Mrs. Jackson R. Humphrey, who swore out the complaint, told
police that she believed Santioc ate the dog. No date for a hearing has been set.4
Titled after John (pronounced “Yon”) Santioc, the story’s protagonist, “The Dogeater”
(re)turns us to the history of Filipinas/os on display for (white) Americans at the
Louisiana Purchase Exposition staged in St. Louis, Missouri in 1904, less than two years
after President Theodore Roosevelt had declared the end of the Philippine-American
War, despite ongoing battles well into the 1910s.5 In so doing, the story not only recalls a
popular moment in US history but also reveals a lasting image of one of the Fair’s most
spectacular exhibits: the Philippine Reservation featuring the Igorot—a term that
collectively refers to the indigenous highland ethnic groups of northern Luzon,
Philippines—whose semi-nudity and appetite for dog meat both disgusted and attracted
fairgoers.6
Featuring over 1,000 ethno-regional Filipina/o “types”—designed to showcase the
linear racial progress narrative from savagery to civilization and to elicit the
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securitization of the latter through US imperial tutelage—the Fair represents an “open
wound” for Filipinas/os, especially those in the US diaspora, that makes palpable the
violences of US expansion at the turn of the twentieth century.7 Accordingly, it figures as
the primal scene of Filipina/o imperialist subjection in the US.8 As a person of Filipino
descent living in the Midwest, however, this event and the story it inspired Kercheval to
write activate emotions in me that are particularly bound to geography. In desiring to
revisit the historical legacy of the Fair vis-à-vis “The Dogeater,” my proximity to St.
Louis as a Minneapolitan allowed me to easily make a trip to visit the archives housed at
the Missouri History Museum, Washington University, and St. Louis University and to
walk the grounds that once housed the Fair and the Philippine Reservation—a pilgrimage
that I would have been less likely to undertake had I still been living in San Diego. Being
“there” in St. Louis relieved my sense of non-belonging as a transplanted Filipina/o living
“here” in the Upper Midwest. The ghostly presence of Filipinas/os found in the St. Louis
archives as well as in the architectural remains (or lack thereof) of Forest Park9 and
covered over by Wydown Middle School10 clarified for me the rooted-ness of Filipinas/os
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in the interior US.11 Imagining what it must have been like for the Filipinas/os brought to
the Fair to be in a foreign land and to encounter unfamiliar people resonated with me,
though clearly under different circumstances. For displayed Filipinas/os, the US’s
occupation of the Philippines facilitated their arrival in St. Louis; for me, it was my
attempt to make sense and reckon with the vestiges of US empire.
Engaging the afterlife of the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair that “The Dogeater”
invokes, this chapter locates early twentieth-century St. Louis within the cultural
economy of the Midwest by examining the Louisiana Purchase Exposition and its popular
Philippine Exhibit. By (re)turning to this Midwestern site, I show how Filipinas/os have
not always been viewed as “out of place” but rather as central to the cultural historical
formation of the Midwest in particular as well as the US’s national identity more
generally. Through Kercheval’s story, the historical presence of Filipinas/os in the
nation’s interior becomes less illegible and the figure of the Filipina/o as dogeater
emerges as a dominant trope for imagining Filipinas/os in the US diaspora. While
Kercheval is less interested in the question of US empire in the Philippines and more
concerned with presenting a universal, humanistic story of loss and reconciliation
mediated through a particular subject who happens to be an Igorot displayed at the Fair,
she nevertheless provides an entry point that orients us toward the erotics, intimacies, and
attractions of US empire.
For most scholars, the sensational media attention afforded to Igorot dogeating
and semi-nudity during the period especially serves as fodder for critiques of the Fair as
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an expression of US imperialistic might.12 By framing the Fair as an exercise of US
colonial power, such scholars tend to emphasize the Fair’s discursive role in separating
“Filipina/o” from “American,” and hence “savage” from “civilized,” “nonwhite” from
“white,” “colonized” from “colonizer,” and “queer” from “normative.” In so doing,
distance becomes the dominant discourse for articulating the experiences of Filipinas/os
at the Fair and within the US more broadly, thereby overshadowing the Fair’s role in also
fostering a range of nonnormative intimacies. Hence, while most scholarship on the Fair
emphasizes its dehumanizing, othering, and thus dividing qualities, my close reading of
Kercheval’s historical fiction mines for those moments of intimate encounter that blur the
boundaries between self and Other in order to re-imagine queerness, Filipina/o-ness, and
Americanness. Such an approach, inspired by the epigraph citing cultural anthropologist
Kale Fajardo’s engagement with the materiality of the Manila-Acapulco galleon trade,
aims to depart from understanding representations of Filipinas/os at the Fair as simply
either “good” or “bad.” This conceptual departure allows me to read Kercheval’s use of
the derogatory term dogeater less as a rhetorical strategy that mirrors barkers outside Fair
attractions, hooking readers to proceed with their curiosity, and more as a site of
possibility that attracts readers to engage the actual history of “the dogeater”—that is, the
migration history of Filipinas/os to the US via the Fair.
Moving beyond the Fair’s imperialist logics of objectification, order, and
distance, I open up a space for us to attend to the range of intimacies and attractions
between displayed Filipinas/os and their audiences, who range from fairgoers to non-
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attending consumers of Fair narratives during the early twentieth century to
contemporary viewers and readers of the Fair’s history. Following Lisa Lowe, intimacies
not only point to “spatial proximity or adjacent connection”13—most often attributed to
“conjugal and familial relations in the bourgeois home”14—but also to “the volatile
contacts of colonized peoples”;15 and by attending to such moments of encounter between
differently positioned subjects, we can begin to unsettle the contradictory modes of
production that distance the so-called modern from the primitive. Such an
epistemological shift reframes the Fair and its popular shadow, the Philippine Exposition,
from being primarily understood as cheap amusements that bolster US colonial power to
becoming sites of attraction that play out unstable colonial fantasies and desires.
Primarily drawing upon Kercheval’s “The Dogeater,” this chapter presents an alternative
narrative of the 1904 St. Louis World Fair that humanizes, or reanimates, the Filipina/o
as dogeater and positions the interior US as central to US imperial formations.16 In
representing Filipinas/os as more than just dogeaters and as instead also capable of
emotional response, I argue that Kercheval queers the racial-imperial discourse of the
Fair by replacing the logic of division, separation, and alienation with inclusion,
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attraction, and compassion. Accordingly, her story operates as a queer narrative: queer in
the sense that it fails to conform to normative framings of the Fair as purely
dehumanizing for racial-colonial subjects, and queer in the sense that it allows for
nonnormative forms of sexual encounter.
(Re)turning to the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, I emphasize how the highly
popular Philippine Exhibit17 not only played an important disciplinary role in positioning
Filipina/o bodies as deviant to US liberalism and thus in need of US tutelage, but it also
allowed the American public to intimately encounter the Filipina/o Other, thereby
engendering an ambivalent attitude toward US’s recently acquired colonial subjects—one
that cast them as “uncivilized” yet also highly desirable. And while some Igorot willingly
agreed to participate in the Exhibit in the pursuit of their own adventures, the uneven
colonial and racial dynamics between the US and the Philippines certainly circumscribed
the terms of their travel.18 In this way, the Fair’s racist and imperialist underpinnings
simultaneously blurred and reinforced the colonial boundaries between Filipinas/os and
Americans. By foregrounding the erotics of the Fair’s exhibition of “primitive”
Filipinas/os, and which Kercheval’s “The Dogeater” invokes, I locate desire, pleasure,
and possibility in such dehumanizing representations and argue that Filipinas/os are not
simply racial-colonized subjects of the US but queer(ed) ones as well. That is, Filipina/o
racial difference is mediated through gender and sexual nonnormativity—from arousing
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viewers’ interracial and homoerotic desires in seeing brown, naked bodies in contrast to
their own white, clothed bodies to titillating oglers wanting to witness first-hand the
practice of Igorot dogeating contrary to their own notions of proper food consumption.
As the physical representation of US expansion abroad, the Igorot dogeater
clarifies empire as not simply about geographic and economic expansion but also about
pleasure and desire. For fairgoers, the desire to see the bounty of American empire in the
Philippines at once reveals the desire of the self and the desire for the Other. Put
differently, the Filipina/o body on display excited fairgoers in its cultural deviance from
white Victorian propriety at the same time that it affirmed the moral superiority of the
US. What’s more, despite their disgust toward the idea of humans consuming “man’s best
friend,” fairgoers often desired to witness this act.19 Igorot dogeating transformed from
ritual to spectacle, reflecting the pleasure of white fairgoers toward their brown Other and
the expectation to perform on the part of the Igorot to satisfy white spectators’ desires. In
this way, I position the dogeater as a figure from whom we can learn the ambivalent
dynamics of US imperialism.20 Moreover, as an example of early twentieth-century US
popular culture, the Philippine Exposition brings into relief the appeal of Filipina/o
bodies for the US viewing public. For a moment, Filipinas/os in St. Louis were central to
the discussion of US national culture; however, that history has been largely left in the
past. Perhaps, this silence exemplifies on the part of dominant US culture the disavowal
of the US as an empire and on the part of Asian American Studies the inheritance of such
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a disavowal as well as the discursive framing of the Midwest as authentically “American”
and thus not accessible for Asian/Americans to claim a sense of belonging.21
By reading “The Dogeater” with a queer Filipina/o Midwestern sensibility, I
reveal how St. Louis functions as a critical imperial geography that has forged intimate
connections between the American self and its Filipina/o Other, how the Fair and its
afterlife not only involved racial-colonial melancholia but also fecund jouissance, and
how the legacy of the Fair continues to haunt the Filipina/o post/colonial condition. To
illustrate these points, I begin with an invitation to re-imagine St. Louis queerly. Then, I
discuss how psychoanalysis, post/colonial theory, and queer theory influence my
interpretation of the Fair as well as my close reading and analysis of Kercheval’s short
story. Next, I provide a synopsis of the story itself, followed by a series of close readings
that juxtaposes this work of fiction against the experience, memory, and history of the
Fair. Drawing from official Fair publicity, newspaper articles from 1904, and fairgoers’
diaries as well as US popular culture and Filipina/o/American cultural productions that
link dogeating with Asianness in general and with Filipina/o-ness in particular, I
subsequently trace a genealogy of the figure of the Filipina/o as dogeater that ultimately
brings to bear on Kercheval’s short story and links the past with its late twentieth-century
present. To close the chapter, I discuss what Kercheval’s story bequeaths us, and I return
to the site of the Fair to contemplate the possibilities for a queer Filipina/o Midwestern
imaginary—one that geographically reorients our current vision, refuses discipline, and
celebrates the erotic.
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Queering St. Louis
As the primal site of US imperialist subjection of the Filipina/o within the US
nation-state proper, St. Louis serves as a fitting staring point for my queer Filipina/o
cartography of the Midwest. By (re)framing the so-called Gateway to the West as an
integral geography of the Filipina/o diaspora, I perform a queer spatial analysis that
unsettles the normative contours of the Midwest and Asian America. However, this
geographically central port city itself figures queerly in relation to the dominant cultural
imaginary of the heartland. Unlike other cities in the region, “St. Louis remains
particularly ambiguous” with respect to the Midwestern label.22 As part of the “southern
fringe”23 of the Midwest, as cultural geographer James Shortridge puts it, Missouri
figures as more peripheral to cultural imaginaries of the Midwest; “[it] has been
described as being technically aligned with the North but emotionally Southern,” with
“the continual denial of a dominant cultural role for its cities” particularly demonstrating
the state’s “Southern allegiance.”24 “Both Kansas City and St. Louis are pictured as
anomalies: . . . It was Republican and wet during the 1920s, having been heavily
influenced by German immigrants; and it was consistently seen as too graceful and
urbane to be representative of the ‘real’ Missouri.”25 Moreover, its French history and
early industrial character due to the Mississippi River enabled St. Louis to become more
established at the same time new settlements were beginning to develop in other parts of
the Midwest region, thereby further contributing to St. Louis’s exclusion from dominant
22
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cultural imaginaries of the Midwest. Nevertheless, I position St. Louis as part of the
Midwest because of its geographic location, and its historical and contemporary
anomalous status as Midwestern appropriately serves to queer conventional ideas about
the Midwest—a central objective of this dissertation.26
At the turn of the twentieth century, however, St. Louis did, to an extent, conform
to typical characteristics defining the Midwest region. According to Shortridge, between
1902 and 1912, “the [Middle West] regional label took wing . . . and was applied with
increasing frequency to both the Old Northwest [the northern Ohio Valley region] and the
New Northwest [Minnesota and the Dakotas] in addition to the central-plains hearth,”27
and “[p]astoralism, maturity, and the national core” represented three main characteristics
dominating the national imaginary of the early twentieth century.28 Defined in opposition
to the “old” East and the “youthful” West, the Middle West exemplified maturity. That is,
the Midwest shed its youthful qualities after the economic depression of the 1890s and
accepted the next stage in the “human life cycle”: maturity.29 Coinciding with Frederick
Jackson Turner’s “frontier thesis,” the closure of the frontier, a symbol of youthfulness
and by extension “recklessness, selfishness, and radicalism,” also helped to facilitate the
Midwest, as near West or older West, transition from youth to young adult.30 As
Shortridge notes, “the Middle West [of the early twenty century] was the land of the here
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and now, with growing importance in industry and agriculture; the East was in decline.”31
In line with Shortridge’s discussion of attaching the theme of maturity to the Middle
West, St. Louis and its World’s Fair at the turn of the twentieth century embodied this
sense of maturity in its desire to be seen as a “world-class city.”32 Although Chicago
figured centrally as the promise of the Midwest’s stability and economic prosperity,33 St.
Louis’s bid to host the Louisiana Purchase Exposition shows how civic boosters desired
to “keep up with its competitor and larger northern neighbor Chicago.”34 As cultural
historian James Gilbert points out, “[d]epicting St. Louis as a thriving economic and
cultural center was as much a part of the planning and execution of the Fair as any other
element.”35 Within the context of turn-of-the-century America, with its lament of the
frontier’s closure but also with its hope in future progress, the 1904 St. Louis World’s
Fair was not unlike its Midwest counterparts, Chicago and Omaha, who had recently held
their own expositions.
And yet, the St. Louis Fair proved exceptional, rather than ordinary, with respect
to its large-scale display of the US’s newest colonial possession, the Philippines. As I
shall demonstrate, while the Fair certainly emphasized hierarchical order and social
difference, it also unexpectedly accelerated intimate relations between the American self
and its colonial Other. The Fair allowed the American public to intimately encounter in
the flesh the Filipina/o Other, capitalizing on the ambivalent preoccupation with the
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Philippines since 1898 when the US entered into war with Spain. “[O]ccupying 47 acres
of rolling woodland,” the Philippine Exposition was advertised as the “largest exhibit at
the Fair”;36 and yet, this represented roughly only four percent of the entire fairgrounds,
which encompassed 1240 acres (or a little under two square miles).37 Nevertheless, the
popular Philippine Reservation garnered considerable attention by Fair planners,
fairgoers, concessionaires, and the local and national press. Beyond its symbolic value as
a testament of US domination over the Philippines but also as the meeting ground
between the American self and the Filipina/o Other, however, the Philippine Reservation
physically enabled diverse subjects to intimately encounter one another. In this way, I
revisit the meaning of the Fair by also thinking through the physical space of the
Philippine Exhibit so that we might rethink the ontological meaning of St. Louis—both as
a metonym for the Fair and as a Midwestern place—in relation to the US, the Midwest,
and Filipina/o America.
In his close reading of the Fair’s photographic archive, Gilbert presents an
opportunity to conceptualize the Fair’s spatiality as it relates to cultural identity. Building
off of historian Kevin Mumford’s idea of the “interzone” as a liminal space of possibility
for the transgression of racial, classed, and sexualized boundaries, Gilbert extends
Mumford’s urban context of Chicago to the Fair in St. Louis. For Gilbert, “the Fair
offered the possibility of a vast zone of suspended rules and social codes, where persons
of different races could and sometimes did interact.”38 Using the photograph “Mrs.
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Wilkins, Teaching an Igorrote-Boy the Cake Walk” as a case in point to gesture toward
the Fair’s possibility for socio-cultural dissidence, Gilbert illustrates how the intimate, yet
vast space of the Fair, bringing together a diverse range of peoples in one location,
engendered zones of possibility external to the Fair planners’ rigid hierarchical and
orderly display of white supremacy and American cultural progress.
Building upon Gilbert’s extension of Mumford, I frame the Fair as one example
of the production of a queer space in the formation of Filipina/o America, and by
extension Asian America as well as the Midwest and the US. By imagining the Fair, and
the Philippine Exhibit in particular, as a queer geography, I am exploiting this space’s use
of the exotic and the erotic to invite white fairgoers to experience nonnormative forms of
desire—desires that ran counter to Victorian propriety—albeit often from a “safe”
distance. While some fairgoers did interact with those on display, most notably Mrs.
Wilkins, most fairgoers seemed to experience the erotic and the exotic as non-interacting
observers.39 Nevertheless, these various moments of encounter engendered cross-cultural
exchanges typically unavailable outside the fairgrounds. Indeed, as one of the Missouri
History Museum’s oral histories reveals, one of the Fair’s “side effects” was enabling St.
Louis residents to encounter “so many people from so many foreign lands.”40 The
interviewee recounts how seeing a Moroccan representative with a personal slave
“fascinated [him],” and prompted him “to talk to the man that had the slave because [he]
had never seen anything like that before.”41 By conversing with someone culturally

39

Personal diaries and oral histories housed at the Missouri History Museum Archives corroborate this.
Willard B. Shelp interview transcript, Louisiana Purchase Exposition Oral History Project, box 1, 4.
41
Ibid.
40

66

different from himself, this fairgoer engaged in interactions that were outside his normal
day-to-day life. In this way, the Fair’s troubling of the normative enabled it to function as
a space and place of exception. However, acknowledging the Fair as exceptional, rather
than mundane, I position the Philippine Reservation as especially indicative of this
exceptionality. Unlike other attractions at the Fair, the Philippine Reservation
dramatically reinforced the entwining of “civilized” whiteness and “savage” brown-ness;
and contrary to the normative logic of US racial expulsion at the turn of the twentieth
century, Filipinas/os, symbolically represented by the Fair’s Philippine Exposition, were
forcibly incorporated into the American fold.
Whereas the socio-cultural order of the day required racialized separation, the
intimacies that the Philippine Exhibit facilitated—while certainly an act of “white love”
as Vicente Rafael would put it—created a space where desire for the Other was
sanctioned, and even encouraged, even if momentarily.42 As Gilbert notes, the
disciplining of bodies and the reinforcement of the color line were certainly a feature at
the Fair and on the Philippine Reservation; however, “interactions with all that was
strange and new in history, foreign peoples, empire, religion, science, ethnicity,
technology, sociology, and anthropology seemed best understood and appreciated when
reformulated into spectacles of the imagination, a new nation conceived through
pleasure.”43 While the terms of looking and being looked at were uneven, often to the
subjection of Filipina/o bodies under the white gaze, the spatiality of the Fair blurred
these hierarchical boundaries; and such cross-racial exchanges underscore the workings
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of desire and point to the peculiarity, strangeness, and ultimately, what I argue, queerness
of the St. Louis World’s Fair.

Social Psychoanalysis, Post/colonial Theory, and the Queer Erotics of
US Empire
In my reading of the racial-colonial dynamics of the St. Louis World’s Fair made
legible through Kercheval’s “The Dogeater,” I draw upon psychoanalytic theory because
of its utility in explaining notions of the self in relation to psychic and social realities.
Psychoanalysis provides a critical language to articulate complex cultural phenomena;
and while Sarita See’s theory of post/colonial Filipina/o subjectivity—which centrally
informs my thinking—posits that colonized subjects are bereft of language, I nevertheless
turn to psychoanalysis for its ability to lay bare the desires of the unconscious and the
repressive force of the conscious.44 Indeed, See also turns to psychoanalysis to critique
the violence of US imperialism. For me, one of the strengths of psychoanalysis lies in its
theorization of “[s]exuality and unconscious desire . . . [as] central to the reproduction of
societies.”45 This linking of desire with social relations helps to clarify my argument that
the Fair did not simply reinforce colonialist drives that divided “savage” from “civilized”
but rather also engendered unanticipated forms of intimacy that derived from personal
and social unconscious desires.
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Translating individual relations to the scale of the social, social psychoanalytic
theories of the self not only articulate the psychic dynamics taking place at the Fair but
also how they play out in the epistemology of the Fair. In his gloss of Sigmund Freud’s
theory of modern culture, Anthony Elliot explains how Freud’s emphasis on the Oedipus
complex “underlines the importance of male rationality and self-control in modern
societies,” which has the effect of “excluding the pre-Oedipal realm of sexuality.”46 In so
doing, “little is said in the Freudian scheme about love, empathy and emotional
communication.”47 Connecting Freud’s paradigm of civilization with dominant
interpretations of the Fair, we see how an emphasis on patriarchal power, discipline, and
repression work to overshadow the Fair’s erotic dimensions. Hence, I focus less on the
Oedipal dynamics of the Fair, and instead focus on the coexisting pre-Oedipal dynamics
that encouraged the American self, embodied by fairgoers, to express “love, empathy,
and emotional communication” toward the American Other, embodied by displayed
Filipinas/os. I also explore such pre-Oedipal dynamics undergirding Kercheval’s
imaginative afterlife of the Fair. As Elliot points out, “culture is at once an essential
medium for the expression and repression of unconscious drives.”48 In this way, my
analysis of the Fair vis-à-vis “The Dogeater” illustrates the simultaneous, competing, and
ambivalent dynamics of repulsion and attraction engendered by the Fair’s display of
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“uncivilized” Others for “civilized” consumption, emphasizing the latter so as to
complicate how we might move forward in re-imagining the Fair’s cultural meaning.49
Moreover, Herbert Marcuse’s psychoanalytic critique of modern society illumines
the dehumanizing aspects of the Fair and points to alternative, more liberating modes of
sociality based on “libidinal rationality.” For Marcuse, “unconscious desire is at once
subject to the social-historical process and also potentially transformative of that
world.”50 In other words, unconscious desire figures as the object of social repression;
however, and more importantly, it provides the means for social transformation. In the
case of the cultural context of the Fair, fairgoers’ and the displayed’s desires for
interaction were barred by Victorian propriety, but those desires nevertheless manifested
as these two groups forged intimate connections, thereby challenging the Victorian,
colonial, racial order of the day. Marcuse also discusses how capitalist domination
particularly represses unconscious desire through what he terms the “performance
principle”: “a culturally specific form of reality structured by the economic order of
capitalism” that “causes human beings to face one another as ‘things’ or ‘objects,’
replaces general eroticism with genital sexuality, and fashions a disciplining of the
human body . . . so as to prevent repressed desire from interfering with capitalist
exchange values.”51 To counter the performance principle, he formulates libidinal
rationality as a concept that reinvigorates general eroticism and “encourage[s] . . .
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emotional communication and intimacy.”52 Here, Marcuse’s libidinal rationality
resonates with Audre Lorde’s conceptualization of the erotic. For Lorde, the erotic names
“those physical, emotional, and psychic expressions of what is deepest and strongest and
richest within each of us, being shared: the passions of love, in its deepest meanings.”53 It
is “a resource within each of us that lies in a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly
rooted in the power of our unexpressed or unrecognized feeling.”54 As an epistemological
formation born apart from heteropatriarchal rationality, the erotic opens up alternative
ways for understanding the psychic and the social; and recognizing the erotic between
fairgoers and the displayed, I argue, allows us to see how American curiosities drew
fairgoers toward the US’s newly acquired colonial subjects, not away from them.55
Besides See’s psychoanalytic approach to post/colonial subjectivity, scholars such
as Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhabha highlight the centrality of sexuality and desire in
post/colonial racial formations. In his reading of Fanon, Elliot underscores how white
colonizers have projected their “feelings of sexual inadequacy” onto a “sexually potent
black phantasm of their own imagining.”56 And similar to the ways in which white
colonizers have “relentlessly scrutinized, endlessly (consciously and unconsciously)
referred to, pitted themselves against, felt repulsed by and attracted to, the imago of
blackness and the black body,” white American fairgoers approached Filipinas/os at the
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Fair with an intense, ambivalent lust for the self masked as Other.57 Engaging this
slippage between self and Other, Bhabha presents the concept of mimicry as a way to
describe the colonizer’s “desire for a reformed, recognizable Other.”58 This colonial
desire can be seen most clearly at the Fair in the juxtaposition between “savage” Igorot
dogeaters and the “civilized” Philippine Scouts and Constabulary, candidates for and
progeny of US civilization, respectively; and yet, the Igorot’s deviance from colonial
mimicry also served to draw attention toward them. However, as Bhabha explains, such a
turn toward the Other may help to diffuse the menace of the colonized mimic and
maintain the colonizer’s desire to remain in a position of power.59
Translating these binary tropes of self/Other and colonizer/colonized as also
reflective of a normative/queer dichotomy, I also turn to queer theory as a way to further
unpack the ambivalent colonial desires operating through the Fair between the
US/Americans and the Philippines/Filipinas/os. In framing the Philippine Exhibit as a
queer formation, I am relying less on contemporary definitions of queerness, especially as
they are deployed by dominant US queer scholarship, which often focus solely on samesex sexualities, and instead on its more expansive and tropic senses. For me, queerness
names those strange, out-of-place, odd, and alternative socio-spatio-temporalities that coexist with dominant, normative socio-spatio-temporalities as they were understood in the
past and/or are interpreted in the present. Several scholars, including Sara Ahmed, Jigna
Desai, Kale Fajardo, Jack Halberstam, José Muñoz, Joe Ponce, and Sarita See, while
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deploying a queer optic vis-à-vis sexuality, have nevertheless employed a wider
definition of queer that metaphorizes a range of nonnormativities based on geography,
temporality, and affect.60 In this way, my reading of fairgoers’ impressions of the Fair in
general and the Philippine Exhibit in particular as strange, foreign, disorienting, and thus
queer, is aligned with these more expansive notions of queerness. Moreover, in bridging
this gap between the present and the past, I simultaneously attend to the denotative and
connotative meanings of queer as they are deployed during the period and as they might
be imagined then and now. Thus, while I argue that gender and sexual nonnormativity
certainly bring to bear on fairgoers’ impressions of the Fair as queer, I am also thinking
of the Fair’s queerness as it relates to fairgoers’ affective disorientation and their
encounters with the so-called strange, odd, and foreign amusements featured at the Fair.
For example, an 8 May 1904 Atlanta Constitution full-page spread describing the
“very queer things” on display at the Fair illustrates my framing of the Fair as a queer
geography based on strangeness and unfamiliarity more generally rather than on gender
and sexual nonnormativity more exclusively. While none of the images explicitly depict
Filipinas/os at the Fair, the article provides a detailed overview of the Philippine
Reservation. Initially, the article describes how generic the Fair is in its replication of
familiar architecture and amusements featured at previous world’s fairs; however, the
tone shifts when it describes the grand scale of the Philippine Exhibit: “Really one of the
most elaborate and meritorious exhibits . . . Every American ought to be interested in
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this.”61 Walking readers through the Reservation’s layout, the article describes the
presence of “queer looking native Moro villages built upon poles out in the lake.”62
However, the article makes no reference to the Igorot Village and Igorot headhunting,
dogeating, or nudity, commonly found in other articles from the period. Nevertheless, as
the first exhibit to be described at length, the article highlights the importance and
expected appeal of the Philippine display. Moreover, while the article narrates a mélange
of sights to see at the Fair—from “the largest horse in the world” to “the family of
smallest human beings in the world”—queerness is tied only to the Philippine Exhibit.
Although the article’s use of queer to describe the many juxtapositions housed at the Fair
in general, its particular usage with respect to the Moro houses of the Philippine
Reservation produce a discursive association of Filipina/o-ness and queerness. Within the
economy of the article’s imagery of the Fair, Filipinas/os figure as the most queer—that
is, in relation to Americans, Filipinas/os are strange, different, and not normal, but these
very features are what mark them as fascinating, novel, and attractive.
Finally, by (re)turning to the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair with a queer
“decolonized eye,” I expand existing ideas about US empire, racialization, and sexuality
that not only draw out the arresting melancholia but also the fecund jouissance produced
by the violence of colonialism.63 As previously stated, See posits colonial subjects are
bereft of language; and as such, they are inherently melancholic. Using Freudian
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psychoanalysis to untangle the Filipina/o/American cultural unconscious, she argues that
the Filipina/o post/colonial subject “cannot even name what has been lost.”64 In her
reading of Freud’s theory of mourning and melancholia, she points out that proper
mourning requires a language to name loss; however, “[i]n the colonial regime, . . .
language itself constitutes the lost object.”65 Thus, in the case of Filipina/o Americans,
whose material realities are informed by the loss of language wrought by the violence of
US imperialism, See illumines how pathological mourning, or melancholia, structures the
Filipina/o American post/colonial condition. Accordingly, such “colonized subject[s]
ha[ve] nothing left but the body to articulate loss.”66 Therefore, while Filipina/o
Americans attempting to speak their truths encounter failed translations, their bodies
remain a testament to a certain truth—the truth of US empire—that cannot be denied.
Building upon See’s keen insights on diasporic Filipina/o American subjectivity as
melancholic, my close reading and analysis of Kercheval’s short story reveals how the
Lacanian psychoanalytic concept of jouissance (a concept that will reappear in my close
reading and analysis of Glee in chapter 4) serves as a fitting trope that revises and serves
as a complement to See’s theorization of diasporic Filipina/o American subjection. For
while colonized subjects display melancholic affects, they also experience forms of
pleasure, or jouissance, within the context of objectification—at times, reveling in being
looked at, but also forming alternative affective ties beyond the constraints of
exploitation.
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“The Dogeater”: Oscillating Between Particularity and Universality67
Jesse Lee Kercheval’s “The Dogeater” presents the fictionalized story of John
Santioc, an elderly Filipino man living alone in a barely furnished shotgun cottage in
New Orleans. As previously mentioned, the story begins with a Times-Picayune clipping
detailing John’s charge by the police for allegedly stealing his neighbor Mrs. Humphrey’s
Chihuahua. Shortly thereafter, we meet a Times-Picayune journalist named Delores
LeBlanc, who has amassed quite a bit of official information about John—from “articles
about John, [to] copies of reports people had filled out about John, [to] copies of forms
John himself had filled out” (79). While the sensationalized article regarding John’s
alleged crime of stealing and then eating his neighbor’s dog seems to have piqued her
interest in him, we learn her intent on interviewing him rests with her desire to produce
an exposé on “‘People—poor people—poor old people—elderly [author’s emphasis]’ . . .
on ‘Fixed Income—CRIME’” (80). After Delores leaves, John retires to his empty
bedroom, dozes in and out of consciousness, and later gets up to drink the tequila his
friend P’Tete Paul recently gave him when he returned from his wife Louisa’s funeral.
Still mourning the loss of Louisa, John retrieves a book that Louisa “had [read] many
times in the years she spent in John’s house”: The Book of the Fair: St. Louis 1904 (82).
Juxtaposing excerpts from the book and John’s memories, we find out that John was one
of the Igorot displayed at the Fair (in fact, the only child in the village68), popularly
known for their dogeating practices and scant clothing; was picked up by a truant officer
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and sent to the Home for Wayward Children when he ventured into the city with one of
the Fair guards; and eventually left on a train bound for New Orleans, where he met his
wife Louisa in City Cemetery No. 1 while working for the City as a sprayer to kill
mosquito larvae. As John reflects on his life, we discover that John feels regret for not
having fulfilled the proper Igorot cultural custom of dog sacrificing when his
grandmother had fallen ill at the Fair, when his estranged daughter Celeste was born, and
when his wife fell ill; if he had, according to the limited omniscient narrator who
intimates John’s private thoughts, John would not be alone in his empty shotgun cottage
in New Orleans. However, Celeste’s visit at the story’s end suggests hope. Although it
seems that Celeste is initially embarrassed by the publicity of her father’s dogeating
ways, in the end, she nonverbally reveals her respect for the Igorot practice of dog
sacrifice to garner good fortune when John realizes that “[s]he had come to show him the
dog she was fattening for Anna Lynn’s [her daughter and John’s granddaughter]
wedding” (91).
In this short story, Kercheval accomplishes a number of things. First, she calls to
mind the enduring legacy of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition and its role in figuring
the Filipina/o as dogeater. Second, she brings into relief media representations of
Filipinas/os against the actual lived experiences of Filipinas/os. Third, she reveals the
traumas of being displayed and the sense of dislocation when living in a foreign land.
And finally, while three-dimensionalizing Filipina/o experience in the US interior, she
nevertheless leaves intact the figure of the Filipina/o as dogeater. This last feature of the
story at once makes familiar and foreign Filipinas/os to a presumed (white) American
77

readership, thus illustrating another example of Filipinas/os being “foreign in a domestic
sense.”69 Through the narrator, readers develop a cultural sensitivity toward John’s
seemingly abnormal dietary practices, which has the effect of making Igorot dogeating
not unnatural as it reflects their cultural identity. Though dog consumption may seem
unnatural to a US readership, the story familiarizes readers with the reasons behind such
practices. And yet, it is this very cultural difference from US readers (read white/racially
unmarked) that resultantly re-foreignizes John as an Igorot dogeater. Indeed, the story’s
short, memorable title, “The Dogeater,” reduces John’s personhood to that which he
occasionally consumes and ostensibly leaves an indelible mark on its readers,
encouraging them to conflate dogeater and Igorot/Filipina/o.
Set almost eighty years later not in St. Louis, the newspaper clipping that opens
the story solidifies the association of Filipinas/os with eating dog meat. Indeed, the first
paragraph of any story plays a major role in setting up the narrative70 as it can determine
whether or not a reader will keep reading.71 As Kercheval notes in her book on
constructing fiction, “[d]esire creates conflict, and conflict is the heart of all fiction. We
need to feel that something—something important—is just about to happen.”72 In the
case of “The Dogeater,” readers are immediately hooked by the peculiar charge that John
stole his neighbor’s dog to eat it. For better or worse, this affective opening prompts
readers to feel, for example, shock, doubt, and disgust that a man could eat “man’s best
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friend”; the mystery of such an act prompts readers to continue reading. While the story
eventually reveals John’s intimate connection to the 1904 World’s Fair, Mrs.
Humphrey’s speculation that her neighbor ate her Chihuahua without necessarily
knowing his past illustrates the proliferation of anti-Asian stereotypes tied to dogeating in
general and the Fair’s stereotype onto all Filipinas/os, not just toward the Igorot at the
Fair, more specifically. Despite the fact that the Igorot only represented roughly ten
percent of the Filipinas/os at the Fair, they often stand in as the Filipinas/os at the Fair.
Moreover, given that the Igorot Village occupied more space on the Reservation
fairgrounds than any of the other ethnic villages and was the most visited village on the
Reservation further supports the conflation of Igorot-ness and Filipina/o-ness within the
popular imaginary.73 In this way, John’s particular Igorot identity may be lost unto most
readers, who may simply read him as Filipino; and yet, the story draws our attention
away from these ethno-racial nuances and toward a broader critique of human pain and
loss. That is, despite the sensationalized reportage that opens the story and runs parallel to
actual journalistic accounts and embellishments throughout the duration of the Fair,
Kercheval’s fictional narrative brings to life the historical violence of imperialistic
display and the production of racialized stereotypes, proffering these as universal rallying
points for an ethical humanism.
Focusing less on John’s particular racial-ethnic identity, the story establishes
conflict through a more universal, less socially divisive concern: death of a loved one.
However, that universal pain actually serves as an entry point to further examine the
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particulars of John’s life. Mourning the death of his wife Louisa, John thumbs through
The Book of the Fair, which she would read to him. An excerpt from the entry “Filipinos
at the Fair” reads:
Because the Igorrotes [a common spelling of Igorot during the period of the Fair]
eat dogflesh, they aroused the Women’s Humane Society to protest, but the
Igorrotes insisted that the dogs were a necessary part of their daily and ritual lives,
and their regular banquets of dog proved such popular occasions with the visitors
that the Fair authorities were disinclined to register protest. (83)
On the next page, John sighs over a picture “[showing] a small group of naked men
standing attentively around a smoking pit fire. Beyond them, a large crowd of men and
women in proper finery [look] on just as attentively” (83). Blending fact with fiction,
Kercheval humanizes the Igorot by illustrating John’s capacity to feel and by imagining
how the Igorot may have responded to being displayed for the viewing pleasure of white
American fairgoers. And while the historical archive often fails to house the experiences
and memories of the subaltern, historical fictions can fill in this epistemological gap.74
Whereas the excerpt from The Book reproduces the spectacle of Igorot dogeating under
the guise of ethnological documentation, John’s recollection of his lived experienced
portrayed through such an authoritative text complicates any facile interpretation of
experience, memory, and history. John’s bodily response (sighing) to the photograph
illustrates the ambivalence Filipinas/os may exhibit toward the objectification of the
Filipina/o body.75 It at once conjures up the violence of being put on display to bolster the
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US’s colonial presence in the Philippines and the nostalgia of being with his family on
the fairgrounds. Within the context of the story, it seems to derive less from this violent
scene of subjection and more from what would eventually happen to him after the Fair:
that he would be separated from his grandmother and the rest of his kin displayed at the
Fair and that his inability to properly address his grandmother’s failing health because of
that very separation would haunt him for the rest of his life. As a two-dimensional
snapshot of his experience at the Fair, for John, “the black-and-white photographs . . .
seemed such inadequate captors of time and place,” thus revealing the limits of
representation to fully capture an experience, a feeling, one’s humanity (83). Indeed,
Kercheval’s short story, while attempting to move beyond stereotype, remains a
representation and also cannot fully rectify the dehumanizing experience of the
Philippine Reservation. Nevertheless, “The Dogeater” offers a more complex
representation of the Igorot experience at the Fair, one that goes beyond spectacle.
By focusing on an individual person as opposed to a collective group, “The
Dogeater” humanizes the dehumanizing experience of the Fair’s Philippine Exhibit—
which transformed Filipinas/os into a disembodied mass, a racialized “type”—and invites
readers to recognize this specific history as one in which all (Americans) might also lay
claim to. If, as Mel Chen suggests, “dehumanization involves the removal [author’s
emphasis] of qualities especially cherished as human”—a form of de-animation directed
at abject subjects—then Kercheval reanimates the Igorot via John into an agent, as
opposed to a passive object, of history.76 Delores’s initial interest in John as an elderly
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person on a fixed income and therefore presumably so poor that he must resort to eating
dog suggest that she finds problematic, even criminal, not the individual Filipino body
but rather the institutional US body; and such an alignment with John runs consonant
with the author’s apparent investments. In Delores’s worldview, John stands out not
because he is Filipino per se, and thus automatically a dogeater, as the dominant cultural
representations of Filipinas/os during the 1904 Fair would have it, but because he is a
person who is poor, elderly, and arguably malnourished due to a social system that fails
to care for the less fortunate. In this way, the story transforms John from a particular
racial-ethnic protagonist into a universal human subject with whom readers might
identify; and within the economy of The Dogeater, John fits in well, resonating with the
Parisian Others in “Underground Women,” Helen in “Willy,” Harriet Gundy in “A Clean
House,” the elderly of Iowa City in “Tertiary Care,” Esther Herbert in “La Mort au
Moyen Âge,” Sister Ruth in “The History of the Church in America,” and the provincial
residents of New Hope in “A History of Indiana.” Such a move establishes John as a
character not defined by his racial past but rather by his elderly, impoverished present,
thereby attempting to disrupt the stereotypical associations of Filipinas/os with dogeating
wrought by the legacies of the 1904 World’s Fair.77
It is not until readers learn about his past, five pages into the story, does John
transform from a racially abstract character into a racially specific character: an
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“Igorrote” displayed at the Filipino Reservation at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair.
However, John’s last name, Santioc, introduced on the first page implicitly reveals his
nonwhite heritage; and yet, the story’s setting in New Orleans—a place not readily
imagined as a Filipina/o American hub—delays John’s Filipino-ization.78 But such a
delay only occurs without the foreknowledge of the story’s plot featured on the book’s
back cover (as well as on other publicity sites, including Kercheval’s website), or more
importantly, the connotative meaning of dogeater as a racial epithet referring to
Asians/Filipinas/os. Again, this oscillation between John as a sad, pathetic universal
character and John as a culturally eccentric particular character defined by his racialethnic background demonstrates the complexity of Kercheval’s story. Notwithstanding
the re-inscription of the Filipina/o-as-dogeater stereotype, Kercheval is able to give
texture to this caricature, transforming it from one-dimensional to three-dimensional.
Rather than feature John as a dogeater because he is Filipino, or more accurately Igorot,
Kercheval uses the character Delores to explore other reasons for why John might partake
in eating dog and also frames the history of Igorot dogeating as a sacred cultural practice
made profane by the Fair through John’s personal recollections and reflections.
Kercheval discusses such a narrative technique of engendering empathy in the reader by
presenting a character’s interiority in Building Fiction.79 By revealing a character’s
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emotionality, readers begin to recognize the character as human and as someone with
whom they can identify or at least sympathize.
Once the plot transforms John from an abstract universal into a racially particular
character by revealing that he is an Igorot who was displayed at the St. Louis World’s
Fair, the story reveals the necessity of his Igorot identity for comprehending his material
reality. That is, rather than figuring John’s racial particularity as a liability that might
deter readers from identifying with him, the narrative framing of John as oscillating
between universality and particularity reminds readers of the complexities of human
subjectivity. For example, whereas enunciating “Igorrote” “would have had no meaning
for [Delores]. The way it had no meaning on that day, that bad day, away from the Fair,
when the man in the wrinkled green suit had spoken so sharply to him,” the story gives
texture and meaning to this racial-ethnic identity (84). Without the context of the Fair,
and by extension the US’s colonization of the Philippines, the signifier “Igorrote” indeed
has no meaning; however, the plot relies on this added information to explain the
relationship between the story’s title, its main character, its conflict, and its resolution. In
short, the plot requires John to be a particular subject in order for his story to be
universal.
Indeed, when young John ventures into city “dressed right” in American drag,
“wearing trousers and a buttoned shirt,” “none of the people who passed paid any
attention to him. John was excited” (84). In shedding his bahag (loincloth) and covering
up his naked body, John transforms again from a particularity into a universal. However,
in so doing, he becomes uninteresting to (white) Americans walking about the streets of
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1904 St. Louis. Out of the context of the Fair and disguised in foreign dress—foreign to
John that is—John is no longer interpellated simply as a performing Igorot; and this both
produces excitement for John and allows others to interpellate him anew. No longer
legible as an exotic Igorot, John becomes a truant in the eyes of the law. Misrecognized
as a juvenile delinquent by “the man in the wrinkled green suit,” a truant officer who
places him in the Home for Wayward Children, John’s reason for being in St. Louis no
longer makes sense—or rather, his particular existence undergoes repression by the force
of universality. At the Home for Wayward Children, John is mistaken for Italian, and his
memories of the Fair are rejected as “only hallucinations from when he had been so sick”
with pneumonia after experiencing his first snow (85). Emblematic of US dominant
culture’s desire to repress the US’s imperial past with the Philippines, this scene of
méconnaisance, or misrecognition, reveals the problems with failing to acknowledge the
particularity of John’s Igorot identity and Filipina/o presence more generally in the
Midwest; misracialized as not Filipino/Igorot, John’s reason for being “here,” in the US
mainland interior, under the conditions of US imperialism, becomes erased and replaced
by a deracinated, but no less civilizing, discourse of proper citizenship.

The Erotics of the Philippine Reservation
While the story engages the ambivalence of racialized particularity, its
presentation of the erotics of US empire routed through the interior US proves
particularly useful in illustrating how the Midwest queers diasporic Filipina/o racial
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formations.80 While scholars have engaged the history and legacy of the St. Louis
World’s Fair over the last century, the presence of Filipinas/os in the Midwest continues
to be thought of as strange and insignificant. Coinciding with this history, cultural
representations of Filipinas/os in the Midwest remain anomalous. Indeed, the lack of
scholarly attention toward Kercheval’s short story may reveal how Filipinas/os in
seemingly unexpected places fail to garner considerable attention at best or are unthought at worst. Therefore, I use “The Dogeater” and my personal reactions upon
encountering this obscure work of fiction to begin my investigation of the significance of
Filipinas/os in the Midwest to reorient how we think about race, sexuality, region, nation,
diaspora, and empire.
As I set out to develop my dissertation research on cultural representations of
Filipina/o Americans, I decided that the figure of the dogeater would be an appropriate
starting point; so, I performed a global search on my university’s online library catalog
with the keyword dogeater. Like most of my objects of analysis throughout this
dissertation, I was shocked and excited to “discover” Kercheval’s short story. My
affective response to Kercheval’s work primarily had to do with the fact that I had never
read any references to it by Filipina/o American scholars and because it was authored by
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someone who did not seem to have any obvious affiliations with Filipina/o/American
identity and culture. As Kercheval reveals, this story developed as a result of her
“discovery” of a 1904 World’s Fair guidebook “that didn’t seem worth re-cataloging”
when her college library “had switched from the Dewey decimal to the Library of
Congress catalogue system.”81 By sheer coincidence, Kercheval seemed to have stumbled
upon a now obscure, but formerly popular, event in US and Filipina/o/American history.
Through this admission, it seems Kercheval’s interest in Igorot dogeating stems not so
much from her own curiosity about Filipinas/os and Philippine history but rather from the
US popular and dominant discourses rendering legible Filipina/o queerness with respect
to dogeating and nudity. Like the obscure guidebook that piqued Kercheval’s curiosity
and prompted her to write a story centered on the figure of the dogeater, her obscure short
story piqued my curiosity and prompted me to analyze the potential significance of “The
Dogeater.”
In framing Kercheval’s fiction and its historical referent as an example of the
erotics of US empire, I am not simply calling attention to the sexualized objectification of
Filipinas/os by white American fairgoers, but rather, I am excavating the relations of
unconscious desire between the American self and the Filipina/o Other made possible by
the Fair. That is, the colonial encounter between fairgoers and those on display was not
simply one of abjection and disgust, but rather one of attraction and desire as well. As
Christopher Vaughan points out in his critique of ogling fairgoers, “The Igorots’ exotic
religious rituals and reputation as fearsome headhunters fed a ravenous public hunger for
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displays of cultural difference affirming Americans’ sense of remove from the spectre of
‘savagery.’”82 On the one hand, this public hunger to see naked Igorot bodies devouring
dog flesh reveals the pornographic desires of white American fairgoers. However, to
interpret this colonial encounter simply as pornographic as opposed to erotic overlooks
the micro-social transformations engendered by this cultural exchange. Whereas
“[p]ornography emphasizes sensation without feeling,” says Lorde, the erotic describes a
much more expansive, ethical desire for alternative sociality.83 Although the erotic is
often overshadowed by the pornographic in most interpretations of the Fair, thereby
allowing fairgoers to inhabit the position of superior subject and displayed Filipinas/os as
inferior object, I read the racial-colonial dynamics of the Fair instead through Lorde’s
notion of the erotic as a way to illumine the unintended blurring of socio-cultural
boundaries meant to distance “savage” from “civilized.” Notwithstanding the uneven
relations to power between the displayed and their viewers, acknowledging the erotics of
empire lays bare the ways in which Filipina/o colonization by the US was not so much
about exclusion than incorporation.
While the Fair’s construction of the Philippine Reservation may have worked to
frame the US’s newly acquired colonial subjects as “uncivilized,” foreign, and thus
different from Americans, it also had the effect of domesticating and thus familiarizing
the foreign, a key tenet of anthropological philosophy. In this way, Filipinas/os at the Fair
were not merely curiosities on display, subject to the objectifying gaze of fairgoers, but
also intersubjective intimates to the American self; that is, the Filipina/o Other was
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integral to shaping the American self. And by framing the Philippine Reservation as an
intersubjective site, I am emphasizing attractive as opposed to repulsive dynamics
between colonized and colonizer that occurred on the Fair’s grounds. As The Book of the
Fair excerpt in “The Dogeater” indicates, the desire to become more familiar with the
Igorot developed “since American interest was directed to the Philippines” following the
Spanish-American War (82). This very interest in the Igorot not only drove
anthropological study but also attracted fairgoers to encounter first-hand the exotic and
erotic Igorot body. As the excerpt continues, “Upon his arrival in St. Louis, the Igorrote
attracted more attention than all the other primitive peoples at the Fair . . . because he
insisted upon eating dogs . . . [which] aroused the Women’s Humane Society to protest”;
and while such protests were made, “their regular banquets of dog proved such popular
occasions with the visitors that the Fair authorities were disinclined to register protest”
(83). In this way, Kercheval’s story emphasizes fairgoers’ ambivalence toward Igorot
“savagery”; while witnessing such displays may have satiated some fairgoers’ desires to
affirm their racial-cultural superiority, for others, it may have engendered a sense of
genuine sympathy for and identification with the racial-cultural Other.
Kercheval’s story presses further the possibilities of authentic exchange between
unlike subjects opened up by the excerpt from The Book. As John continues to reflect on
his personal experience at the Fair—beyond what is officially recorded in The Book—we
develop a better sense of how the Fair engendered an erotics between uneven
positionalities. John “had been a favorite at the Fair, not only with the crowds, but also
with the [Jefferson] guards and the concessionaires. . . . He was a mascot favored second
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only to tiny Snow Cloud in the Eskimo camp” (84). Again, notwithstanding the uneven
racial and class dynamics at play here, John’s status as a “favorite” and “mascot” at the
Fair suggests that the Fair helped to create nonnormative intimacies. In other words, the
Fair allowed for cross-racial and cross-class exchanges conventionally discouraged
outside the context of the Fair. This coming-together of different peoples created, if
momentarily, a reorientation of sociality. However, the power differentials based on race,
gender, class, and age certainly bring to bear on these intersubjective dynamics. The fact
that John was an Igorot boy as opposed to an Igorot man may have certainly affected his
ability to be liked by others. As a child, he did not necessarily pose a threat to the colonial
racial-social order. Moreover, as a child, it was easier for others to form intimate
connections with him based on paternalism. This, indeed, was the very same approach
President McKinley employed in his policy of “benevolent assimilation.” For Mike, a
Jefferson guard, “John was his boy” (84, emphasis added). However, unlike McKinley,
Mike does not necessarily exhibit an ulterior motive for befriending John. When John
meets Mike again eleven years later, Mike invites him over for dinner; and Mike’s wife
gives John The Book since it is not of much value for her (85). For John, interacting with
the crowds, guards, and concessionaires at the Fair allowed him to fulfill his desire for
affection, which his grandmother could not grant since “[s]he was a widow who, in
Igorrote fashion, with her husband dead and her age respected, was just coming into her
own ” (84). Accordingly, the story illustrates how forced intimacies can nevertheless
produce unexpected relationships between people with uneven relations to power. This
potentiality to reorganize sociality is the very promise of the erotic that Lorde and Mark
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Rifkin, following her, write about.84 Engaging the erotics of the Fair helps to generate
new meanings, alternative meanings, queer meanings of the Fair.
Similarly, Emily Grant Hutchings’s interview in the World’s Fair Bulletin, and
reproduced in the Los Angeles Times, also illustrates how the erotics of the Philippine
Reservation can incite queer socialities, thereby revising how we might interpret the
meaning and significance of the Fair.85 Hutchings’s article is unique in that it relies on
direct interaction with two Igorot men, Chief Antonio and Antaero (spelled in other
references as Antero86), as opposed to distanced observation, and foregrounds their
perspectives. Moreover, whereas other contemporary newspaper articles seem to focus on
sensation, hers attempts to develop an understanding between seemingly different parties.
Although Hutchings’s writerly voice clearly takes center stage, the voices of the Igorot—
rarely captured in print—offers an alternative lens to look at the Fair.87 Seeing through
the eyes of those on display, desire comes to the fore. As the first paragraph illustrates,
Ever since the Igorrotes at the World’s Fair began to realize that their village was
the center of national interest, Antonio, chief of the Bontoc tribe, has manifested a
desire for a personal interview. There were many things he felt ought to be said;
but the insurmountable obstacle in the way of such an interview seemed to be the
inability of the average American reporter to speak Igorrote.
Like The Book’s description of the Igorot in Kercheval’s story, Hutchings’s opening calls
attention to the “national interest” aimed at the Igorot and how the Igorot also desire to
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engage the US through American fairgoers. In the case of Chief Antonio, his desire to
speak drives him to “set about learning English,” since according to Hutchings, this was
the only way to overcome the obstacle of cross-racial communication—clearly a
reflection of white colonial supremacy’s circumscription of the terms of dialogue.
However, Chief Antonio’s desire to communicate by learning English is not enough, and
so an Igorot teen Antaero serves as Chief Antonio’s proxy and interpreter, since Antaero
had learned English in the Philippines.
With Antaero on hand, the “long-desired interview” can take place; however,
Hutchings’s is vague as to who really desires for this interview, Chief Antonio or her.
During the interview, it becomes clear that both she and Chief Antonio desire this
interview, but perhaps not necessarily for the same reasons. One of the first things
Hutchings notices is Chief Antonio’s “customary robe of state, an elaborate gee-string
with long fringed ends.” Referring to herself as “the kind American lady,” Hutchings
goes on to describe Chief Antonio’s demeanor; his view of America, President Roosevelt,
and American clothing; and the beauty of the Igorot body. When asked what he thinks of
America, Hutchings vividly describes how “[i]nstantly the black eyes began to sparkle,
and the shapely mouth was opened in a smile of pleasure,” referring to Chief Antonio.
When Chief Antonio remarks how “the skin of the Americans is so beautiful,” Hutchings
protests that “[i]t is your beautiful brown skin that ought not to be covered up. Your skin
is so transparent, so soft and fine. It is like bronze.” Moreover, she notices that “Antaero
blushed through his veil of brown” upon translating her “complimentary and sincere”
impression of the Igorot to Chief Antonio. Furthermore, in listening to Chief Antonio
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communicating to Antaero, “one word that popped out, from the thick darkness of his
strange language . . . was ‘hair,’” and “[t]hen for the first time [she] noticed the miracle
of his own curling black locks,” with “[e]very color of the rainbow vibrat[ing] in that
luminous black hair.” As Chief Antonio relates how he admires the “red,” meaning any
light colored hair, such as Hutchings’s, she in turn discovers her own deep admiration for
hair unlike her own. This exchange focusing on the body, described in a sexually charged
manner, exhibits the unexpected forms of intimacy made possible by the Fair. In this
public medium, the newspaper, readers become privy to the private desires of the
author/interviewer; however, readers also become exposed to the desires of the Other.
And so, despite the Fair planners’ intent to distinguish “savage” Filipinas/os from
“civilized” Americans, erotic encounters ironically bring these two parties together.
Hutchings’s interview and Kercheval’s short story both illustrate Foucault’s claim
that there is no outside to discourse.88 In both encounters with the Igorot Other, readers
interface with contradictory images that oscillate between humanizing and dehumanizing
the Igorot. In the case of Hutchings, her description of Chief Antonio as “the mild
mannered head-hunting chieftan [sic]” toward the end of their interview works to cast
him as sensitive, more humane, and regal, yet also savage and threatening. Her quoting of
Antaero’s ambivalence toward Igorot dogeating also has the same effect:
Do you think it is nice for them [some Americans] to call us what we are not, and
laugh at us? I know we are not very nice. You were kind to say nice things about
us; but we are not so nice as you say, for we eat dog. It is not nice to eat dog, but
it tastes good and it makes us brave.
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Antaero’s unprompted comments to Hutchings reveal Igorot awareness of dominant
attitudes toward them, and the possible internalization of colonial mentality. His negative
self-perception may be due large part to dominant US cultural taboos against eating
“man’s best friend”; and yet, he admits the positive aspects of dogeating for him.89
Antaero’s rationale for dogeating naturalizes this seemingly queer practice; it is a desire
he cannot deny. Hutchings’s decision to include Antaero’s words, while reminding
readers of the close association between Igorot identity and dogeating, may have also
worked to engender sympathy toward the Igorot. Moreover, her closing thoughts on the
Igorot further support this logic, as she writes, “his own [Antaero’s] tribal dances are so
much more natural and wholesome than our artificial steps.”
Likewise, Kercheval’s short story draws upon dominant cultural representations
of Filipinas/os at the Fair, but she also shifts the focus away from sensational reportage
and toward Igorot interiority. While her choice of title, “The Dogeater,” frames how
readers ought to see John, the narrative complicates any facile understanding of Igorot
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identity and culture. Like Antaero, John may eat dog, but there is nothing necessarily
wrong with that in Igorot cosmology; however, external views also factor into their selfperception. Hence, both Hutchings’s interview/article and Kercheval’s short story
demonstrate the palimpsestic realities of subjection and avoid resolving Igorot
subjectivity. For better or worse, the figure of the Filipina/o as dogeater is that which we
have been bequeathed.

The Partial Story of Official Records
Although the official archive provides clues to the intimacies that took place at
the Fair, its failure to capture the perspectives of those on display reveal the limits of this
source of knowledge. For example, in Official Catalogue: Philippine Exhibits, William
Wilson, Chairman of the Philippine Government Board in the US, introduces the
Philippine Exposition by explaining how the Philippine Government set out to devise an
exhibit for the benefit of mutual exchange between the Philippines and the US,
“promot[ing] a closer sympathy and union between these two peoples [Filipina/o and
American].90 However, Wilson’s desires only tell the story of those in charge, leaving out
the desires (or lack thereof) of Filipinas/os who would people these exhibits as well as of
fairgoers, other Fair laborers, and the general public. In his analysis of the Fair, Gilbert
writes: “The management of the St. Louis Exposition went to considerable lengths to
shape public perceptions of the Fair, to attract attention and visitors through publicity,
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and to leave a lasting legacy for future recollection through its meticulous record-keeping
and archival preservation.”91 In this endeavor to shape how the Fair might be
remembered, the official record largely informed by the Louisiana Purchase Exposition
Company reveals the inherent fissures and gaps in the available historical archive. Hence,
the following analyses of such archival materials aims to highlight the dominant
imaginary of the Fair as well as to illustrate why fiction, like Kercheval’s, is important
for revising our understanding of the Fair.

The Work of Newspapers and Their Representational Limits
One of the primary means through which Americans encountered the US’s newly
acquired wards was to go to the Fair and see first-hand the 1,200 Filipinas/os on display.
For those who could or did not travel to the Fair, newspapers served as a major source of
information to assess the array of offerings that the Fair provided.92 In her analysis of the
relationship between newspapers and their built environments, Aurora Wallace discusses
how newspapers can function as a tool for US nation building as well as a source of
entertainment.93 In the case of the city tabloid, nascent during the 1920s, “stories about
murder, lust, and scandal” proved more appealing to city dwellers than “journalistic
objectivity.”94 Although articles reporting on the Fair were not necessary featured
exclusively in tabloid newspapers, the tabloid’s appeal to the reader’s emotions and
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senses resonates with the proliferation of US articles focusing on the Philippines in
general during the early twentieth century and on the Filipinas/os at the Fair in 1904. First
as a distant land, an ocean away, with which the US was fighting alongside and then
against to a newly acquired territory, the Philippines captured the interest of the
American public during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While some
articles were extensive, many often reduced the Philippines and its peoples to digestible,
generic characteristics. In the case of the Fair, this emphasis on racialized types is most
clear. For example, a 17 July 1904 New York Times article described the Igorot simply as
“dog-eaters and headhunters” and “primitive,” and the associated image further
reinforced this character trait by using “dog-eating” in its caption.95 Similarly, a 22
August 1904 Los Angeles Times article quoted a local citizen Dr. Walter Lindley’s
impressions of the Igorot as “far from being civilized” “dog eaters.”96 Competing with
these external accounts, the Philippine Exposition overseers also used print media to
disseminate their desired vision of the Fair. For example, the Los Angeles Times reprinted
an article published by the Philippine Exposition that emphasized the educational aspects
of its exhibit. Attempting to distinguish itself from popular depictions of the Igorot
Village, “perhaps the greatest point of interest on the World’s Fair Grounds, because of
the extensively advertised proclivities of the these people for dog-eating and disregard for
clothes,” the Exposition’s article presents a proselytizing tone that urges readers to
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recognize the benefits of the US’s colonization of the Philippines.97 Rather than reduce
the Igorot to merely dogeating and nudity, the article stresses how the Igorot “unlike the
American Indian, will accept rather than defy the advance of American civilization” and
frames dogeating more so in terms of ritual as opposed to spectacle.98 Nevertheless, the
article also relies on stock adjectives to describe the exhibit’s diversity. From the
Bagobos,99 “handsomest people of the [Philippine] islands,” to the Negritos,100 “smallest
people in the world,” to the Igorot, “true barbarians,” to the “neat, trim-looking”
Philippine Scouts, and to the “trim, orderly” Philippine Constabulary.101
In Whose Fair? Gilbert discusses the tensions between Fair planners and
anthropologists and the larger public discourse circulating amongst fairgoers and
reflected in the print media. While Fair planners like David Francis, President of the
Louisiana Purchase Exposition Company, and anthropologists like Albert E. Jenks, Chief
of the Philippine Exposition’s Department of Ethnology, may have stressed education
and cultural uplift, such men also recognized the entertaining and by extension profitable
aspects of the Fair. As Gilbert notes, “In the service of imperialism, [anthropologists]
sought to reform racial attitudes, to steer them away from two different but equally
dangerous sorts of conduct: violence and excessive intimacy”; yet, the close proximity of
Filipinas/os and fairgoers inadvertently produced an intimacy that simultaneously
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encouraged distance and the collapsing of racial divides.102 Such an erotics of the Fair
was further played out in the print media as evidenced by journalist Walter Williams’s
ambivalent attitude toward the Igorot. Gilbert writes, “As for the Philippines, [Williams]
voiced two common reactions. First, he invoked the stereotype of primitiveness: ‘The
unclad Igorrotes dine on dog and lament the lack of head-hunting expeditions.’ On the
other hand, he praised the huge sum expended to ‘show the wonderful present in the
Philippines and the prophecy of the yet more wonderful future.’”103 Following this,
Gilbert rhetorically asks, “Would visitors be more intrigued by the grotesque attraction of
cannibals and dog-eaters or by the demonstration of strides made through imperial
conquest? This was a question that hovered over the whole Fair: Would patrons and
readers get the message about serious anthropology? It is not clear from reading this
journal literature which was really the case.”104 In Gilbert’s selective survey of popular
press accounts of the Philippine Reservation, a sense of ambivalence, of “grotesque
attraction,” seems indicative of the public’s response to the display of naked, brown
bodies. This public affect calls to mind bell hooks’s distinction between ritual and
spectacle: whereas the former honors the sacredness of a particular act, the latter decontextualizes the act and turns it into simple enjoyment for an outsider viewer.105 And
while an easy resolution cannot be easily gleaned either from the planners’ intent,
fairgoers’ experiences, or the archival evidence available, the written word, the captured
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discourse housed for example in newspaper archives, leaves a lasting impression of how
we might remember the Fair.
With the headline “Man Eats Dog,” the Times-Picayune article that opens “The
Dogeater” repeats the sensational reporting describing Filipina/o bodies typical of 1904.
Although the article states that John’s accuser Mrs. Jackson R. Humphrey did not
actually witness but only “believed Santioc ate the dog,” the headline chooses to pass off
hearsay as fact (78). What’s more, while no evidence is mentioned of either Mrs.
Humphrey’s dog being stolen or eaten, the journalist’s decision to focus on John’s
alleged eating as opposed to stealing a dog suggests a desire for heightened drama.
Reminiscent of the kinds of reportage focused on Filipinas/os at the turn of the century,
this conflation of perception and reality reveals as much as it conceals. On the one hand,
this opening article reveals how stereotypes can influence one’s perception of another.
While at this point in the story readers do not necessarily know yet that John is an Igorot
who came to the US through the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, Mrs. Humphrey may have
that foreknowledge, encouraging her to assume that her neighbor would be the culprit of
not only stealing her dog but also eating it. However, even if readers do not know John is
an Igorot, some may begin to speculate John is of Asian descent because of the stereotype
of Asians as dogeaters and the article’s emphasis on a man’s consumption of dog. On the
other hand, the article conceals John’s perspective, his side of the story, that of the
accused. Whether or not John is innocent, the article forces readers to assume he is
already guilty of the act of eating dog. Again, like the newspaper articles about the Fair
circulating in 1904, the voices of Filipinas/os remain silenced. As a voice of authority,
100

newspapers supposedly present facts objectively, but they also appeal to the desire of the
(often dominant) public.
Whereas the newspaper article that opens the story declares in passive voice that
“John Santioc of 1415 was charged Wednesday with the theft of a domestic canine,” the
first page of the story narrates a series of actions John performs in the wake of this public
announcement: “John saw,” “John nodded,” “John saw,” “John found,” “John said,”
“John stepped . . . and went,” “John sat” (78). Narrated from the third person point of
view, John’s life is exposed by a limited omniscient narrator who can access his past and
his thoughts but only describes events as they unfold and other characters as they enter
his field of vision. Contrary to the sensational reportage of the Fair and of John’s alleged
crime, Kercheval’s short story employs historical fiction to fill in the gaps of the official
authority of the archive. It is through fiction that Kercheval can imagine what has been
lost to History. While unabashedly subjective and partial, “The Dogeater” avoids leaving
intact the figure of the Igorot as simply dogeater, as a curiosity of the Fair to be ogled at
from a distance, and instead as a being with history, emotion, and dreams.

Personal Recollections of the Fair: The Work of Diaries, Journals, and Oral
Histories
Critical of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition Company’s official records and
newspaper accounts of the Fair in documenting fairgoers’ actual experiences, Gilbert
turns to personal diaries, letters, and journals as well as oral histories to ascertain a more
accurate sense of the Fair. These personal, unofficial, highly subjective, and imaginative
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re-memberings of a fantastical event provide a window into the on-ground encounters at
the Fair; still, they remain partial in representing subaltern voices. Attempting to capture
the essence of fairgoers’ experiences, the Missouri Historical Society’s “Indescribably
Grand”: Diaries and Letters from the 1904 World’s Fair, upon which Gilbert draws,
presents an archive of knowledge largely absent from journalistic accounts. According to
the book’s editor Martha Clevenger,
contemporary press accounts were colored by the journalists’ need to attract and
hold large audiences. Thus their accounts often tended toward the sensational and
even the voyeuristic. . . . [M]uch of the press reporting on the Fair, particularly in
popular magazines, appeared in large measure due to the aggressive and tireless
efforts of the LPE [Louisiana Purchase Exposition] Company’s Bureau of Press
and Publicity to publicize the Fair and its goals and purposes as widely as
possible. Consequently, much of the popular reporting on the Fair tells more
about the agendas of the Fair planners than about the impact of the Fair on the
individual visitor.106
However, I am precisely interested in the gossip and intrigue regarding the Philippine
Exposition conveyed through popular press accounts for it provides a glimpse into the
circulating discourses and imaginings of racialized subjects often absent in one’s
immediate milieu; and although such popular discourses may not have directly colored
fairgoers’ perceptions, as Foucault reminds us, there is no outside to discourse.107 Indeed,
personal accounts of the Fair often reproduced the same reductive stereotypes casting
Filipinas/os, especially the Igorot, as Other. Turning toward fairgoers’ experiences
recorded in diaries, journals, and oral histories, I aim to show how the personal, like its
public counterpart, fixated on the erotics of the Philippine Reservation.
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In her personal journal notes on the Philippine Reservation, St. Paul Globe
reporter Stella Mayer first describes the Igorot, who she writes are “commonly known as
the people who wear few clothes, eat dog meat, and dance.”108 She also records that their
“[h]omes [are] made of [bamboo]”; that the “[w]omen all smoke”; and that “[t]hey are
very large boned, have brown velvety skin, and strai[ght] black hair.”109 Whereas her first
description reproduces the dominant discourse for imagining Igorot people, her
observations, which focus on domesticity, gender, and phenotype, do not necessarily cast
the Igorot in a negative light but still emphasizes visual difference. In both instances, no
obvious interactions between observer and observed seem to take place, save for Mayer’s
reference to the “velvety” texture of Igorot skin, which may or may not have been
discovered through direct contact. Among his various wanderings about the Fair, William
Fulcher, a British police officer who guarded Queen Victoria’s “Jubilee Jewels” during
the Fair, wrote in his diary that the “Phillipinos” comprising the Philippine Reservation’s
theatre group and orchestra “were more a civilized race than those which [his party] had
previously seen” in other parts of the Philippine Reservation.110 Although both of these
examples present contemporary private accounts of fairgoers’ encounter with the
Philippine Reservation, they nevertheless illustrate how dominant discourses shaped
personal opinion.
In his survey of the Missouri Historical Society’s Oral History Project
commemorating the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Louisiana Purchase Exposition,
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Gilbert reveals that reference to Igorot dogeating “was one of those most frequently
mentioned in oral histories and a staple of the memory of the Fair, often recounted as if it
were a shocking revelation.”111 As an archive capturing actual fairgoers’ experiences,
these oral histories provide another layer of meaning for the Fair. However, as Gilbert
points out, “this cohort of 1979 interviewees represents a special group who were either
young children or in their early teens when they visited the Fair,” and as such, age
differentials amongst fairgoers necessarily affected what they saw and remembered.112 In
this way, for Gilbert, “[a]lthough the Filipino Igorots were mentioned frequently, as well
as the story of their exotic diet and scanty clothing, none of the speakers contextualized
the story within the anthropological lessons promoted by the Fair designers.”113 While
this incongruence between what Fair planners’ intended and what fairgoers’ saw as well
as what they remembered is important to note, I argue that what was and remained salient
to fairgoers reveals much about the power of representation. That the Philippines and
Filipina/o-ness were overwhelming associated with Igorot dogeating and nudity in the
popular imaginary—from newspaper reports to fairgoers’ accounts—suggests the allure
of the US’s colonial exotic.
In my own analysis of the Missouri Historical Society’s Oral History Project’s
notes and transcripts, the following trends appeared in fairgoers’ recollections of their
encounter with Filipinas/os on display: the Igorot ate dog meat, did not wear much
clothing, and were “primitive.” However, not all interviewees actually saw the Igorot eat
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dog; rather, they based their reflections on what they had heard during the time and most
likely on popular memory. For example, one interviewee reveals: “I never saw them eat,
and I never saw them prepare a dog, but some people say that they did. We’ll just have to
take their word for that. . . . I was always looking to find a dog that was going to be
roasted next but the dog didn’t appear in the act [Igorot dancing] at all. So I’d get tired of
waiting and I’d go on.”114 For this young boy at the time, the rumor of Igorot dogeating
fed his desire to witness, what he viewed in his mind as a theatrical performance, this act
for himself. Another interviewee notes, “I did not care very much about going around the
Igorot Village, as I understand they were very, very primitive and relied quite a bit on
dogs for food.”115 For those that did witness Igorot dogeating, their recollections were
within a context of seeing various “unusual” sights all over the fairgrounds and not
specifically tied to the fantasies of US empire. For one fairgoer, seeing the Igorot “cook a
dog and eat it” did not necessarily disgust him as he decided to later buy a soapstone
carving of a dog from them, “perhaps because they liked to eat them [dogs] so much.”116
For another interviewee, he viewed the Igorot as “guests” and their practice of dogeating
as a custom to be respected.117 While atypical in relation to the other oral histories, this
man’s reflections illumine the potential forms of relationality and empathy engendered by
the Fair. Nevertheless, like recounting a fond childhood trip to Disneyland, most of the
interviewees placed their encounter with the Philippine Exhibit and its (in)famous display
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of Igorot dogeating and nudity as simply one among several spectacular attractions that
piqued their interest.

Beyond the Visual: The Limits of Photography and Film
As scholars have pointed out, photography played and continues to play an
important role in shaping contemporary public perception and the historical memory of
the Fair.118 For those who could not physically attend the Fair, photographs could serve
as a way to experience the sights of Forest Park; for those who did attend the Fair,
photographs could serve to remind them of what they saw; and for those who would like
to imagine what it was like to go to the Fair in 1904, photographs can serve as a lens into
that particular place and time. While photographs document that the Fair indeed
happened, their meaning is less clear.119 In the case of the extensive photographic archive
featuring indigenous peoples from all over the world, Eric Breitbart suggests that these
photographs reveal the Fair’s anthropological focus and its relationship to US empire.120
In these images, indigenous peoples, such as those displayed at the Philippine
Reservation, were figured as racial types.121 As such, they reveal the uneven power
dynamics a play between photographer and photographic subject, observer and object of
the gaze, colonizer and colonized.122 Still, the slippage between self and Other also
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present in photography complicates any definitive interpretations of the medium.123 In
regards to the Philippine Reservation, Breitbart points out that the large scale of the
exhibit was “a magnet for writers, cartoonists, and photographers, as well as the general
public.”124 The attractive force of Filipinas/os, especially their “physicality [author’s
emphasis],” overshadowed their seemingly “repulsive . . . eating habits and primitive
habitations.”125 In this way, while photographs of Filipinas/os at the Fair may reflect the
process of colonial Othering, the ambivalent desire to capture and see the image of these
racial-colonial Others complicates how we might think about the relationship between
viewers and the displayed. Nevertheless, as Breitbart discusses, the abbreviated context,
if any, of the photographs themselves limits the medium’s ability to destabilize the
colonial dynamics of the Fair.
Besides the extensive photographic archive of the Fair, filmic representations of
the Fair play a considerable role in shaping how people remember the Fair. Meet Me in
St. Louis (1944) and Bontoc Eulogy (1995) represent two significant films that remember
the Fair in seemingly opposing ways. Whereas Meet Me in St. Louis offers a nostalgic
look at turn-of-the-century St. Louis and the promise of progress engendered by the Fair,
Bontoc Eulogy aims to intervene in the popular memory of the Fair by drawing attention
to the violences of so-called progress. As extreme visual representations of the Fair—
from celebratory to elegiac—both films have served as one of the primary means through
which the Fair’s meaning dominates within the popular conscious. As Gilbert’s analysis
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of Meet Me in St. Louis reveals, this Judy Garland classic often serves as the collective
memory of the Fair by most Americans.126 Curiously absent from the film, however, is
any verbal or visual reference to the Philippine Exposition, which drew considerable
attention in the US press in the months leading up to the Fair—a notable omission,
considering the return of the Philippines and Filipinas/os in the US popular conscious in
light of World War II, the socio-historical context in which the film was responding.
Alternatively, Bontoc Eulogy serves as an alternative memory of the Fair by Filipinas/os,
whose experiences are often erased by dominant US history. However, both films
represent dominant understandings of the Fair amongst Americans (read white) and
Filipina/o/Americans, respectively. In this way, Kercheval’s short story, as a marginal
text, intervenes in each film’s status as a usable past.
Produced ninety years after the Fair, Marlon Fuentes’s Bontoc Eulogy attempts to
re-member what has been lost to History. Narrated by Fuentes, who also appears in the
film, the mockumentary begins with Fuentes’s desire to learn about one of his deceased
grandfathers, Markod, a Bontoc Igorot warrior who traveled to the US as a part of the
Philippine Exposition. Juxtaposing documentary-style scenes of Fuentes, for example,
listening to phonographic recordings of Bontoc Igorot music and the voice of a Bontoc
Igorot with archival footage from the Fair, the film presents an air of verisimilitude.127
Blurring fact and fiction, the film plays with viewers’ perception of reality. However,
such a move on Fuentes’s part is not unlike that of the Fair’s, or colonial anthropology
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during the turn of the twentieth century more generally. As Breitbart argues in his
analysis of the Fair’s photographic archive of indigenous peoples, “the interchangeability
of the image and the real” was “[t]he ultimate lesson of the fair.”128 In this way, whether
Fuentes presents a real or reel story is beside the point; rather, his meditation on the Fair
with respect to Filipinas/os on display makes real this fact and works to transform these
objectified people into historical subjects.
Reminding viewers that the Philippine Exposition “was the American public’s
long-awaited glimpse of Filipinos in the flesh,” Fuentes draws attention to the erotics of
empire at play during the Fair; however, his focus lies not so much with examining
(white) American interests than with imagining the experiences of Filipinas/os. From
Markod’s sense of wonder in encountering electric bulbs—or for him, “tiny suns”—on
the Pike to Filipinas/os riding the Chute the Chutes “to the obvious delight of the
fairgoers” to his sense of shame in having to cover up his body because of some
fairgoers’ discomfort with Igorot nudity, Fuentes present a perspective largely excluded
from dominant historical accounts of the Fair. Indeed, in mentioning the death of two
Bontoc men, which incited anger amongst the Bontoc upon the bodies’ disappearances,
as producing a “private pain” unbeknownst to spectators, Fuentes humanizes the
dehumanized. Nevertheless, Bontoc Eulogy translates as another kind of “private pain”
shared primarily amongst Filipinas/os, inheritors of the past Fuentes calls to mind.
Kercheval’s short story performs a similar reparative reading of the Fair’s display
of Igorot bodies and exotic practices for white American consumption that Fuentes’s film
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performs.129 Like Bontoc Eulogy, “The Dogeater” shifts the focus of attention away from
the fairgoers and toward the Filipina/o/Igorot and their inheritors.130 In so doing, both
give texture to a one-dimensional figure by exploring Igorot emotionality, thereby
humanizing that figure. However, because Fuentes’s film operates as a dominant source
of evidence within Asian and Filipina/o American Studies, it overshadows peripheral
texts like Kercheval’s that also feature an alternative imaginary of the Fair that renders
Filipinas/os less as passive subjects and caricatures and more so as complex beings with
the capacity to love and experience loss. By moving beyond the dominant popular and
subaltern archive, imaginative fiction such as Kercheval’s that attempt to reconstruct the
Fair from the perspective of those who experienced first-hand being displayed in St.
Louis in 1904 might more readily come into view.

Reckoning with the Figure of the Dogeater
In (re)turning to the Fair, I too re-activate the specter of the Filipina/o as dogeater
that Kercheval resurrects, a stereotype that has haunted Filipina/o/American identity.
Analyzing how the mark of “primitive” and the exotic, “grotesque” practice of dogeating,
coupled with the erotic spectacle of semi-nudity, on the one hand, represents one
figuration for how the US public has imagined and continues to imagine Filipinas/os,
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and, on the other hand, represents that which is often disowned by Filipina/o/Americans,
I call attention to the ambivalence toward the Igorot dogeater espoused not only by
dominant US culture but also by Filipinas/os both in the Philippines and the US diaspora.
For example, Gilbert notes that “[r]epresentatives from the Philippines were one group
angered by proposals to show the popular photographs of dog eating by Igorots” during
the Missouri Historical Society’s 1996 “Meet Me at the Fair: Memory, History, and the
1904 World’s Fair” exhibit.131 That the figure of the Filipina/o as dogeater has been met
with ambivalence by Filipina/o/Americans, as that which points to the US’s imperial
violence but also that which deviates from Filipina/o/American respectability, provides
an entry point to consider the interconnections between US colonial racial formations, the
erotics of US empire, and nonnormative subjectivity. As curiosities on display at the Fair
(despite Fair planners’ desires to emphasize education over entertainment), Igorot
dogeaters provided cultural and visual contrasts between the so-called normative and its
queer counterpart. As such, the Igorot dogeater embodies the abjected Filipina/o, the
Other to anti-colonial Filipinas/os struggling for self-determination at the turn of the
twentieth century. What’s more, well after the Fair, and as the next two chapters will
further illustrate, the figure of the Igorot continues to reinforce racialized and classed
hierarchies between Filipinas/os, symbolizing a stunt to Filipina/o progress and
modernity.
In pointing out that Filipina/o/Americans largely disown their ties to the figure of
Filipina/o as dogeater, I am not arguing for the recuperation and incorporation of the
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dogeater stereotype for Filipina/o subjectivity per se; rather, by calling attention to its
abjected status within Filipina/o/America, I am arguing for a queer conceptualization to
Filipina/o racial formation. That is, ambivalence toward the dogeater by
Filipina/o/Americans also reveals the norm-making within Filipina/o/America, which is
palimpsestically tied to the norm-making of dominant US culture; and by recognizing the
ways in which norms propagate from multiple directions, we can distill the complexities
of US colonial racial formations. Rolando Tolentino describes this process as the
“otherization within the Other.”132 For Tolentino, the discourse of colonialism engenders
not only a binary between colonizer and colonized but also between different subject
positions within the colonized body politic; and as inheritors of the colonizer’s normative
discourse, the colonized can turn upon itself and excise that which is antithetical to the
project of civilization. In the case of dogeating, Tolentino points out how the cultural
politics of food and the colonial imaginary are thoroughly entwined, placing the dogeater
on the side of savagery and sub-humanity—a perspective not only held by the colonizer
but also by the colonized and neocolonial elites vying for colonial power. However,
Tolentino argues that dogeating functions as “an activation field” wherein the boundaries
of inclusion and exclusion collapse, laying bare the seams of colonial epistemology and
ontology.133 Rather than further position dogeating/dogeater as the colonial Other,
Tolentino calls for “moving beyond the repressive limitations of cognitive mapping of
colonialist discourse”;134 and for him, dogeating/dogeater as abjected functions as “an
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alternative to the operations of binary opposition that produce categories, hierarchies and
consequently knowledge.”135 In this way, dogeating and the dogeater’s resistance and
resilience to the colonial terms of humanity can be a site of rupture that calls into
question the will to normalization.136
Within the global popular imaginary, dogeating has been mainly associated
negatively with Asianness. For example, in an episode of the popular animated sitcom
Family Guy (“Dog Gone,” season 8, episode 8), Brian (one of the main characters who
also happens to be a talking dog) mentions how “in some Asian countries they actually
cook and eat dogs” in order to incite animal rights advocacy.137 Although Brian’s
reference to Asian dogeating is mentioned to position the act as abhorrent, his revelation
piques Peter’s (Brian’s best friend and human caretaker) interest. Instead of reacting in
shocked disgust, Peter asks, “are they [dogs] good [gustatorily]?” followed by other
characters wondering the same. While Peter’s curiosity illustrates the kind of dark humor
typical of the show, his attitude toward the unusual diet of racial Others is not unlike that
of early twentieth-century fairgoers toward the Igorot in St. Louis. Tolentino’s essay on
the modern-day practice of dogeating in the Philippines provides another example of how
dogeating is negatively associated with Asianness and anachronism. Discussing the
intersection of food politics with global racial-cultural politics, he points out that the
South Korean government expressed concern for how Westerners might negatively view
the common consumption of dog meat by its citizens when the country hosted the 1988
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Olympics.138 In citing this incident, Tolentino illustrates how Orientalist fantasies of
exotic, unusual cuisine associated with the East continues to play out similar to the scene
from Family Guy. Finally, in my own conversations about my research on Filipinas/os at
the Fair, one person commented that he believed the Chinese to be the “original”
dogeaters in the US popular imaginary, thus prompting me to consider the ways in which
dogeating is tied more generally to anti-Asianness.
Notwithstanding the broader connections between dogeating and Asianness, I
suggest that the racialized epithet dogeater has a particular salience with respect to
Filipinas/os. For example, within Asian American Studies, the connection between
Filipinas/os and dogeating immediately comes to the fore through Jessica Hagedorn’s
critically acclaimed novel Dogeaters (1990). Dominating Asian American Studies’
literary imagination of the Filipina/o as dogeater, her widely taught text exposes the
legacy of US colonialism from the perspective of Filipinas/os. However, she offers an
alternative genealogy of the dogeater stereotype that dates it back to the US encounter
with the Philippines rather than the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair as I do. In her notes to
the play version of Dogeaters (2003), she identifies dogeater as “a pejorative term for the
Filipino, which, according to my maternal grandmother, Lola Tecla, and other good
sources, was coined by American soldiers during the Philippine-American War.”139
While Hagedorn’s definition connects the racist stereotype to war, rather than to leisure
spectacle, the term’s historical context of US imperialism nevertheless reveals itself in
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both instances; and although her reliance on folk knowledge may garner suspicion, it is
this very form of knowledge that circulates particular imaginings of the Filipina/o in US
national culture. As such, the Filipina/o as dogeater, resurrected in Kercheval’s story
some eighty years later, must be understood not simply as an indicative of US racism but
more accurately as reflective of the dynamics of US imperialism. In devaluing the
Filipina/o body by fixating on an act—the slaughter and consumption of “man’s best
friend”—viewed by dominant white American culture as “barbaric” and “uncivilized,”
white Americans were able to justify US imperial domination of the Philippines.
However, as the Fair reveals, white American fascination with this alluringly “grotesque”
practice underscores the limits of colonial repression and the fluorescence of Filipinas/os
within the US popular imaginary.140
Another notable Filipina/o/American text that ties Filipinas/os to dogeating is R.
Zamora Linmark’s Rolling the R’s (1995), a postmodern coming-of-age novel centered
on a group of primarily Filipina/o youth living in 1970s Kalihi, a less desirable part of
Honolulu, Hawai‘i. For example, one of the bullies or “bulls” and a member of Da
Manong Gang or DMG, Rowell Cortez, is introduced as follows: “the only Filipino who
had enough courage to admit he ate black dogs.”141 In another chapter, Rudy, another
bull, describes one of the DMG’s bathroom activities: “First we beat the dog up with one
mallet,” “then we set the buggah on fire with one blowtorch, then we grind ’em” (64). In
a third reference, the following exchange occurs between Nelson, a Filipino boy who
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rejects his Filipino identity, and Edgar, one of the main characters in the novel who is a
mestizo Filipino boy:
“I’m sick and tired of being called a Filipino,” Nelson says. “I’m not like them,
Mrs. Takemoto.”
“What makes you say that, Nelson?” she asks.
“Because I don’t speak Tagalog or Ilocano. . . .”
“Well, for your information, Mr. USA,” Edgar stands up, hands fisted at
his waist. “Your mother speak Tagalog and your father from the Ilocos. And just
cuz you no speak the dialect no make you one overnight American sensation.”
“Shut up, Edgar. You don’t understand,” Nelson says. “I can’t be a
Filipino. I don’t want to be a Filipino because the only Filipino everyone knows is
the Filipino that eats dogs or the Filipino that walks around with a broom in his
hands.”
“So what? Big deal if Filipinos eat dogs. Big deal if they custodians or
gardeners. Besides, why you care so much about what other people think? That’s
their kuleana, not yours,” says Edgar.
“Because I don’t want to be called a dogeater or a gardener for the rest of
my life,” Nelson says. (68)
Within the span of twelve pages, Linmark exposes the specter of dogeating that haunts
Filipina/o racial formation. In the case of Rowell’s “courage[ous]” admission that he “ate
black dog,” Linmark suggests that Rowell is not the only Filipino who eats dog (56). For
Rudy, bragging about slaughtering, “grind[ing],” and consuming dog contributes to his
notorious prestige as a gang member (64). Yet for Nelson, the association of Filipinas/os
with dogeating is deplorable, so much so that he desires to renounce his racial-ethnic
identity. Edgar, however, refuses to resolve this ambivalent feature of Filipina/o life; for
him, it is no “[b]ig deal if Filipinos eat dogs” (68). Together, these differing attitudes
reveal for better or worse the enduring trope of the Filipina/o as dogeater in
Filipina/o/American culture. However, within Linmark’s novel, no obvious linkage exists
between the Filipina/o as dogeater and the St. Louis World’s Fair; in fact, like
Hagedorn’s Dogeaters, the Fair is absent from the narrative.
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Immediately, following these scenes of Filipino dis/avowal of dogeating, Linmark
interjects with a satirical poem “They Like You Because You Eat Dog,” wherein a series
of actions performed by an unnamed “you” engenders desire and pleasure for an
unnamed “they”:
They like you because you eat dog, goat, and pig’s blood.
..............................................
They like you because you kneel hard, bend over quick, and spread wide.
They like you because you worship blue passports.
.........................................
They like you because you wear rainbow-colored clothes, toupees, and can
boogie.
............................................................
They like you because you’re one hell of a gardener.
..........................................
They like you because you’re a copycat, want to be just like them. (71–72)
Despite the poem’s failure to explicitly identify the “you” and the “they,” based on the
previous references to Filipinas/os and dogeating as well as to culturally specific
Filipina/o/American references such as “guard[ing] the exiled President’s body
[Ferdinand Marcos] in Temple Valley” and claiming “Spanish or Chinese” heritage, the
poem’s “you” clearly refers to Filipinas/os (71). Likewise, the poem’s “they” refers not to
Filipinas/os but rather to those whom Filipinas/os remain subordinate, namely white
Americans. From “worship[ing] blue [US] passports” (71) to “want[ing] to be just like
them,” the poem calls to mind the project of “benevolent assimilation” and colonial
mimicry (72). While the first line of the poem draws attention to Filipinas’/os’
“unconventional” dietary habits, most of the poem fluctuates between sexual and service
labor references—from “spread[ing] wide” (71) to being “one hell of a gardener” (72).
Within the economy of Filipina/o dogeating made hyper-visible by the 1904 St. Louis
World’s Fair, disgust, pleasure, and labor prove intersectional and remain interconnected
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in the present moment. In this way, the contemporary dogeating Filipinas/os of Linmark’s
poem, who prove amusing to an abstract white American subject through their
objectification, share an affinity to the laboring Igorot bodies, performing edutainment
services and provoking attraction and repulsion for American fairgoers at the turn of the
twentieth century.

Re-membering St. Louis: Colonial Racial Melancholia and Queer Loss
While St. Louis may figure as a site for celebrating and commemorating
American technological achievement and cultural progress, it also represents a site of
colonial racial melancholia. For Filipinas/os, St. Louis is an “open wound” that fails to
heal; it is a site of rupture that repeatedly reminds Filipinas/os, that they are abject. For
example, the anthology Philippine Studies: Have We Gone Beyond St. Louis? attempts to
reckon with, but not reconcile, the Fair’s impact on Orientalist and colonialist cultural
representations of the Filipina/o.142 In posing the question, “Have we gone beyond St.
Louis?” to those invested in Philippine Studies, editor Priscelina Patajo-Legasto draws
attention to the melancholic effects of US empire in the Philippines and the US
diaspora.143 As metonym for the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition and the display of
Filipinas/os for American consumption, St. Louis figures as primal scene from which
Filipinas/os cannot move beyond; and while most of the essays that comprise the edited
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volume do not necessarily engage the Fair, the collection’s title nevertheless points to the
enduring and arresting effects of St. Louis on the Filipina/o psyche.
In the case of Hagedorn’s Dogeaters, however, the texts remains curiously silent
on the actual practice of dogeating by Filipinas/os, especially made infamous during the
1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. In this way, Hagedorn seems to overlook an important part
of Filipina/o/American history vis-à-vis St. Louis; or rather, she refuses to reproduce the
violent scene of subjection made hyper-visible during the early twentieth century. In this
way, Hagedorn is able to critique US empire without directly replaying its fantasies of
seeing/reading Filipina/o abjection. Instead, by appropriating the colonial discourse, she
exposes the vestiges of US imperialism in the Philippines through the Filipina/o bodies
who populate her fiction. And yet, her failure to directly call out the history of St. Louis
works to absent them from the US national imaginary and reorients diasporic Filipinas/os
back to the Philippines. Therefore, I turn to Kercheval’s story, which shares a similar title
to Hagedorn’s more well-known text, in order to shift the focus back on the US and to
render possible the existence of Filipinas/os in America.
Whereas Hagedorn’s Dogeaters takes place in the Philippines and makes no
direct link between Filipinas/os and the practice of eating dog meat, Kercheval’s “The
Dogeater” draws upon the history of Filipinas/os at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition,
thereby placing Filipinas/os within the US geographic imaginary proper, and explicitly
links Filipinas/os with dogeating. Moreover, Kercheval locates Filipina/o/American
history in the interior United States and away from the US coasts, especially California—
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a state readily imagined as the Filipina/o capital of the US144—drawing routes from St.
Louis to New Orleans.145 However, what draws these two texts together is a genealogy of
US colonialism in the Philippines. As a tour of postcolonial Manila, Hagedorn’s text lays
bare the vestiges of US global expansion in Asia at the turn of the twentieth century and
President McKinley’s haunting policy of “benevolent assimilation” throughout the
archipelago. Complementary to Hagedorn’s late twentieth-century accounting of US
empire, Kercheval metaphorically draws a similar route between the US and the
Philippines; however, hers imagines the postcolonial afterlife of one spectacular instance
of US imperial might in the heart of the colonial metropole: the legacy of the Philippine
Reservation at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition. By attracting attention to Kercheval’s
obscure text, both within Asian American Studies and American literary studies, I aim to
fill the gap in knowledge absent from official Fair archives and dominant Filipina/o
imaginaries: the afterlife of displayed Filipinas/os in the US.146 That Kercheval’s and
Hagedorn’s texts were published around the same with similar titles and yet do not share
the same currency prompts me to analyze them together and to decipher what gets left out
by privileging one narrative over the other.
While I am not necessarily interested in debating whether or not Kercheval’s short
story is part of the Asian American literary canon, I am suggesting that narrow
definitions of what constitutes “Asian American” literature can foreclose encounters with
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non-canonical, and thus nonnormative, texts like Kercheval’s. That Kercheval’s and
Hagedorn’s texts represent different genres, short story versus novel, respectively, may
be a factor in their uneven reception as Asian American texts for example; however, short
stories, such as Bienvenido Santos’s (which I shall discuss in chapter 2), have garnered
considerable attention within the field of Asian American Studies. Perhaps each
respective author’s racial-ethnic identity influences her text’s reception as Asian
American. That Hagedorn is a mixed-raced Filipina immigrant writing about Filipinas/os
unlike Kercheval, a white woman of French descent, raised in Florida, and living in
Wisconsin, may influence readers’ perceptions of the former as presenting a more
culturally authentic, insider perspective in contradistinction to the latter, who may be read
as presenting a more objective, less racially specific narrative. Ultimately, these questions
concerning author identity, content, and form work to circumscribe boundaries, which
have their political utility, but nevertheless foreclose alternative ways through which we
might enter a critique of US empire.147 Acknowledging that Kercheval’s “The Dogeater”
may not be read as Asian American, let alone Filipina/o American, and yet features a
character of Filipina/o descent, conversely, invites us to question whether or not the story
may be read as “American.” In other words, how might “The Dogeater” destabilize the
meaning of “American” as synonymous with racially unmarked whiteness? This is not to
advocate for an inclusion of Filipina/o-ness within the category American—a moot point
anyway, since the Philippines was forcibly incorporated into the US national body politic
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upon the signing of the Treaty of Paris—but rather to expose the US’s repressed
unconscious: the Filipina/o body.
As the title story, “The Dogeater” at first seems to stand apart from the other
seven short stories that have nothing do directly with Filipina/o/American identity and
culture. This led me to wonder, why title this collection of short stories about a relatively
marginalized experience in US history; why write a story about Igorot culture and
dogeating; and why hadn’t any notable Filipina/o literary scholars addressed this text,
especially given its close publication date to that of Hagedorn’s Dogeaters (just three
years prior)? While my experience is certainly singular and subjective, it does reveal how
Filipinas/os and the history of the Midwest at first glance seem incommensurable.
However, this contradiction has less to do with reality and more to do with the discursive
productions that, on the one hand, disavow the US imperial past and neo-imperial present
and, on the other hand, configure the Midwest as “all-American”—in other words, absent
of racial and sexual minorities for example. In light of these epistemic formations, my
turn to Kercheval’s work of fiction illustrates the possibilities and necessities for
imagining a Filipina/o Midwest, a spatio-ontology that queers and is queer to normative
understandings of the diasporic Filipina/o American post/colonial condition and the US
Midwest. While the story takes place in New Orleans, and thus not in the Midwest, it
nevertheless traces the primal scene of Filipinas/os in America to America’s “heartland”;
and its setting in Louisiana’s major city fittingly connects with, even if inadvertently, the
centennial commemoration of the Louisiana Purchase held in St. Louis. Like Joseph
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, St. Louis lays bare the ugly side of US empire and attending
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to the role of the Midwest in producing Filipina/o America intervenes in the ongoing
amnesia that aims to forget why some Filipinas/os are “here” in the first place.
“The Dogeater” reminds us of the history of Filipina/o migration to the “heart” of
America and forces us to reckon with the present presence of Filipinas/os in the interior
US. While John Santioc’s case may prove more exception rather than rule, his migration
nevertheless calls attention to the fact that Filipina/o migration in large part results from
US global expansion across the Pacific Ocean. In Freedom with Violence, Chandan
Reddy’s critique of US exceptionalism, US global imperial expansion, and migration
calls to mind Kobena Mercer’s famous phrase “we are here because you were there”148
when he writes: “While the migration of so-called immigrants and refugees to the
metropole from US wars abroad was actually the result of these wars, their violent
deterritorializations are figured prominently in US public culture as a racialized
humanitarian crisis to which the US nation-state must respond.”149 In this way, we can
understand the display of Filipinas/os to the Fair not simply as one of several displays of
curiosities for entertainment but also more accurately as an example of rationalizing the
US imperial project in the Philippines.150 What’s more, Reddy’s point regarding the
transformation of violence into goodwill highlights the ways in which white Americans
desire to interpret the US state’s military action against the Philippines as an act of
benevolence, following President McKinley’s discursive framing of US intervention in
the Philippines as “benevolent assimilation.” Moreover, the colonial relationship between
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the US and the Philippines has largely influenced the chain migration of Filipinas/os to
the colonial metropole. Thus, even if empire may not seem visibly present when thinking
through Filipinas/os in the Midwest, as I argue throughout this dissertation, empire
remains a necessary vector for analyzing the spatio-ontological formations of Filipina/o
Midwest.151 By not implicating the Midwest, materially and intellectually, in the project
of US empire, we perpetuate the myth of the Midwest as normative and not culpable in
empire.
Empire was the condition that brought Filipinas/os to St. Louis—that is, to the
region known as Midwest. While St. Louis may not readily be perceived as Midwestern
due to its history of settlement and urban geography as mentioned above, I nevertheless
situate it as a part of the Midwest and along with the region’s alleged representation of
US national cultural ideals. And following Robert Rydell’s analysis of the St. Louis
World’s Fair as an exercise of US empire, in which he situates the Fair within a broader
trajectory of US territorial and economic expansion, I locate empire in the heart of the
US.152 As a part of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century world expositions, St.
Louis, Gateway to the West, shared in the same visions of its Chicago predecessor. It was
here that Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his famous “frontier thesis,” through which
he lamented the “closure” of the continental US frontier and extolled the frontier spirit of
America.153 Relevant to my argument here, Turner’s view of the geographic
transformation of states from frontier outposts to industrial centers as palimpsestic
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supports the idea that while the Midwest may not figure as empire in our present moment,
the traces of the Midwest’s historical centrality in US empire informs it.154 Moreover,
while Turner’s lament of the frontier’s closure during his 1893 presentation before the
American Historical Association at the Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition evokes a
declension narrative, the importance of the frontier in shaping American identity
provided the impetus for overseas expansion, including the Philippines.155 For
independent scholar Jose Fermin, however, the Chicago Fair was not an end point, but
rather the starting point for promoting the US’s global expansionist vision.156 In this way,
the display of Filipinas/os at St. Louis fulfilled, albeit indirectly, Turner’s call to expand
the US frontier. Physically inhabiting what was once part of the US frontier, Filipinas/os
in 1904 St. Louis ignited the latent desires of white Americans to seize their Manifest
Destiny.
The Louisiana Purchase Exposition itself served as the centennial
commemoration of the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, which allowed the US access to lands
now known as comprising parts of the Midwest. As Fermin points out in his critique of
the Fair’s imperialist underpinnings, the US’s annexation of the Philippines in 1898 was
not unlike the US’s westward expansion made possible by the 1803 Louisiana
Purchase.157 For example, the geography of the Fair facilitated connections between
seemingly disparate groups. For Fermin, Arrowhead Lake, the body of water separating
the Native American exhibits from the Philippines ones, actually served to link these two
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indigenous groups together in the popular imaginary.158 Whereas Native peoples were
now popularly viewed as a “dying race” as a result of the US’s victory over various
Native nations following the series of wars fought during the late nineteenth century,
Filipinas/os were likewise displayed as ripe subjects for US progress and civilization as a
result of President Roosevelt’s proclaiming US victory in the Philippine-American War.
In her cultural analysis of the entwining of Philippine and US national identities, Sharon
Delmendo also discusses how US cultural attitudes toward Native Americans were
projected onto Filipinas/os during the Philippine-American War and at the Fair.159
Similar to the important linkages between US settler colonialism and US overseas
expansion illumined by these Filipina/o scholars, Gilbert reveals that David Francis
“understood the recent acquisition of colonial dependencies [in other words, Filipinas/os]
in the context of America’s continental expansion into lands made available by the
Louisiana Purchase.”160 The Louisiana Purchase doubled the size of the US, covering
present-day Iowa, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota and parts of
Kansas and Minnesota.161 Although the history of the Midwest regional label traces a
different trajectory, with the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 serving as the catalyst, the
states carved out of the 1803 Louisiana Purchase nevertheless register in the popular
imaginary as Midwestern.162 However, whether tied to the Northwest Ordinance of 1787
or to the 1803 Louisiana Purchase, the development of the Midwest was made possible
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through US territorial expansion and settler colonialism. In this way, Fermin is right to
draw connections between what the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair was commemorating
and what it was featuring: a celebration of US empire.
The work of Albert E. Jenks, Chief of the Anthropology Division of the
Philippine Reservation, brings into relief the Midwest’s role in bolstering the US’s
transpacific empire. As a native Michigander and graduate of Kalamazoo College, the
University of Chicago, and the University of Wisconsin, Jenks eventually crossed the
Pacific Ocean to study the US’s new colonial possessions. Conducting ethnographic work
in the Philippines in 1902 under the aegis of the Bureau of American Ethnology (BAE),
he studied the Bontoc Igorot for three years, which culminated in his publication The
Bontoc Igorot in 1905, “one of the first ethnographic studies of a non-American Indian
group by an American anthropologist.”163 As an “expert” on the Bontoc Igorot, he was
seminal in the display of the Igorot at the Fair. Following his work with the BAE, Jenks
became a faculty member of the University of Minnesota’s Sociology Department in
1906 and later served as Chair of the Department of Sociology and Anthropology and the
newly created Department of Anthropology from 1918 to 1938.164 Responding to the
moral concern over Igorot nakedness, Jenks, according to Gilbert, “noted that the Igorot
clothing, such as it was, was entirely utilitarian in origin, lacking any of the usual reasons
for costume, such as sexual attraction and eroticism.”165 However, this negation of the
erotic display of “primitive” nudity belies the long history of the sexualized aspects of
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ethnographic display such as those of National Geographic.166 As one of the founders of
the University of Minnesota’s Anthropology Department, Jenks’ role in bringing US
empire to the Midwest cannot be overstated.
However, because dominant US narratives of the Fair desire to forget the US’s
imperial past, Filipinas/os are only left with fragments affirming their central presence in
the US, in both literal and metaphoric senses. And so, we repeatedly return to our primal
scene, hoping that we can move past the past. Apropos to See’s claim that colonial
subjects, like the Filipina/o, only have their bodies to articulate loss, the Filipina/o body
or rather Filipina/o embodiment helps to disrupt the pathological mourning St. Louis
produces. For example, during a performance at one of the University of California, San
Diego Kaibigang Pilipino’s Pilipino Cultural Celebrations,167 a tour guide pointed to
stationary models dressed in various Philippine regional costumes who became alive
during his spiel. Among the models was a Filipino male in Igorot attire, simply wearing a
bahag. Evocative of the 1904 World’s Fair display of Filipinas/os but also the popular
Disneyland attraction It’s a Small World, which happens to display a lone Filipina doll
wearing a terno (Philippine national dress) in between continental regions, this scene was
but one example of the enduring trauma of the Fair that affects diasporic Filipinas/os.
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Through performance, through bodily gesture as well as bodily presence, the Filipinas/os
on that stage were able to work through the legacy of violent display.
Similarly, Kercheval’s story illustrates this reckoning of colonial racial
melancholia through the bodily presence and present of John. The story not only brings
displayed Filipinas/os into the present but also demands of readers to see Filipinas/os.
That is, the Fair and its legacy is not something to be relegated to the past but continues
to live on in the people, places, and things (such as artifacts, memories, and cultural
productions) that are tied to it. According to one reviewer, The Dogeater “illuminates
those recurring moments in our lives when gain becomes loss, when loss becomes the
nutrient of replenishment.”168 Reading into this reviewer’s words, I see beyond its
universal, humanist claims to also account for the particular, dehumanizing realities
wrought by the US’s gain of what Allan Isaac calls the “American tropics” (island
nations formerly or currently under US jurisdiction, including Hawai‘i, Guam, Puerto
Rico, and the Philippines).169 Like several of the stories contained in Kercheval’s
collection of short stories, “The Dogeater” conforms to the reviewer’s interpretation of
the connecting themes between each of the stories. These themes of gain, loss, and
replenishment occur at multiple, overlapping, and, at times, cyclical points throughout the
narrative. For example, John’s gain of information at the beginning of the story, of
learning about the Times-Picayune story about his charge for stealing his neighbor’s dog
and supposedly eating it, from P’Tete Paul showing him the newspaper clipping, leads to,
or rather reminds him, of the loss of his wife Louisa; and while his dog sacrifice
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represents an attempt at replenishment, John is unable to move beyond melancholia. In
another example, John’s gain of The Book of the Fair leads to remembering his loss of
his grandmother who he unwilling left at the Fair; and yet, the book also helps him to get
back in touch with his Igorot culture, which has been clouded by his forced, extended
stay in the US. Such scenes of loss that buttress “The Dogeater” are written in such a way
that captivates any kind of reader’s attention but also speak directly to Filipina/o ones.
John’s melancholic state engendered by living as an exile in New Orleans, the
unexpected death of his wife Louise, as well as his estrangement from his daughter whom
he believes has rejected her Filipina heritage, has the ability to resonate both with
Filipinas/os and non-Filipinas/os in related and unrelated ways.
At the outset, John’s series of actions previously mentioned (seeing, nodding,
seeing, finding, and then finally saying) and his brief, two-word dialogue on the first page
of the story establishes him as an enigmatic, guarded character. This juxtaposition
between what John publicly says, “Yon [author’s emphasis] Santioc,” to correct the
reporter Delores’s mispronunciation of his name, and what he privately thinks illustrates
how John conforms to the colonized Filipina/o subject See describes. While the mention
of his wife Louisa’s absence may encourage readers to associate John’s perfunctory,
distant personality with this unanticipated death of his companion, the story offers a more
complex reason to explain John’s sadness that weaves the past, present, and future
together. While John responds to Delores’s prying questions, internally, there is so much
more he wants to say but does not know how to articulate them in a way that would make
sense to her; “John wanted to tell the woman important facts for her folder. He wanted to
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tell her where his Louisa was buried, but he couldn’t seem to remember just then” (80).
As we continue to read, it becomes clear that Louisa’s death is only a piece of the larger
grief with which John is trying to cope. John’s revisiting The Book, “a large book” that
Louisa used to read to him, which leads him to reflect on other memories, reveals that the
Fair is the primary root of John’s current emotional state (82). The Fair functions as his
primal scene, splitting him from his stable world of Igorot life and forcing him to
constantly attempt to mend this psychic rupture. However, it is not the Fair itself that
proves violent but rather his removal from the fairgrounds and his forced assimilation
into “American” life. While St. Louis is where John is from, it is not necessarily his
home; and yet, St. Louis and the Fair, in particular, serves as a safe place for him. It is
only when John travels into the city of St. Louis, outside the confines of the Fair, is he
exposed to the “real” America, not the fantasy one projected by the Fair. Similarly,
Louisa functions as a guardian for John, and when she dies, his world no longer makes
sense. In this way, we can see a connection between St. Louis and Louisa, not only in
their similar phonetics but also in the roles that they play for John: safety and security. In
being ripped apart from St. Louis/Louisa, John experiences loss that he unsuccessfully
attempts to repair throughout the story.
Alone, after Delores leaves, John (re)turns to his only possession left in the house:
The Book. Retrieved from the parlor, “the back room” of the house, which is only
accessible “through his bedroom,” John opens the book to that familiar page Louisa used
to regularly read to him: “Filipinos at the Fair [author’s italics]” (82). As a space of
entertainment, the parlor is a fitting place for which the book lies; however, housed in the
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back of the house, behind his bedroom, the book symbolically exists in the unconscious
realm.170 In the Freudian topos of the human mind, the unconscious is that which exists
behind the conscious.171 The book’s metaphoric location in John’s shotgun cottage
suggests that memories are always there, but shoved back to the unconscious. While the
book and thus memories of the Fair may be accessible for John, John cannot necessarily
articulate them. Re-reading the book’s description of “Wild Igorrotes [author’s italics]”
(82), feasting on dog flesh and barely clothed, John realizes that “[h]e should have told
the woman [Delores] where he was truly from, but even now, with time to try and frame
the words, he could not put the right sense into them. In the English that was now his
only language, all he could have said was, ‘Igorrote’” (83). Again, See’s claim that the
body and not language is the only resource for the colonized melancholic subject applies
to this moment of frustrated desire that John experiences. The colonial language, English,
fails John, as does the dominant, and arguably colonial, representation of Filipinas/os at
the Fair portrayed by The Book, whose title establishes it as an authority on all things
related to the Fair with the use of the definite article the; and so, John continues to be
barred from proper mourning.
Through a series of flashbacks, John reveals the conditions that produced his
melancholic state, remaining fixed on that primal scene outside the Fair when a truant
officer forced him into the Home for Wayward Children, and ripped him from his
grandmother and Igorot life at the Fair. John’s memories emphasize not the violence of
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display but his failure to sacrifice a dog for his grandmother’s health as well as his
subsequent failures to do the same to honor the birth of his daughter and to bring good
fortune on his wife’s health.
He should have bought a dog to exchange for his grandmother’s health; that he
had not was no fault of his. Since then, though, the fault was all on his side. If he
had killed the right dog when Celeste was born, she wouldn’t have forgotten her
people in that high-toned convent school Louisa sent her to. If he had had the
right dog on that first morning when Louisa said she was too tired to get out of
bed, then she would be home guarding his house instead of off in a crypt under an
Interstate overpass. John understood why the worm’s death made for good, and he
had no excuse for not understanding what he had to do. (88–89)
John’s regret and obsession with rightness illustrates the normalizing logics undergirding
his worldview. In his Igorot cosmology, his inability to offer a proper dog sacrifice cuts
him off from a life of happiness. However, the US colonial context further exacerbates
John’s situation, as he has neither the cultural grammar nor the cultural consent to
properly practice dog sacrifice. In this way, John’s inability to properly mourn the loss of
his culture, by sacrificing a dog, not only turns him into a melancholic subject but a
queered one as well. Palimpsestically made nonnormative to both Igorot and US
American culture, John figures queerly. Even as he knows what must be done—offer a
proper dog sacrifice—as evidenced by his “[understanding] why the worm’s death [in the
tequila] made for good,” John remains cut off from resolution and closure (89).

Diasporic Filipina/o Jouissance
Although See’s theorization of diasporic Filipina/o American subjectivity as
melancholic can be observed in Kercheval’s fiction, such a formulation only
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encompasses part of the story’s narrative. Besides John’s melancholic state resulting from
his wife’s death and the memories it calls to mind—namely his time at the Fair and the
years immediately following afterwards—John also experiences joy, which allows him to
“properly” mourn. In this way, I suggest that melancholia not only comprises diasporic
Filipina/o American subjectivity but jouissance does as well. Tracing jouissance to
Jacques Lacan’s work on female sexuality, Anthony Elliot defines jouissance as “a
mysterious state of sexual joy, an erotic satisfaction which dissolves the boundaries of
self and other.”172 According to Elliot, “women’s jouissance [author’s italics] threatens a
disruption to the phallic organization of language and culture, even though little can be
said directly of this libidinal condition which remains excluded from symbolic
representation.”173 While Lacan discursively ties the concept of jouissance to “an erotic
satisfaction” experienced by women, subjects who exist outside the symbolic order, I
revise Lacan’s concept of jouissance through Audre Lorde’s concept of the erotic and
expand its subjective reference frame to diasporic racial-ethnic subjects like the Filipina/o
subject, who arguably exists outside the heteropatriarchal symbolic order discussed by
Lacan. Using Lorde’s more expansive definition of the erotic, as opposed to Lacan’s
more narrow one, the erotic satisfaction that Kercheval’s protagonist John feels at the end
of the story fuses together Lacanian jouissance to Lorde’s Black lesbian feminist theory
of abject subjectivity. In other words, John’s happiness at the end of the story relies less
on sexual gratification but more on a holistic sense of satisfaction based on
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intersubjective relationality and communion with his daughter and the celebration of their
shared cultural heritage as Igorot people despite living on the margins of US society.
Celeste’s visit at the end of the story represents the falling action of the narrative,
moving the story’s conflict and crisis resulting from John’s inability to properly mourn
his forced removal from his grandmother, his estrangement from his daughter, and his
wife’s illness and death toward a resolution. In the final scene of the story, Celeste arrives
at her father’s house with a “large,” “black and tan” Doberman (90) after nearly thirty
years (80). At first, she scolds John for his negative publicity in the Times-Picayune—
from being charged with stealing his neighbor’s dog and allegedly eating it to Delores’s
exposé of elderly poverty, which further incites public suspicion as to whether or not
John is truly a dogeater. However, upon recognizing her father’s deferential, shamed
demeanor, she “[stops] for a moment, [shifts] gears” (90). She explains how such
publicity is coming at “a bad time,” since her youngest daughter, and his granddaughter,
Anna Lynn will be getting married soon (90). As she continues to make clear the
importance of her father needing to display good behavior, she feeds the Doberman
cookies. “John [watches] her carefully” and “[begins] to smile” (91). He, too, feeds the
Doberman cookies, “[smiles] at Celeste,” who then “[smiles] back at him” (91). In this
nonverbal exchange, John realizes the dog will be sacrificed for Anna Lynn’s wedding;
and the tone immediately shifts from somber to cheerful. While John’s bodily gestures
(smiling, and feeding Celeste’s Doberman) illustrate See’s claim that “the colonized
subject has nothing left but the body to articulate loss,” they are not exclusively tied to
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melancholia; or rather, John’s jouissance complements his melancholia.174 Resolving the
arresting regret of not having had “the right dog[s]” to sacrifice in the past (89), John is
able to move past his melancholic state not by rejecting his Igorot heritage but by
realizing Celeste can also help him (91). By the end of the story, John is “happy.
Everything was going to be done right” (92).
However, John’s access to jouissance actually appears earlier in the story, thus
illustrating the relational dynamics between melancholia and jouissance. Foreshadowing
the ending, right before John retrieves The Book of the Fair, which outs him as
Filipino/Igorot, he drinks a glass of tequila and remembers the day his friend P’Tete Paul
gave him the bottle of tequila: the day when he buried his wife Louisa. In a flashback, he
recalls how he and his wife met at the cemetery where he was working. In this
recollection, the narrator also reveals how John is not like typical New Orleans men in
that he does not regularly get drunk or physically abuse his wife—attributes that make
him queer in terms of gender performance. Nevertheless, his friend P’Tete Paul decides
to give him a bottle of tequila to console him during his mourning. Strangely enough,
John is able tolerate tequila, and he later realizes “quite suddenly that the secret of the
tequila’s goodness lay in its little drowned worm. Its spirit put the whole thing right”
(82). In this moment of recognition, John begins to discover a way out of his melancholic
state, of being stuck in perpetual mourning. Recognizing the worm’s sacrifice, absorbing
the tequila’s impurities, as akin to the Igorot ritual of dog sacrifice, John obtains clarity.
“If the worm was happy, he was happy” (82). Although he does not yet experience
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jouissance in this moment, the story sets up the resolution to come. In this way, John’s
reference to sacrificing the “right” dog in the “right” way is not so much about properness and normativity in the colonial US context but rather honoring Igorot cosmology
and erotics, a sense of wholeness beyond the grasp of repressive US colonial imperatives.
Indeed, John’s happiness not only lies in proper dog sacrifice but also in realizing
that his daughter has not fully succumbed to the forces of Americanization. “When
Celeste was a baby, John thought she looked like Louisa. Now he could see clearly that if
she took after anyone it was after him, after the hollow-eyed, thin-cheeked boy in The
Book of the Fair” (91). Despite her estrangement from John and her invented identity as a
“foreign national,” Celeste remains Filipina/Igorot, contrary to John’s belief that she has
lost touch with her racial-ethnic heritage (89). As the narrator notes, “There might have
been, probably still were, people who suspected her of not being all she said, but no one
thought to accuse her of being a Filipino pretending to be a Filipino” (90). In this way,
when Celeste shows, rather than verbalizing, to her father the dog she intends to sacrifice,
she demonstrates the persistence of Igorot ways of knowing and being in the world
despite the repressive constraints of post/colonial America. And John’s tears near the
very end of the story signify a cathartic release from his melancholic state. Still bereft of
language, as See would have it, John is nevertheless able to transform his melancholia
into jouissance; however, this transformation relies not on self-autonomy, but instead
requires the help of others in silent solidarity. The affective connections between such
diasporic Filipinas/os as represented by John and Celeste illustrate the kinds of decolonial
survival strategies minoritized subjects enact and articulate the forms of association I
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engage with the case studies I present throughout this dissertation in the absence of
language. In short, these felt relationalities momentarily render legible the work of the
post/colonial unconscious thought to be lost to History.

Conclusion: Leaving St. Louis
Based on her experience as a practicing creative writer, Kercheval “learned that
the point of view you choose determines what story you can tell, that conflict controls
plot, that endings are built on the conflicts you establish.”175 In the case of her short story
“The Dogeater,” the use of third person point of view suggests that even though John
may be the central character, his voice does not carry ultimate authority. In my reading,
the narrator seems to tell the story from John’s perspective, thus suggesting that the
narrator could represent John’s alter ego or his unconscious. Recalling See’s claim that
colonized subjects are melancholic, this splitting of John’s subjectivity is fitting. In this
way, Kercheval’s choosing to tell the story from the third person point of view
appropriately captures the psychodynamics of John’s experience as a formerly displayed
Igorot at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair and as a Filipina/o exile living in the US. With
“nothing left by the body to articulate loss,” John attempts to work through his sense of
pain and dislocation living in place not necessarily of his choosing.176 That John requires
someone outside of himself yet a part of him, his daughter Celeste, to rectify the wrongs
of the past, however, signifies the limits of the body to articulate loss. Celeste, as the
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fusion of Philippine and American traditions, actually exceeds both national-cultural
boundaries and offers a way out of the repetitive, depressive state in which John inhabits.
Although the story’s title seems to function as a sensationalist attention grabber,
not unlike the many newspaper articles that featured the Igorot at the Fair, the story itself
departs from such approaches to racial difference and instead lays bare the intricacies and
intimacies of US empire and diasporic non/belonging. Rather than perpetuate racialized
stereotypes tied to Filipina/o-ness, the story exploits familiar stereotypes in order to
challenge what we think we already know. That is, the incongruence between the title and
the narrative reveals the necessity of invoking superficial representations as a way to
debunk them. That the story centers on an Igorot man’s perspective works to reverse the
dominant gaze which has been unevenly directed at Filipinas/os within the US. However,
the story recognizes the fact that stereotypes will remain as evidenced by the appearance
of John’s photograph in the Times-Picayune article by Delores with the caption:
“Chihuahua Salad Sandwich?” (88). Although Delores knows the sandwich is made of
tuna, since she was there when John made the sandwich, her reinforcement of John as
“the dogeater” plays into the fantasy of distancing that which we do not understand. In
this way, the story is partial and limited; however, this failure to resolve dominant
misperceptions toward the Filipina/o accurately reflects the dialogic relationship between
fiction and reality.
Jesse Lee Kercheval’s “The Dogeater” conjures the specter of the Filipina/o
dogeater, once popular in the US national imaginary and always present in the Filipina/o
psyche, and reminds us that Filipinas/os and the Midwest are not incommensurable, as
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some would have it. While the dominant, normative view of both the US and Asian
America often sees Filipinas/os as “out of place” in the “heartland,” Kercheval’s short
story provides a counterpoint to this myth, revealing instead that Filipinas/os have existed
in the interior US for at least one hundred years because of imperialistic activities like the
1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. However, such imperialistic activities often require the
excision of that which poses a threat to its existence. Hence, while Filipinas/os may have
clearly been central to the US national imaginary at the turn of the century, normalizing
and thus queering processes have relegated Filipinas/os in general and the particular
history of Filipinas/os in the Midwest as peculiar, exceptional, and as I argue queer.
Nevertheless, stories like “The Dogeater” can help to disrupt such normalizing logics by
encouraging us to refuse one-dimensional stereotypical representations and to recognize
the process of normalization that queers these figurations in the first place. From a
dominant perspective, Filipinas/os in the Midwest are queer; but from a queer
perspective, Filipinas/os in the Midwest are queer because of the psychological
gymnastics performed in order to maintain stable national, regional, cultural, and racial
boundaries.
In closing, I would like to return to my visit to St. Louis in the summer of 2012.
After five days of reviewing archival materials on the Fair at the Missouri History
Museum Library & Research Center, Washington University, and St. Louis University, I
ended my research trip in St. Louis by visiting “The 1904 World’s Fair: Looking Back at
Looking Forward” exhibit commemorating the centennial of the Louisiana Purchase
Exposition, which was housed in the Jefferson Memorial Building—home of the
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Missouri History Museum—in Forest Park. Walking through the exhibit and reading the
various display descriptions, I found myself fascinated by all the sights and tried to
imagine what it must have been like to go to the Fair. As I traveled around the room, I
came upon the Philippine Reservation interpretive display. The artifacts included a bahag
and a blown up image of a “Bontac [sic] Head Hunter” taken by the Gerhard Sisters.
Curiously, there was no mention of dogeating anywhere in the exhibit, or at least that I
could readily find. Unlike the Fair, naked, brown bodies feasting on dog flesh were not
on display. This led me to wonder if this was a reparative gesture for the sensational
exploitation of the Igorot body over one hundred years ago on the site. On the one hand, I
was amused by the exhibit’s tasteful displays, opting for education over spectacle;
however, in failing to engage the popular imaginary associating the Igorot with
dogeating, the exhibit missed an opportunity to critique that past. That is, the exhibit
inadvertently participated in the disavowal of the erotics of US empire. And although I
may not have seen what I desired to see, my embodied presence in St. Louis—harboring
the knowledge of what has been disavowed by the dominant US imaginary—was enough
for me to be satisfied. I left St. Louis that day feeling like I had paid my respects.
However, my journey to St. Louis was not the beginning but rather an
intermediate stop in between my summer travels throughout the lower Midwest, from
Kansas to Indiana. Not only was I on the road for research and to visit family, but I was
also attempting to meditate on the physical spaces and places once traveled by other
Filipinas/os lost in the Midwest. It is with that in mind that I now turn to Wichita, Kansas
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to examine the life of one of Filipina/o/America’s most celebrated writers, Bienvenido
Santos.
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CHAPTER 2
“HOW DID YOU LIVE THROUGH THE WINTER?”
LONELINESS, LONGING, AND LOSS IN BIENVENIDO SANTOS’S
EXILE LITERATURE1

Literary fictions play an important role in these cases [of
haunting] for the simple reason that they enable other kinds
of sociological information to emerge.
—Avery F. Gordon2

The relocated (sometimes by choice, at other times by
circumstance) are not as often found in literature as they are
read in and through queer theory: in the incidental moments
of queer imagining we happen upon through the yearnings
and formative moments of discovery that may theoretically
lead to elsewheres, but which bring us inevitably back to
those shared, secret nowheres.
—Karen Tongson3

Alas, memory knows no logic, follows no definite pattern
and tangents; memory is capricious, tarries at odd moments
or simply flits by, barely alighting, and moves on, turning
over layers upon layers of things past, things completely
forgotten. It has no discipline, no direction, no heart. It is
willful, with a mind of its own, and yet, every so often,
mindless.
—Bienvenido N. Santos4

1

The quotes is from Santos, “And Beyond, More Walls,” in Scent, 32. Further citations of this work are
given in the text.
2
Gordon, 25.
3
Tongson, location 693–98.
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In the summer of 2008, I uprooted my life in sunny San Diego, drove
approximately two thousand miles across the Southwest and up through the Midwest, and
began my new life in Minneapolis. I recall people in both cities asking me why I would
want to leave California for Minnesota, to which I would respond, “For grad school.”
Indeed, I chose Minnesota to pursue a PhD in American Studies because I felt that living
outside my comfort zone would positively contribute to my intellectual curiosity and
would give me an opportunity to see the rest of country. Aside from the exciting
thunderstorms, which I had never really experienced before while living in southern
California, moving in the middle of summer to the Upper Midwest meant that I did not
really experience a dramatic change in climate; and yet, once autumn arrived, I knew
things would not quite be the same. Contrary to popular belief, however, I looked
forward to experiencing my first snow—and I continue to feel giddy with the first
snowfall of the season. Nevertheless, living in America’s heartland is not met without
ambivalence. As a Filipino American, I feel that I do not quite fit in in Minnesota, given
the state’s relatively small Filipina/o population in comparison to coastal states. Thinking
back to people’s initial reactions, race and weather seemed to underlie their shock in my
choosing to live in the Midwest; that is, the combination of extreme snowy weather and
the supposed lack of racial-ethnic diversity, especially with respect to Asian
Americanness and specifically Filipina/o Americanness, presented the Midwest as an
unlikely place that I would desire to belong. This contradiction between race and place,
however, brings into relief the dynamics of diasporic Filipina/o subjectivity central to this
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dissertation; and my experience is actually not new, but rather resonates with early
twentieth-century Filipina/o pensionadas/os, colonial government– and non-governmentsponsored scholars who relocated from the Philippines to the US in the pursuit of higher
education.
Whereas the previous chapter examined how Filipinas/os exist within the
imaginary of the Midwest through Jesse Lee Kercheval’s obscure short story, “The
Dogeater,” and its historical referent, the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, this chapter
examines how the Midwest exists within the Filipina/o imaginary by analyzing the life
and literature of Bienvenido Santos, whose experiences of living in the Midwest, I argue,
influenced his fiction. As a pensionado, Santos materializes another part of the
constellation that renders legible Filipinas/os in Midwest; for the first pensionados who
arrived in the US in 1903, attended several colleges and universities throughout the
Midwest, and “served as guides in the exhibition halls and as waiters in the mess halls” at
the Louisiana Purchase Exposition in the summer of 19045 provided a corrective to the
widely-held assumption by (white) Americans “that Filipinos wore gee strings and slept
in trees.”6 If the so-called primitive dogeater figures as the introductory image of the
Filipina/o in the US popular imaginary, rooted and routed through the Midwest, then the
intellectual pensionada/o, literally and figuratively also circulating in America’s heartland
during much of the early twentieth century, serves as a counter-figure who prophesizes
the benevolence of US empire. Although scholars have acknowledged Santos’s life in the
Midwest, few have foregrounded the place of the Midwest as a factor in shaping his
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outlook of the US and his works of fiction that are set in various parts of the Midwest.
That Santos spent a considerable amount of time in the Midwest, both as a student and as
a scholar, and that some of his most well-known stories take place in the Midwest suggest
that the Midwest figures as a critical lens through which Santos’s contributions to
diasporic Filipina/o and Asian American literatures might be examined.
For example, while Asian American historian Augusto Espiritu notes that Santos
has had an impact on Filipina/o Americans in the Midwest,7 he instead focuses on the
role of hiya/supog, shame in Tagalog and Bicolano (a provincial language from southern
Luzon), respectively, in Santos’s life and writing as an exilic Filipino subject—an
important theme in Santos’s work to be sure.8 Similarly, in her comparative analysis of
Carlos Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart and Santos’s Scent of Apples, peminist scholar
Melinda de Jesús does specify the “chilly Midwest” setting of Santos’s “The Day the
Dancers Came,” but then she goes on to highlight the queer socialites present, yet
curiously unremarked upon by Asian American Studies scholars, in each text as opposed
to also considering the importance of location as a site of queerness.9 Likewise, Denise
Cruz opens her reading of Santos’s most famous short story “Scent of Apples” by noting
“the frozen Midwest”; however, she focuses instead, and rightly so, on the figure of the
transpacific Filipina on whom the plot “pivots.”10 In this way, my analysis builds upon
yet departs from Espiritu’s transnational critique, de Jesús’s queer critique, and Cruz’s
feminist critique by foregrounding the interior geography of the US as a critical aspect of
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Santos’s cultural production. Rather than treat Santos’s transpacific migrations at the
level of the nation, I focus instead on his translocal migrations between provincial
Philippines and provincial America. Moreover, rather than imagine queerness exclusively
through sexuality, I also imagine queerness through what geographer Paul Rodaway calls
“sensuous geographies”—the role of the five human senses in shaping one’s interaction
with space and place.11
In line with this dissertation’s main argument that place matters in theorizing
diasporic Filipina/o subjectivity, in this chapter, I argue that the places where Bienvenido
Santos lived during his time in the US played a significant role in shaping his fiction.
Unlike the well-renowned Filipino/American author Carlos Bulosan, Santos spent most
of his time writing in the US outside of the West Coast, mainly in Iowa City, Iowa and
Wichita, Kansas—places with no considerable Filipina/o population. Hence, while
Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart may offer more rural settings, and thus position it to
have more commonalities with dominant imaginaries of the Midwest (a point I will
address in the next chapter), in comparison to Santos’s cosmopolitan DC and New York
settings, which make up the bulk of Scent of Apples, Santos’s lived experience outside the
heart of Filipina/o America provides another entry point to examine the queer
geographies of the Filipina/o American diaspora. This is not to argue that Bulosan, by
writing from the center of Filipina/o America, presents a more “authentic” representation
of Filipinas/os in the US; nor is it to argue that Santos, because he wrote from a queer
location with respect to Filipina/o America, presents a less “authentic” depiction of exiled
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Filipinas/os. Such a distinction between “original” and “copy,” “authentic” and
“inauthentic,” as Judith Butler has rightly argued, is futile.12 Instead, by figuring Santos’s
location of cultural production as queer, I am critiquing the geographic norms that are
taken for granted within Filipina/o American Studies (and by extension Asian American
and American Studies). While one way to appraise Santos’s work would be to view him
as a writer who just so happened to spend most of his time in the Midwest while in the
US, for me, because of the Midwest’s not-so-obvious relationship to Filipina/o America,
highlighting the potential significance of the Midwest in relation to Santos’s work has the
capacity to queerly bring “new vistas, new lives, and new ways of being.”13
To illustrate how the particularity of the Midwest structures Santos’s personal
reflections of his life in the US and his fictional depictions of the Filipina/o exilic
experience, I first outline the analytical lenses I employ throughout this chapter to read
his oeuvre. From Asian American to specifically Filipina/o American socio-cultural
critiques of race, class, and empire; to queer and feminist interventions of ethnic and
diaspora studies; to geography; and to psychoanalysis, my approach to Santos’s life and
literature aims to underscore the interactions between ontology and geography. Then, I
trace Santos’s experiences in the US—first as a pensionado at the University of Illinois
during the US’s and, by extension, the Philippines’s entrance into World War II, later as a
creating writing fellow at the University of Iowa during the late 1950s through the early
1970s, and eventually as Distinguished Writer in Residence at Wichita State University
in Kansas—and place these in relation to the central role of education in bolstering the
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US imperial project. I also discuss how his time spent in the US mainly “East of
California” greatly influenced his literature and memories of the US. Following this
background discussion of Santos’s formative experiences and the key texts that inform
this chapter—namely, Scent of Apples, The Man Who (Thought He) Looked Like Robert
Taylor, and Memory’s Fictions—I focus on the imagery of snow and cold found in his
personal papers and dramatized in his literature to illustrate the symbolic meaning of the
Midwest in Santos’s imaginary. This ever-present, though arguably ancillary attention to
climate nevertheless grounds him and his literature in the heartland and illumines the
particularities and peculiarities of living apart from most Filipinas/os in the US. In
particular, snow engenders excitement as a novelty for Philippine migrants accustomed to
the tropics but also amplifies sorrow as symbol of the harsh, cold climate of the US these
exilic Filipinas/os experience as racial-colonial subjects. By foregrounding this
ambivalence toward snow that Santos attaches to his Filipino characters, I establish a
framework for the themes of loneliness, longing, and loss that recur throughout his
fictional and autobiographical memories of the US.14 While such affects may suggest
negativity, my close readings of Santos’s personal papers; his short stories “Scent of
Apples,” “The Day the Dancers Came,” and “The Contender”; his novel Robert Taylor;
and his memoir Memory’s Fiction excavate those fleeting moments of possibility that
being in the Midwest can provide. In other words, analyzing the ambivalent role of the
Midwest in Santos’s life and literature lays bare the queer contingencies that at times has
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magnified Filipina/o nonnormativity yet has also created opportunities to form alternative
socialities in excess of the disciplinary imperatives of both the US and Philippine nationstates.

Rereading Santos’s Exile Literature
Within Asian American Studies, scholars have analyzed Santos’s life and
literature with respect to race, class, gender, sexuality, diaspora, nation, and empire. In so
doing, they have illumined the myriad, intersecting vectors that have shaped the lives of
early twentieth-century Filipina/o migrants, including Santos, traveling between the
colony and the metropole. For Elaine Kim, Santos’s fiction highlights the structural
inequalities that have prevented Filipinos from “develop[ing] a full life.”15 Forced to
work menial jobs, ashamed to return to the Philippines, and living mostly in bachelor
communities—these represent the features of the primarily male Filipino exile central to
Santos’s short stories. Disillusioned by the realities of life in the US as an Asian migrant,
“a fleeting dream of the homeland” has signified the primary mode of desiring for the
Filipino exile.16 Whereas Kim’s analysis of the sad and lonely exile of Santos’s literature
lies with US racist labor exploitation, Eleanor Ty’s reading of Santos’s The Man Who
(Thought He) Looked Like Robert Taylor focuses especially on the imperial dynamics
that structure the Filipino exilic condition. Like Kim, Ty notes the exclusion of Filipinos
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from accessing white hetero-patriarchal power,17 which has left them disfranchised,
“dislocat[ed],” and alone in the US—a place that is both home and not.18 Moreover, both
literary scholars’ attention to the old-timer generation of Santos’s work brings into relief
the racial, classed, and gendered particularities of pre- and post-1965 immigration. By
emphasizing the detrimental effects of US imperialism in the Philippines on diasporic
Filipina/o ontology, however, Ty offers a specifically Filipina/o critique of the US that
shares with Augusto Espiritu’s, Oscar Campomanes’s, and E. San Juan Jr.’s analyses of
Santos.19 And yet, whereas Kim, Espiritu, Campomanes, and San Juan read Santos
through exile, Ty opts to do so in relation to “the difficulties of immigration and
settlement.”20 Although such a shift from exile to settlement captures the realities of
Filipino old-timers during the late twentieth century, many of whom never returned to the
Philippines, I continue to find exile a more useful trope that unsettles claims to the US
while drawing attention to the white supremacist logics that condition Filipina/o nonbelonging to/in the US.
Conversely, such critiques of the US culled from Santos’s life and literature
reinforce a heteronormative reading practice that renders queer sociality impossible.21
Melinda de Jesús and Kandice Chuh, however, bring into productive tension the racial
and sexual valences of US imperial domination over Filipina/o subjectivity. Rather than
rehearse the wounded-ness of Asian American masculinity, both scholars read the
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intersection of race and sexuality as necessary revisions to the dominant paradigms
within Asian American Studies that center race and racialization as the exclusive focus of
Asian American critique.22 For de Jesús, “emphasis on the denial of manongs’23 [author’s
italics] access to women (resulting in the deprivation of marriage and family life,
hallmarks of Asian immigrant bachelor societies)” in most literary and historical analyses
of the experiences of early twentieth-century Filipino migrants in the US “takes
precedence over what is most obvious in [Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart and Santos’s
Scent of Apples]: the intense relationships among the manongs [author’s emphasis]
themselves.”24 Here, she critiques the heteronormative bias within Asian American
Studies that assumes all Filipino migrants exclusively desired, if at all, women. While the
Filipina/o population in the US during the first half of the twentieth century was
disproportionately comprised of men due to gendered labor demands and social mores
that precluded Filipina travel to the US as well as anti-miscegenation laws in some states,
particularly along the West Coast, which together prevented some Filipinos from forming
normative family structures based on heterosexuality, to render such social conditions
pathological stymies the possibility to imagine otherwise.25 As Chuh argues in her
analysis of Filipina/o America, “[t]he history of the formation of ‘Filipino’ and ‘Filipino
American’ identity formations, from a U.S. perspective, is also a history of sexuality.”26
In other words, to read Filipina/o racialization is to uncover the central role of sexuality
22
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in mediating Filipina/o racial-colonial difference. Reading Santos’s “Immigration Blues”
alongside Bulosan’s America, she illumines how, in the former, even when Filipinos are
provided with the opportunity to marry a Filipina in the US, such arrangements do not
conform to heteronormative scripts. Rather, marriage “works to create community and
de-isolate individuals.”27 That is, the story’s matter-of-fact portrayal of “green card
marriages” disrupts the (hetero)normative mandates of US subject formation, allowing
alternative kinship structures to serve as viable socialities. Even though Chuh’s analysis
does not go as far as de Jesús’s in terms of imagining Filipino homosexuality, both
scholars’ foregrounding of sexuality as a key optic for reading Filipino social formations
unsettles the unwitting alliance between Filipina/o cultural nationalism and US
imperialism.
Whereas de Jesús models a queer critique of the mid-century writings of Bulosan
and Santos, two notable Filipino exiles located in the US, Denise Cruz provides a
necessary rereading of the gendered and sexual politics of US-Philippine relations
dramatized on the terrain of literature. In reading Santos’s You Lovely People, published
in the Philippines in 1955, and from which several of the stories in Scent of Apples first
appeared in print, alongside the writings of transpacific Filipina feminists also publishing
in the Philippines during the 1950s, Cruz disrupts the hackneyed discourse that absents
Filipinas from the US due to their disproportionate presence in comparison to Filipino
men: “these texts respond not merely to the scarcity [author’s emphasis] of women, but
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also to the proliferation [author’s emphasis] of transpacific Filipinas.”28 That is, even if
Filipinas may have not been present in the US in considerable numbers, they nevertheless
populate the pages of Filipino writers in the US, such as Santos, and figure as central to
Philippine nation building and Filipina/o modernity.29 As Cruz argues throughout her
book Transpacific Femininities, “the transpacific Filipina was consistently at the center
of” debates around the shifting meaning of Filipina/o identity amidst Spanish, US, and
Japanese imperialisms;30 and Santos’s writings proves no exception as You Lovely
People’s stories are stitched not so much by its male narrators than by its ambivalent
stance toward women.31 In this way, Cruz nuances Espiritu’s reading of Filipino exile
literature during the first half of the twentieth century and de Jesús’s alternative
imaginary of male homosociality by problematizing the fraught gender politics between
Filipinos and Filipinas.32 More importantly, she reminds us that not all anti-racist, antiimperialist, or anti-normative critiques of US empire in the Philippines align with
feminism. Indeed, as Gayatri Gopinath points out in her reading of South Asian diasporic
cultures, a queer sensibility is not enough as queerness has not always been sympathetic
to or compatible with feminism.33 Therefore, any analysis of the gendered and sexual
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dynamics at play in Santos’s work as they relate to Filipino hetero-masculinity and US
empire should also consider the vexed representations of Filipina femininity.
In my reading of Santos’s 1941–42 diary entries immediately after the attack on
Pearl Harbor and the subsequent attack on Manila while he was a pensionado at the
University of Illinois alongside select stories from Scent of Apples and Robert Taylor,
women in general and Filipinas in particular certainly occupy an ambivalent place in his
imaginary.34 In line with Cruz’s reading, transpacific Filipinas figure as both innocent
and seductive. For example, in a diary entry dated January 15, 1942, Santos presents
varying images of three Filipinas: a classmate, a distant pensionada studying at another
university, and his wife Beatriz, whom he often referred to as “Aquing.”35 He mentions
the first as “that Filipino girl with the smooth skin and wonderful arms and fingers. She is
a strange girl.” Over half of the typed diary entry is devoted to what he would like to say
to her. Corroborating Cruz’s critique, this unnamed transpacific Filipina is portrayed as
cold and heartless; and yet, she is someone whom Santos “shall not forget.”36 He then
makes note of another Filipina, Remedios, presumably a pensionada, in Bloomington,
Indiana who is rumored by be in a sanatorium “with a nervous breakdown which is due to
the war.” Unlike his mild irritation toward the first Filipina, Santos exhibits compassion
for Remedios whom he speculates is “so alone in Indiana” without the company of other
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Filipinas/os like him in Illinois.37 Finally, he devotes his final paragraph to his wife,
expressing loyalty to her despite their distance. Whereas the first two women in the US
represent mobility, his wife in the Philippines represents stasis. Such nostalgic longing
for the Philippines projected onto his wife not only helps to ground him in a foreign land,
but it also implicitly renders transpacific Filipinas as corrupted by their departure from
the homeland. Perhaps this ambivalence toward women in the US can be attributed to
Santos’s guilt of being away from his wife and three daughters whose whereabouts were
unknown at the time following the Japanese occupation of the Philippines.38
In “Nightclub,” “The Contender,” and “Quicker with Arrows,” women literally
get in the way of male homosocial bonding and homoerotic exchange.39 In Robert Taylor,
Filipinas in the Philippines are revered as illustrated by the protagonist Sol’s differential
treatment of Luz and Barbara. Luz figures as the woman Sol left behind in the
Philippines; she statically exists only in his imaginary. Barbara, on the other hand, is
tangible as he is able to return to her in old age and resolve their affairs from the past.
Moreover, during Sol’s time in the US, white women are available as sex partners,
whereas Filipinas remain on a pedestal.40 Later, post-1965 Filipinas appear as either
“green card marriage” huntresses or unfeeling toward the Filipino old-timer generation.41
While such depictions support Cruz’s critique of Santos’s mid-century writings, my focus
on the conditions of possibility that place Filipino men outside the economy of white
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heteropatriarchy both in terms of US racist-imperialist logics and especially the
peripheral geographies of the US diaspora—namely, the Midwest—aims to tease out the
role of space and place in structuring Filipino exilic desires. Notwithstanding the
problematic status of women in Santos’s oeuvre, my turn to geography illustrates how the
themes of loneliness, longing, and loss found throughout his work are made palpable via
his and his characters’ experiences of living in “the frozen Midwest.”42
As previously mentioned, one of the central arguments of this chapter hinges on
the lack of attention to the geographic context of Santos’s writings. That Iowa and
Kansas are the two places where Santos spent most of his time in the US and where his
literary career developed and flourished suggests the Midwest plays an important, yet
largely overlooked, aspect of his work. Also, Illinois served as his home base during his
first stay in the US—a period that significantly affected him due to the outbreak of World
War II in the Philippines; and while he eventually found his way to the East Coast
(Washington, DC; New York; and Boston), he spent a considerable amount of time
touring the Midwest to educate the US public on the Philippines as fictionalized in “Scent
of Apples” and “Of Other Deaths.” In this way, Santos’s location “East of California,”
more broadly, introduces an alternative route for tracing Filipina/o America during the
first half of the twentieth century—one that departs from Bulosan’s West Coast
centricism. Following Sara Ahmed’s queer phenomenological approach to cultural
objects, I orient toward the Midwest not only because I am also located here, and thus
have developed a heightened sense of awareness of this Other Filipina/o America, but
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also because doing so allows other worlds to come into view.43 Moreover, as geographer
Yi-Fu Tuan suggests, an attention to space and place invites us to “raise questions we
have not thought to ask.”44 In particular, place evokes “identity” and gives meaning to a
location.45 By attending to place in Santos’s life and literature, the queer structure of
feeling that propagates throughout his writings becomes grounded in his literal
dislocation in the US and his specific location in the heartland of US empire, away from
the majority of Filipinas/os living in the Pacific States.
I argue that attending to the geographies of Santos’s life and literature works to
give structure and meaning to the affective experiences of diasporic Filipinas/os. That is,
his and his characters’ sense of alienation and estrangement in the US derives not simply
from white supremacy but also in concert with the particularities of space and place. As
Tuan’s exploration of the relationship between human experience and geography
suggests, the archive of human feeling housed in “literature . . . humanistic psychology,
philosophy, anthropology, and geography” actually reflects a catalog of space and
place,46 and “the different modes of experience (sensori-motor, tactile, visual,
conceptual)” makes palpable one’s place in the world.47 From scents that waft through
the pages of Santos’s fiction and memoir to the imagery of snow that seems peripheral to
the narrative arc of his stories and personal letters, such sensory references function to
(con)textualize Santos’s imaginary as an exile inhabiting the interior US during much of
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his life. That the title of his most famous short story “Scent of Apples” refers to the smell
of unsold apples in the home of a Filipino farmer living in the outskirts of Kalamazoo,
Michigan stitches together sensory experience to the unnamed narrator’s (though most
likely the narrator Ben of the other short stories in Scent and loosely modeled on Santos)
experience of traveling throughout the US for the US Office of Education to educate the
white American public “on the work and stamina of Filipinos as allies” during World
War II.48 Such a connection between sense and place reflects Rodaway’s concept of
sensuous geography, or “geography of the senses.”49 According to Rodaway,
“‘[s]ensuous geography’ . . . refers to a study of the geographical understanding which
arises out of the stimulation of, or apprehension by, the senses [author’s italics]”50—
namely, for him, “touch, smell, hearing and sight.”51 In the case of olfactory experience,
or “the geography of the nose,”52 “the association of odours with particular things,
organisms, situations and emotions . . . contribute to a sense of space and the character to
places.”53 So, “the familiar scent of apples”54 the narrator of “Scent of Apples”
encounters not only draws attention to the intimacy of Celestino Fabia’s living space but
also becomes a reference point for the narrator’s travels around the US—from Oneonta,
New York; to Muncie, Indiana; to Higgins Lake, Michigan; to Terre Haute, Indiana; to
Emporia, Kansas; to Troy, Alabama; to Kentucky; to Bloomington, Illinois; to New
Mexico; to San Francisco and Oakland; to St. Louis; to Stockton, California; to Detroit;
48
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to Chicago; and to Shippensburg, Pennsylvania55—which are “all sensation, all
feeling.”56
In addition to smell and memories of place, the psychic dimensions of living in
the Midwest bring into relief the centrality of geography in Santos’s rendering of
Filipina/o exilic subjectivity. Reading Santos psychoanalytically provides a critical
vocabulary to articulate the experience of loneliness, longing, and loss woven throughout
his writings. In particular, Sigmund Freud’s theories on mourning, melancholia, and
unconscious desire construct a framework for unraveling the ambivalent modes of
address—from sadness to affiliation and from contentment to nostalgia—performed by
Santos and the characters who embody fragments of himself. However, aligned with
Sarita See, I use Freud not simply as an authority but rather as a refracted mirror of
normativity’s anxieties and inability to fully capture the subjugated.57 Rather than posit
melancholia as a structure of feeling that casts exilic Filipinos as wounded, I position it as
an entry point for enabling previously hidden, repressed, unthought affects to surface,
albeit fleeting and momentarily. As Freud argues in “Mourning and Melancholia,”
“melancholia is in some way related to an unconscious loss of a love-object”58 and
resides in no other place “but the Ucs [the system Unconscious], the region of memorytraces of things.”59 While characterized as pathological mourning, as Freud indicates,
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melancholia also allows desire to live on, even if only in the unconscious.60 In this way,
melancholia refers not simply to extreme grief but also the barring of desire. Moreover,
as See provocatively lays bare in the case of Filipina/o America, melancholia is both
psychic and somatic61 and “is about foreclosure.”62 Critical of Freud’s racialized
humanism, she asserts that “the racially marked, colonized subject completely exceeds
the bounds of humanity” and thus poses a threat to the normal order of things.63
Accordingly, “the colonized subject,” such as the exilic Filipino embodied by Jesse Lee
Kercheval’s Jon Santioc discussed in chapter 1 or by Santos and his fiction characters,
“has nothing left but the body to articulate loss.”64
This attention to the physicality of colonial violence resonates with Jigna Desai’s
theorization of homesickness.65 For her, diasporic subjects not only exhibit an emotional
longing for an imagined homeland but also experience physical maladies living in a place
that is now home yet not. Such instances of literal homesickness recur in the stories of the
“hurt men” in Scent, in Solomon King’s (f)ailing body in Robert Taylor, and in Santos’s
memoir Memory’s Fictions. Although such melancholic manifestations would seem to
suggest the loss of self in the face of US racist-colonialist exploitation, I read such affects
as also pointing to the loss of queer sociality. That is, melancholia in Santos’s life and
literature reveal the complex and, at times, competing desires for homosocial kinship
made accessible via US imperialism, yet socially unsanctioned by homophobia. And as
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an unconscious affect, it unwittingly shows itself; one only needs to be attuned to what is
there, hidden in plain sight.66 Put differently, loss in Santos’s oeuvre represents both loss
of Filipina/o subjectivity at the hands of multiple and overlapping colonialisms and loss
of love-objects deemed antithetical to heteropatriarchal nationalisms.

“Stranded” in the US: The Life and Literature of Bienvenido Santos67
As Espiritu highlights in his analysis of Santos’s life and literature, Santos was a
transnational migrant who alternated his time between the Philippines and the US for
most of life until his death in 1996.68 In the fall of 1941, he set sail for the US as a
Philippine government-sponsored pensionado and docked in San Francisco on Columbus
Day, October 12, 1941.69 From San Francisco, he boarded a train bound for Chicago,
accompanied by a small group of pensionados, two of whom traveled with him to the
University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign after their arrival in Chicago.70 Although he
stayed in Champaign–Urbana for less than a year, completing an MA in English by the
following spring 1942, the time he spent there left a lasting impression on his memories
due to the outbreak of war in the Philippines following the attack on Pearl Harbor in
December 1941. Upon graduation in June 1942, he hopped abroad a train bound for New
York City,71 where he spent the summer learning how to write short stories with writer
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and Story magazine editor Whit Burnett at Columbia University.72 From there, he spent
time “on and off” in Washington, DC from autumn 1942 through 1946, working for the
Philippine Government-in-Exile;73 when not in DC, he was touring the country, “visiting
schools and colleges, including civic and religious clubs and organizations, informing
[his] audiences of everything that [he] believed they should know about Filipinos and the
Philippines.”74 Once the war was over, he returned to the Philippines in 1946, reuniting
with his wife Beatriz and their three daughters Arme, Lina, and Lily in the Albay
province of Bicol.75 In 1958, he returned to the Midwest with his wife and son Tom,
enrolling in the prestigious Writers Workshop at the University of Iowa with support
from a Rockefeller creative writing fellowship, and stayed until 1961.76 He and his wife
returned to Iowa City in 1965, where he taught as an Exchange Fulbright Professor in the
Writers Workshop, and stayed until 1969.77 In 1970, he and Beatriz found themselves
back at the University of Iowa, where Beatriz went to complete her PhD in Education.78
Two years later, they were living with P. C. Morantte, Filipino writer and “close friend of
. . . Bulosan,”79 in San Francisco.80 Although they had planned to return to the
Philippines, President Ferdinand Marcos’s declaration of martial law in September 1972
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precluded them from doing so.81 Fortunately, he obtained what initially was to be a oneyear appointment as Distinguished Writer in Residence at Wichita State University in
Kansas in June 1973 and stayed in that position until his retirement in 1982, a few
months after Beatriz’s death.82 Afterwards, he split his time between Camarines Sur
(another province in Bicol) and Albay, where his daughters and their families were
living, and Greeley, Colorado, where Tom and his family were living.83
While Santos and the Midwest may at first seem exceptional to diasporic
Filipina/o experience, the conditions under which Santos found himself in the so-called
middle of nowhere belongs to a much longer and broader historical context. At the same
time that the Igorot and other “native” Filipinas/os were being collected to be put on
display at the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, the Philippine’s brightest elites were being
selected for study abroad at colleges and universities all over the US. Known as the
pensionado program, which the Philippine Commission enacted via Act No. 854 on
August 26, 1903, these colonial government-sponsored scholars, or pensionadas/os, were
chosen to create a Filipina/o intelligentsia in the image of the US.84 Even though the
official program ran from 1903–1910,85 pensionadas/os—a term generally applied to
early twentieth-century Filipina/o students studying abroad in the US, both governmentand non-government-sponsored alike—continued to migrate to the US well into the

81

At this time, Santos was working on Robert Taylor and began What the Hell For You Left Your Heart in
San Francisco (1987).
82
Santos, Memory’s Fictions, 34.
83
Ibid., 26, 110; Espiritu, xviii, 142.
84
Sutherland, 8.
85
Ibid.

164

1930s.86 More importantly, Midwestern institutions received many of these scholars, a
fact most critics have failed to recognize. For example, in historian Barbara Posadas’s
account of the pensionado program, “California schools” are only mentioned.87 Similarly,
historian Linda España-Maram draws attention to the University of Southern California
as a hotbed for Filipino students documenting the conditions of Filipinos, particularly on
the West Coast, during the 1930s and 1940s.88 Notwithstanding the fact that Filipina/o
students did attend schools in California, to only highlight that state—which appears to
have been less common according to former Superintendent of Filipino Students in the
United States William Sutherland’s record of the pensionada/o program in Not by
Might—reinforces the mythical absence of Filipinas/os beyond the West Coast. Indeed,
the first three Filipino students to study in the US under the context of US occupation of
the Philippines traveled to Ann Arbor, Michigan in 1900.89 Moreover, of the eighty-four
biographies of pensionadas/os from the 1903, 1904, and 1905 classes—which totaled one
hundred four, thirty-nine, and thirty-seven, respectively—listed in Sutherland’s text,
sixty-two (74%) revealed pensionada/o attendance at a Midwest institution, while most of
the rest mentioned an East Coast institution. In short, Filipinas/os—particularly, elite,
educated ones—prominently figured “East of California” during the early twentieth
century.
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By situating Santos’s life and literature within the genealogy of US cultural
imperialism manifested through education, I am uncovering the invisible links that
connect US empire and the Midwest. That Sutherland’s reflections on the pensionado
program simultaneously disavow the US as empire and celebrate the civilizing effects of
US intervention at the turn of the twentieth century nearly fifty years later in light of the
cold war is precisely indicative of the ideology of US exceptionalism.90 As EspañaMaram points out, the pensionado program served as a mechanism to bolster US
imperialism in the Philippines by training elite Filipinas/os in the American way.91
Similarly, Denise Cruz traces the ascendance of Philippine literature in English to the
central role of education in the US imperial enterprise in the Philippines during much of
the early twentieth century92—which involved both the importation of American teachers
to the Philippines and the exportation of Filipinas/os, especially the elite, to the US via
programs such as the pensionado program.93 However, she rightly argues that US
imperial domination is not simply unilateral; rather, transpacific Filipinas/os have
employed disidentificatory strategies to navigate competing and overlapping imperial
conditions as well as nationalist efforts that have sought to make and re-make the
Filipina/o subject.94 Accordingly, while writers such as Santos may have been the
beneficiaries of US imperial techniques, their “willful disloyalty to the master,” as José

90

Sutherland, 7, 43, 53.
España-Maram, 75.
92
Cruz, 10.
93
Ibid., 11.
94
Ibid., 22–23.
91

166

Muñoz puts it to describe critique, acts as a fissure to US imperial power.95 Indeed,
Santos reworked his colonial education and training in American literature by using
fiction and memoir to lay bare the legacies of US cultural imperialism.
Scent of Apples, a collection of some of Santos’s short stories previously
published in the Philippines and contained in You Lovely People (1955) and The Day the
Dancers Came: Selected Prose Works (1967), represents the first book-length publication
of his fiction in the US. Also, as his only book published in the US that remains regularly
in print, this volume figures as Santos’s most well-known text. Within Asian American
Studies, the book has received considerable critical attention and has become required
reading in many introductory courses since its publication in 1979. In the same way that
Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart functions as a lens reflecting the plight of Filipino
farm workers along the West Coast, Scent provides a window into the lives of exiled
Filipinos living throughout the US during World War II and the years thereafter.
However, whereas Bulosan’s narrative grounds Filipinas/os to the West Coast, especially
California, Santos’s short stories move readers away from the heart of Filipina/o America
and reveal the often untold experiences of Filipina/o migrants living in the Midwest,
America’s heartland, as well as in Washington, DC, the heart of US governance. That
most of the stories in Scent take place in parts of the country not readily imagined as
having a Filipina/o population seems to be lost unto most scholars analyzing his work. In
this way, my analysis of Scent foregrounds the relationship between geographic location
and exilic subjectivity in order to highlight how the sparse presence of Filipinas/os in
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places like the Midwest heighten feelings of loneliness but also excitement upon
encountering another Filipina/o.
Although only three of the sixteen stories are actually set in the Midwest and two
additional stories reference the Midwest, the fact that Santos compiled Scent of Apples
while in Wichita is worth consideration. In other words, the Midwest is not simply
ancillary to the book’s production and reception but serves as a critical point in the wider
constellation of Santos’s life and literature. As previously mentioned, the titular story
“Scent of Apples” takes place in Kalamazoo, Michigan. The following story, “And
Beyond, More Walls,” notes that the narrator Ben, who appears in most of the stories
originally published in You Lovely People, is from the Midwest. In “Of Other Deaths,”
Ben recounts his college lecture tour, which comprised of many stops throughout the
Midwest. Of the last four stories, which first appeared in The Day the Dancers Came,
“The Day the Dancers Came,” again a titular short story, and “The Contender” are both
set in Chicago, the latter connected to the former via the Philippine dance troupe that
comes to the Windy City. Moreover, in Memory’s Fictions, Santos warmly recounts the
“two-day celebration of the publication of Scent of Apples in 1980” at Wichita State
University, which “culminated in a grand banquet attended by around 200 Filipino and
American guests” (212). In addition to his son Tom’s heartfelt speech honoring his
father’s work, what he poignantly remembers of the banquet was “[t]he place marks . . .
each bearing the name of the guest, planted into the core of a fresh golden apple, . . .
glowing in candlelight, filling the hall with the unmistakable scent of apples” (212). Like
the unnamed narrator in “Scent of Apples,” who “immediately . . . was aware of the
168

familiar scent of apples” when he entered Celestino Fabia’s home, and which left an
indelible impression on his memory of Kalamazoo a few years later (26), Santos’s
recollection of that night in Wichita vividly manifests through the scent of apples. As YiFu Tuan points out, “[o]dors lend character to objects and places, making them
distinctive, easier to identify and remember.”96 For both the unnamed narrator of “Scent
of Apples,” presumably Santos himself, and the author Santos, the scent of apples
reminds them not only of a memory in time but more specifically a memory in place and
time. In the short story and in Santos’s memoir, the smell of apples takes them back not
simply to the US but more specifically to the Midwest—to rural Michigan and to
Wichita, respectively.
Whereas Scent of Apples largely focuses on the experiences of Santos and other
Filipina/o exiles during the 1940s, Santos’s novel The Man Who (Thought He) Looked
Like Robert Taylor depicts the experiences of this earlier generation of Filipina/o
expatriates now elderly persons living during the late 1960s and early 1970s, estranged
from the younger post-1965 professional class of Filipinas/os. One of the chapters
appeared as “Immigration Blues” in Scent, a story about two elderly Filipina sisters who
tactfully proposition an elderly Filipino man to marry one of the women so that she may
avoid deportation. However, Robert Taylor’s plot centers on Solomon “Sol” King, an
elderly Filipino man who lives alone in Chicago and believes his looks and life resemble
the actor Robert Taylor. As such, Robert Taylor is not unlike Kercheval’s “The
Dogeater” in its attention to an aging Filipino man who leads a lonely life; yet, Santos’s
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novel also resonates with Noël Alumit’s Letters to Montgomery Clift (2002) with each
narrative anchored by the protagonist’s identification with a leading male Hollywood
actor. Written while Santos was living in Iowa City, San Francisco, and Wichita, the
novel shares Scent’s themes of disorientation, liminal subjectivity, and unfulfilled dreams
resulting from living in the diaspora. Moreover, like Scent, the novel’s setting outside the
capital of Filipina/o America (i.e. California) not only makes palpable Sol’s solitary life
but also offers an alternative, and arguably understudied, route for tracing Filipina/o
migration to the US. Despite the civilizing efforts of the US, particularly via education,
but also through popular culture, Filipinas/os fail to fulfill their destiny of becoming
American, which in fact maintains US imperial dominance. But it is exactly this failure
that looses exilic Filipinas/os like Sol from the grasp of both the US and the Philippines.
For Sol, like so many of his diasporic compatriots, dreams become an alternative to
reality; and in the dream world, he is able to live out that which has been foreclosed due
to his race, class, and age—a recurring theme in Santos’s memoir Memory’s Fictions.

“Snow! It’s snowing!” Climatic Symbolism in Santos’s Exile
Literature97
Winter weather—snow and cold temperatures—represents, for better or worse, a
distinctive feature of the Midwest; and in Santos’s exile literature, it serves as a backdrop
for both the isolation of Midwestern Filipinas/os and the novelties of living in a foreign
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land. Although snow and cold certainly impact other places in the US besides the
Midwest, in Santos’s writings, they especially refer to the particularities of the interior
US. Not unlike the narrator Ben’s cousin Manuel asking him “How did you live through
the winter?” in “And Beyond, More Walls” upon his arrival in New York City (32),
Santos’s friends and colleagues in the Philippines would joking ask “How was the winter
in Chicago? How did you survive the blizzards?” while he anxiously waited to travel for
the first time to the US as a pensionado.98 Such climatological references portray the
Midwest both as brutal to racial-colonial subjects and as either exciting or mundane. In
short, snow and cold as symbolic of the Midwest retain multiple, contradictory meanings
that resist straightforward interpretation. As such, this illustrates the complexities of the
Midwest and its relationship to Filipina/o exilic structures of feeling. That Santos and his
Filipina/o exiles do not find themselves completely alienated in the Midwest suggests that
the heartland is not as antithetical to Asian Americans as is popularly believed.
For Filipina/o migrants accustomed to the tropical conditions of the Philippines,
the US’s climatic differences, particularly in places such as the Midwest, the MidAtlantic, and New England, present some cause for concern. According to Sutherland,
pensionadas/os were selected based on “mental fitness and physical, as well”—the latter
“doubly important . . . because of the fact that being a tropical race, and going for
instance to Boston or St. Paul, constituted a marked change from Philippine climatic
conditions, where not even a frost has ever been recorded.”99 Notwithstanding his racial
essentialist undertones, Sutherland’s point regarding the severe weather distinctions
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between the Philippines and the US is not too far from reality. For those who have not
had to brave the sub-zero temperatures of such places as the Upper Midwest,
transplanting (t)here may not only come with a bit of culture shock but a climate one as
well. However, the literal climate shock of the snowy and cold Midwest also has its
metaphoric counterpart as illustrated by Santos’s diary entries during his first few months
as an exile in the US. With the uncertain fate of his wife and three daughters in the
Philippines looming weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Santos’s diary entries in late
December 1941 and early January 1942 reveal an implicit link between the bitter cold
weather and the heaviness of his heart. For example, he begins one entry with “Discovery
on Christmas Day: I am not the only lonely man in Chicago to-day [sic]” and ends it with
“Even you, Chicago, you are a lonely city, with all these lonely souls seeking solace in
the coldness of your bosom.”100 Here, physical temperature serves as imagery for the
loneliness and homesickness Santos experiences on what is supposed to be a day spent
with family. In another entry, the second clause reads “still sub-zero temperature,” setting
the tone for the anguish of still not knowing the fate of his family and the future of his
country; and it ends similar to his Christmas Day entry: “but out here in sub-zero
weather, even the big American heart cannot help being cold.”101 Two days later, the
agony continues as he writes: “There is no let up in the cold, it’s still sub zero [sic]
temperature; and there’s no snow.”102 Such references to the physical and symbolic
coldness of the US lies not so much with the US being unfriendly to exilic Filipinas/os
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such as Santos, which of course has not been always the case as evidenced by his
literature, but rather with his being away from his loved ones back in his homeland.103
In Santos’s fiction, the snowy and cold Midwest evoke the complex emotions
exilic Filipinas/os possess living in the colonial metropole—ranging from sadness to
happiness to boredom. In “The Contender,” snow and cold set the somber tone of the
story, which centers on an argument had between two friends, Bernie and Felix:
Winter came early that year in Chicago. The mild autumn had become
increasingly violent, the trees shedding their leaves before they had turned deep
gold. By October the flurries of wind raking the dead leaves on the twilight streets
and parks bore the snow-dusts of winter. Now in November there was slush and
ice on the avenues and the lake winds bit into the covered flesh like thrusts of pain
into the naked body.104
And yet, like the story, this image of winter possesses a calming quality. The darkness of
winter parallels the gradual darkness Bernie experiences as the health of his eyes
deteriorates, due in no small part to his former career as a flyweight boxer; but like the
beauty of “the twilight streets and parks,” he basks in the “perpetual twilight” of his
“compromise[d]” vision (138). For him, going blind opened up new views of the world
hitherto taken for granted: “Now he understood a lot of things that were not clear to him
before. In the long night, the voices were not only clearer but kinder” (138). Angered at
first by Felix’s constant nagging to go see an eye doctor, by the story’s end, marked by
the seasonal change from winter to spring, Bernie too undergoes a change of heart and
realizes Felix’s actions stem from deep affection. For the protagonist Fil of “The Day the
Dancers Came,” snow brings about excitement as he proclaims, “Snow! It’s snowing!”
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and represents a unique feature of the Midwest that allows him to feel emboldened as a
resident of Chicago who might serve as a credible tour guide for the Filipina/o dancers
(113).105 For Robert Taylor’s protagonist Sol, the wintry Midwest figures as home, and as
such, it is both familiar and uninspiring. When he finally musters the courage to leave
Chicago and start his terminal vacation, he decides to drive to New York to reconnect
with long lost friends. However, holiday weekend traffic stops him in his tracks: “The
more he thought of New York, the less interested he was in going there. Who were still in
that city among his friends?” (106). In line with the anti-urbanist writers Scott Herring
references, Sol’s view of New York disrupts the ascendancy of the Eastern metropolis
over the Second City and its adjacent hinterlands.106 Nevertheless, the narrator reinforces
the dominant cultural imaginary of the Midwest as ambivalently plain, ordinary, and
frigid: “He was going to turn back to Chicago. It was no problem. A different route, but
the scenes looked the same, familiar, drab, and cold” (107).
Contrary to the bleakness often exclusively associated with winter, in Santos’s
recollections of his time in the US expressed in Memory’s Fictions, it signifies
youthfulness and joy; and yet, with time, it succumbs to its characteristic feelings of
hopelessness and isolation.107 As a pensionado visiting the US for the first time in 1941,
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he “saw [his] first snow, far away in the distance, on the peaks of the Rocky Mountains”
en route to Chicago (77) but experienced the touch and feel of it while at Champaign–
Urbana (118). In both instances, he was filled with excitement, describing the former as
“thrill[ing]” with “[v]apor [coming] from our mouths as in the movies” (77) and the latter
as a “happy” occasion that warranted having a photograph taken (118). Later, he writes of
his time in Washington, DC after completing his MA at the University of Illinois as
follows:
My favorite memories of Washington are winter memories, warmth by the
fireside, alone or in company, idle talk and subdued laughter, while outside the
glass windows the wind howled noiselessly as in a silent picture show, shaking
the bare branches of trees laden with snow and more snow falling, silently, like it
was a different world far away. Those are the times when I felt farthest away from
my true home and quite often forgot where I’d come from, as if this had been the
only life I had ever known. (173)
Here, Santos expresses happiness, but also guilt. On the one hand, this memory of living
in the US’s capital, with snow falling, is like a movie scene of his youth; and it reveals
the carefree life he once had. However, in the context of both his exile from his wife and
three daughters and the realization of his class difference from the “Pinoys”—those of the
“laboring class”—this memory betrays the sadness he is supposed to have felt away from
his homeland (172).108 As Espiritu argues, “Santos experienced expatriation neither as
affirmation nor as negation but through intense feelings of guilt, or more properly, shame
(hiya, supog [author’s italics]), brought about by his perceived inability to meet the
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demands of family, community, and nation for authentic subjectivity.”109 Whereas these
flashbacks to his earlier years in the US portray winter as comforting, Santos’s references
to this season with respect to his later years in the US prove less positive. He recalls
elsewhere in Memory’s Fictions: “I wrote Villa Magdalena with what sometimes seemed
like insurmountable hardships, especially in winter. Only Tom seemed to enjoy the Iowa
winter. . . . Each year winter stayed too long and there seemed to be no hope of ever
seeing spring and summer, which made us long for our home in Albay” (87). While the
discomfort of “the inadequate heating system in [their] quonset hut” during the winter
made it difficult for him to type, since he could not wear gloves while typing (83), and
the “sub-zero temperature[s]” proved even less enticing to go outside (87), as with the
change of seasons, Santos’s memories of Iowa and its winters in the end were more
pleasant. As he indicates: “Iowa City to which we kept returning, is one American city
we will never forget, Beatriz and I. The people were genuinely caring and simple. They
made us forget our size, our stature, our complexion. We were not interlopers; we were
people” (197–98). In this way, the snow and cold of Santos’s memories reflect the
multiple, ambivalent, complex feelings exilic subjects can possess for a place not of their
birth but nevertheless a home.
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Locating Loneliness
If Filipina/o exilic structures of feeling are geographic, as I have been arguing,
then expressions of loneliness that characterize much of Santos’s oeuvre must be
understood less as a emotion tied to living as an exile in the US in general and more as
rooted in a particular place and time. For most of the “hurt men” of Santos’s literature
experience alienation as exiles “East of California,” especially in the Midwest, and as
part of the old-timer generation, those mostly unmarried men who immigrated prior to
1965. In the case of Santos, his loneliness as a pensionado stems from his enforced exile
from the Philippines during World War II; however, as his diary reveals, the
particularities of the living in Illinois make palpable his sense of being cut off from his
familiars. Even when joined by his wife and son later in postwar decades, he still
experienced “isolation . . . as resident author on Midwest campuses.”110 Despite the small
Filipina/o communities with which they were a part in places like Iowa City and Wichita,
Santos and Beatriz did not have the sizeable Filipina/o populations of places like San
Francisco or Los Angeles to quell their enforced exile now as a result of the Marcos
dictatorship. Nevertheless, loneliness in Santos’s writings are not simply about being
alone, without another diasporic Filipina/o with whom to commiserate, as evidenced by
his wife’s companionship and all the stories’ depictions of Filipina/o communities
outside the capital of Filipina/o America. Rather than argue that the Midwest is isolating
in a negative sense, I argue that the lack of critical mass in the Midwest makes being a
Filipina/o feel isolating; however, the demographic specificities of this diasporic
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periphery has the potential to facilitate alternative socialities that exceed the mandates of
compulsory heterosexuality.
“The Day the Dancers Came,” illumines the intersection of geographic isolation
and loneliness.111 Set in early postwar Chicago, the short story centers on Filemon
Acayan, who goes by Fil, an unmarried Filipino old-timer and US Army veteran who
anticipates the arrival of a Philippine dance troupe in the city.112 Fil shares an apartment
on West Sheridan Road (120) with another unmarried Filipino old-timer Antonio “Tony”
Bataller, “a retired Pullman Porter,” and, together, they figure as an old married couple—
each relying on the other for companionship for better or worse (114). On the day the
dancers arrive, Fil wakes up with excitement as “he notice[s] a whiteness outside, quite
unusual for the November mornings they had been having” (113). In contrast to the
unfriendly skyscrapers that comprise the city, the snow brings “a brightness in the air”
that excites Fil as he gleefully announces to Tony, “They’ll walk in the snow and love it.
Their first snow, I’m sure” (113). While Fil’s excitement may seem outlandish to those
accustomed to the harsh climatological realities of the Upper Midwest, his status a
Filipino exile provides the necessary context for rendering such emotion legible. That is,
the novelty of snowfall brings into relief Fil’s, and by extension Filipinas’/os’, tropical
dissonance from the US, which the Midwest—as synecdoche for “America”—makes
palpable. Although Fil resides in Chicago, which enables him to assume the authority of
local tour guide for the traveling troupe, he does not belong there.
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However, as his encounter with the dancers makes clear, neither does Fil belong
in the Philippines. When he goes to meet the dancers at the Hamilton Hotel, he tries to
muster up the courage to engage his compatriots; but he soon discovers himself
“wander[ing] about the mezzanine, among the dancers, but alone” (121). Later in a dream
scene, Fil imagines himself telling the dancers: “I shall listen to your voices with my eyes
closed and you’ll be here again and I won’t ever be alone, no, not anymore, after this”
(124). Such moments reveal Fil’s loneliness as an exile in the US; however, I argue that
his particular location in Chicago, despite Tony’s companionship, particularly dramatizes
his sense of dislocation in the diaspora. Not unlike Celestino Fabia, “a Filipino farmer”
who travels “thirty miles” from his farm to Kalamazoo to fulfill his desire to see another
Filipino, in “Scent of Apples,” Fil goes out of his way to connect with Filipinas/os
passing through his city.113 Whereas sizeable Filipina/o communities have thrived in
places like California and Washington and continue to do so today, Filipinas/os in the
Midwest have not always had the same kinds of social and cultural support. Hence, the
possibility to connect with another compatriot is made all the more significant in stories
such as these.
Santos continues this theme of isolation years later in his fourth novel Robert
Taylor. Also set in Chicago, but in the summer of 1969, the narrator reveals that the
story’s protagonist Sol lives alone on Honore Street, “which . . . was part of an extensive
area covering several blocks of a Polish colony where, as far as he [Sol] knew, he was the
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only Filipino” (8); and like Fil, he no longer has kinship ties to the Philippines (6).114
However, as a resident of Chicago, Sol is really not alone, as there are other Filipinas/os,
both “new” and “old” living in the Second City with whom he connects informally as
well as at an annual anniversary celebration of the Republic of the Philippines’
independence. Moreover, he connects with Filipinas/os on both coasts via letters.
Nevertheless, he exhibits the loneliness characteristic of Santos’s “hurt men” in Scent as
he wallows in the past long gone, nostalgic for “the old country” yet “making no move to
return” (8). While his loneliness can be attributed to being a Filipino old-timer, it also
stems from “his enforced aloneness” resulting from a series of failed relationships (168).
As the narrator reveals more than mid-way through the novel: “It was not easy deciding,
in the last few years, to live a life alone without companionship, involvements, love
affairs, but the price in heart-break [sic] was too much” (126). During his last attendance
at the annual Philippines independence celebration, Sol reflects on his unmarried status:
One or two [of the Filipino old-timers also in attendance] were like him. Alone.
Perhaps he should have married. The price of loving was too high. And too
painful. He did not wish to dwell on it, but there had been times when he felt that
nobody had any right to impose such aloneness on one’s self. It was not normal. It
was not right. Better perhaps that he had chosen the other way, a continuing
involvement with people, enduring the vicissitudes, the pains of separation and
betrayal, a gradual dying of the fires of love, passion, lust, whatever, the violence,
the wounds. . . . But he was a coward. He could have found one willing to share
her life with his, be the mother of his children. (41–42)
Here, the pull of compulsory heterosexuality weighs on Sol’s psyche. On the one hand,
he questions the normalcy of his decision to remain unattached; yet, his words belie the
benefits of achieving heterosexual coupling via marriage as he describes that path as
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filled with pain and death. Furthermore, his aside ends with a question that leaves open
whether or not he could have married as his other exiled compatriots had. This constant
questioning of his life choices recur throughout the novel, which early on is established
as his uncanny feeling that death nears; and with the end of his life impending, Sol not
only looks back on his loneliness as a result of failed relationships in the US but also the
one he was never able to reconcile in the Philippines: Luz, “the Original,” which she
signed on the back of her photograph (10). Yet, another frustration appears alongside his
reminiscence of Luz: that all through his life only he saw his resemblance to Robert
Taylor (10–11). Symbolically, these twin laments betray his grounding in the US. While
the Philippines of his youth no longer remains, neither does Chicago truly feel like home,
contrary to his futile attempts to convince himself (12). However, in the end, Sol’s
loneliness does not dissipate by returning to the Philippines; instead, he ventures to
reconnect with other Filipina/o exiles in the US, and only in the dream world does he find
solace (173).

“Miss[ing] you and the wonderful mild climate of S.F.”: Diasporic
Longings for Elsewhere from the Heartland115
Whereas popular understandings of diasporic nostalgia often casts one nationstate as the homeland for which the diasporic subject longs, in Santos’s life and literature,
exilic Filipinas’/os’ longing for homeland is not exclusive to the Philippines but rather
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encompasses places that have been made home, however temporary, via the intimate
connections made with other Filipinas/os. For example, in Robert Taylor, Sol visits old
friends in Washington, DC where he had spent some time during the 1940s with other
Filipinas/os, including Barbara, a long lost love with whom he reconnects (157). For
Santos, during the first few months he and his wife Beatriz were adjusting to life in
Wichita, San Francisco, as opposed to the Philippines, served as a point of reference to
which Santos desired to return. While due in part to the unlikelihood that he would be
able to turn to the Philippines under Marcos’s martial law, San Francisco served as the
home from which he left as a result of his friendship with P. C. Morantte with whom he
and Beatriz had stayed the year prior.116 Nevertheless, such longings for elsewhere are
always relative and contingent; they are bound in place and time. In other words, ideas
about home and homeland, diaspora and nation, alienation and belonging, are never
absolute; however, their context mediates understanding.
Diasporic longings for home expressed by Santos and his “hurt men” reveal the
unstable meaning of home. For these Filipino exiles, home is always elsewhere, but in the
end, such desires often ironically lead to nowhere. That is, in the constant search for a
better world, for a place to belong, such men discover they belong right where they are—
which for them is usually in the Midwest. According to philosopher José Medina,
“situated meanings always point elsewhere [author’s emphasis], that is, they point to
other contexts in which they are further delineated, elaborated, extended, or simply
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transformed”—which suggests that meaning depends on multiple, overlapping frames of
reference beyond the immediate context.117 In the case of Filipino exiles, their desires for
elsewhere not only reflect their dissatisfaction with the present as racial-colonial subjects
but also their disorientation wrought by constant travel. As Avery Gordon provocatively
puts it, “We need to know where we live in order to imagine living elsewhere. We need
to imagine living elsewhere before we can live there.”118 Here, desire for a better world
emerges out of an acute awareness that the past and the present are not enough, which
resonates with José Muñoz’s utopian vision of queerness.119 Likewise, Gayatri Gopinath
argues that “[t]he queer diasporic body is the medium through which home is remapped
and its various narratives are displaced, uprooted, and infused with alternative forms of
desire.”120 She goes on further to state that “[n]ostalgia as deployed by queer diasporic
subjects is a means by which to imagine oneself within those space from which one is
perpetually excluded or denied existence.”121 As Filipino exiles situated in the heartland,
Santos and his “hurt men” figure as queer diasporic subjects who are not only barred
from their homeland, the Philippines, but also imagined as “impossible”—as Gopinath
puts it to describe queer diasporic subjects—for living in the hinterlands of the Filipina/o
American diaspora.
In Santos’s personal reflections of living in Kansas as a Distinguished Writer in
Residence at Wichita State University, the distance of time reveals the ever-changing
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attitude one possess toward place. During their initial months in what he later described
as their “‘second wind’ in America . . . in a quiet Kansas town in the middle of the
continent presumably not too far from the Yellow Brick Road,”122 he described to
Morantte his and wife’s sense of alienation as elderly Filipina/o transplants who could
not immediately identify with the professional class of Filipinas/os who most likely
arrived in the US post-1965.123 Ironically, in Santos’s recollection of San Francisco and
its considerable Filipina/o population, he felt alienated from them, due in no small part to
the generational divide between pre- and post-1965 immigrants. For example, in
Memory’s Fictions, he mentions how “[i]n our loneliness, we [he and Beatriz] would try
to start a conversation [with the younger generation of Filipinas/os], but they simply
stared at us and turned away” (217–18). He also recalls a time when a Filipino man
“continued to water his yard and the sidewalk,” fully aware that he and Beatriz were
unable to pass carrying groceries (218). Instances such as these show how longing for
elsewhere changes over time. Interestingly enough, despite the temperate climate of the
Bay, his memories portray it as cold and isolating, whereas upon their arrival in Wichita,
“the temperature has never been lower than 95 and most of the time it’s over 100.”124
Ultimately, Santos’s shifting attitudes toward various diasporic locations within the US
developed out of broader contextual realities. In the case of San Francisco, it served as a
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familiar point of reference both when he was interviewing at Wichita State125 and
immediately after his and Beatriz’s relocation to Wichita;126 however, years later, it
reminded him of their inability to return to the Philippines as they had intended, and thus
endowed the place with unpleasant memories.127 In the case of Wichita, it initially
brought into relief his generational estrangement from the Filipina/o professional class
made palpable by the lack of similarly aged exiles in the land of Oz; and yet, it later
became a formative and memorable place much like Iowa City years earlier.
Nevertheless, after the death of his wife, his feelings toward place once again
transformed, now as reminder of his love no longer there in the flesh.
In Robert Taylor, Sol’s determination to go on an extended vacation, to see the
rest of the country and to renew old connections with other Filipina/o exiles before dying,
which he anticipates will come sooner rather than later, ironically leaves him nowhere.
Craving human connection in his cold Chicago, he goes to the Greyhound bus depot to
soak in the anonymous crowd. However, a young woman, Blanche, catches his attention,
and they have the following exchange:
“Where’s this place you’re going?”
She gave him the name again, adding, “That’s in Michigan.”
“What are you going to do now?”
“Wait. What else?” Then as if the thought had just struck her, she asked,
“And you, where you going?”
“Nowhere,” he said.
“I thought so. You have a car out there. You’re meeting someone.”
“No, I’m not. I came to ask for some information.”
“You’re going some place.”
“Yes. But not now.” (133)
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In his quest to go elsewhere, to leave Chicago for a better world, when put to the test, Sol
actually has no place to go. However, going nowhere for Sol leaves open alternative
possibilities. His lack of definite planning allows him a momentary opportunity to
connect with another human being, in fact two: Blanche and her toddler son Jerry.
Together, the three form a temporary, non-heteronormative family, thereby offering Sol
respite from his self-imposed celibacy; and although this brief relationship also ends in
failure, it nevertheless propels him to put his grand plans of leaving Chicago in action. In
one of the interludes that pepper the novel, Santos makes another reference to nowhere,
further illustrating the particular conditions of Filipina/o exiles who do not quite belong
to either the homeland or the diaspora:
You leave home and country, seek sanctuary in an alien land, refuge in another
idiom, but you remain on the outside, you are neither called nor chosen; and you
keep running, stumbling along the road over a snag of rocks, a net of thread at
the feet, a clouding over in the mind, but it is only the surging forward that is
momentarily check, the motion continues, circular into nowhere; backward to
what had been the native land, its warmth, its horrid climate, the farce of its form
of government, the kindness of the poor, their hunger, their sentimentality; and
forward, again into a glut of strangeness that never becomes familiar, and
embarrassment of colors, a negative in black and white blown out of proportion
[author’s italics]. (152)
Here, Santos expresses the ambivalence diasporic Filipinas/os exhibit toward the
homeland and the diaspora; he also launches an implicit critique of US imperialism in the
Philippines, which had bequeathed the Marcos regime as well as his past and current fate
as an exile. Placed immediately after Blanche and Jerry depart for Dowagiac and before
Sol is traveling via bus en route to Washington, DC, to finally begin his extended
vacation, this interlude clarifies the Filipina/o diasporic condition. Rather than settle for
either the homeland or the diaspora, the Philippines and Chicago, respectively, for Sol,
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these words suggest that constant yearnings for a place that exists only in one’s
imaginary, in between past and future, backward and forward, is all the exile really has;
and for Sol, and others like him, realization of that reality is what allows him to become
unstuck.

Psychosomatic Manifestations of Loss
Loss figures prominently in both Santos’s fiction and non-fiction writings. In
many of his stories, the lead characters ambivalently face the reality of their mortality,
especially as elderly persons. For instance, the first chapter of Robert Taylor opens with
the following: “Sunday, June 8, 1969, Robert Taylor died in Hollywood of lung cancer”
(2). Whereas June 1969 signifies a pivotal moment in US LGBTQ civil rights history, in
Santos’s novel, it marks a turning point for the protagonist Sol that prompts him to
liberate himself from the banality of his lonely existence. It also becomes a harbinger for
death. As the narrator illumines:
Soon after Robert Taylor, Judy Garland went, a hag at forty-seven. . . . In the fall,
his favorite person because he liked the way he spoke and looked, like one of the
venerable uncles of his childhood, died, too. But Senator [Everett] Dirksen had
lived a full life.
There was no beating Mister Death. (106)128
Rather than cast the end of the 1960s as instantiating a new dawn of hope for Civil
Rights, Santos frames this moment as one of impending loss. While the narrator’s
mention of Garland’s death and the reference to her as a “hag” might signal a queer
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sensibility, given her status as a gay icon and the usage of hag amongst some gay men as
a term of endearment for female intimates (i.e. fag hag), and therefore align with the 1969
Stonewall Riots and its struggle for gay liberation, that Garland’s passing signaled “the
end of the old gay world and the beginning of a new one,” according to Vito Russo,
reinforces the sentiment of loss as opposed to hope.129 In other words, the end of the
1960s may have instantiated a new era of possibility for some social actors; however, for
others, such as the Filipino old-timers whose lives Santos documents and the older
generation of gay men who identified with Garland, the end of the decade coincided with
the end of the world as they knew it. Indeed, for Sol, much of the tension between he and
other Filipinas/os who populate the novel derives from their status as professionals who
have migrated to the US with the passage of the Hart-Cellar Act in 1965.
Moreover, in “The Day the Dancers Came,” Tony challenges Fil’s concern about
the potential bombing of the Philippines in the context of the early cold war, remarking:
“‘What’s that to you?’ . . . ‘You got no more folks ove’der, right? I know it’s nothing to
me. I’ll be dead before that’” (116). In reply, with “the sadness spreading on his face as
he tried to smile,” Fil suggests they change the subject (116). Here, Tony reveals how the
Philippines no longer figures as home because all of Fil’s kinship ties have been severed;
however, neither does the US become home for Fil (and Tony) as demonstrated by Fil’s
attempt to connect with his imagined transnational community. Similarly, in Robert
Taylor, Sol’s lack of kinship ties to either the Philippines or the US “was always a
problem” for him when faced with having to name beneficiaries or emergency contacts
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on US forms (32). As a sexually un-reproductive exilic subject, Sol, like Fil and Tony,
cannot readily claim home based on normative kinship structures; and like the sadness Fil
attempts to hide, Sol’s encounters with the bureaucracy of the US surveillance state
“always served to remind him how little he knew of his parents” (33). However, he, like
so many exilic Filipinas/os, makes do with his reality—unwittingly accepting the
diaspora as home, albeit temporarily, and even “invent[ing] relationships and addresses
or cop[ying] actual names that sounded Filipino and their addresses from the telephone
directory” (33). In this way, Sol’s disidentificatory actions reveal how colonial
melancholia is not only about loss but also about the unintended opportunities that arise
from that loss. Likewise, in mourning the loss of his familial ties to the Philippines, Fil
unconsciously creates new connections to his homeland through Tony and technology,
the latter being in the form of the “magic sound mirror” that records the performance of
the Philippine dance troupe (117).
Not unlike his characters, Santos grapples with aging and loss, especially in
response to his wife’s unexpected death, in Memory’s Fictions. Written approximately a
decade after her death, he writes his autobiography to record his memories, even though
“part of [him] that constitute [his] life and values are already in [his] fiction and [his]
poetry”; however, his memoir also reflects the working through of his grief (5). Sharing
the exact subtitle of Bulosan’s America Is in the Heart—“A Personal History”—
Memory’s Fictions represents Santos’s attempt to take charge of his material reality.
Writing functions as a disidentificatory survival strategy for the pain Santos feels as a
widower, in particular, and as a Filipino exile, more generally. Nevertheless, he
189

approaches writing humbly and does not explicitly frame it as an agentive act. As
Espiritu notes, “he [Santos] had a penchant for self-deprecation. . . . He poked fun at his
odd appearance—his weight, his baldness, and his dark skin.”130 Rather than wallow in
sadness, Santos often used humor, albeit dark at times, to critique the conditions of his
reality,131 and he exhibits such a sentiment when he writes: “Fame is what outlives the
writer no matter how old he or she gets to be. But of what use is it especially to a writer
with limited talents and even fewer readers?” (245). Despite his accomplished literary
career, he continued to feel insecure. Just as soon as he delves into sardonic humor, he
quickly retreats, noting: “No wonder (as Aquing always suspected) I’m never happier
than when I’m sad. My most memorable stories are sad” (245). With the death of Aquing
still piercing his heart, his memoir reveals not only an expression of loss for his wife but
also the symbolic loss of the Philippines. That is, during his first stay in the US as a
pensionado, Aquing often stood in for the Philippines; and as exiles unable to return to
their homeland due to the Marcos dictatorship, her death foreclosed the imagined
Philippines to which he hoped to return, together, with the love of his life. However, with
death comes new life; in his case, the opportunity to travel between the US and the
Philippines, wintering in the Philippines (214–15) and spending time with his daughters
and their children as well as living in Colorado with his son and his family during the
other half of the year.
While feelings of homesickness can explain expressions of loss in Santos’s
writings, such affects are also physi(ologi)cal. In Bring Me Men, Aaron Belkin suggests
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that “U.S. military doctors’ tendency to diagnose homesickness in soldiers who
manifested depressive symptoms hints at Americans’ awareness that they did not belong
in the Philippines.”132 In associating homesickness with non-belonging, Belkin’s critique
of the US military’s projection of abjection onto Filipina/o colonial bodies, so as to
normalize US imperialism in the Philippines, can also reveal how Filipinas/os in the
colonial metropole who experience homesickness do so not simply because they miss
their imagined homeland (the Philippines) but also because the have been made to feel
excluded from the US. This ironic feeling of rejection through forced incorporation
illumines Santos’s feeling of being out of place in the Midwest. However, relevant to my
analysis of diasporic Filipina/o subjectivity, Jigna Desai’s theorization of homesickness
as literally producing sickness in diasporic subjects further clarifies the experience of
being out of place. For her, homesickness functions as a “concept-metaphor” that denotes
“the gendered embodiment and subjective experience of nostalgia,” specifically “located
in racism and heteropatriarchy”;133 and by focusing on embodiment rather than the body,
she orients our attention toward process as opposed to stasis.134 In tracing the linkage
between nostalgia and homesickness, she reveals how “[d]uring the colonialism and
imperialism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,” both concepts “became
intertwined in the English language, and nostalgia became understood as an illness that
linked spatial displacement with the experience of loss, which resulted in physical and
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psychological pain.”135 As such, nostalgia names the psychosomatic experience of
homesickness—the loss of one’s attachment to home, both literal and metaphoric—and is
thus also geographic.
Such physical manifestations of homesickness can be observed in “The Day the
Dancers Came.” As the narrator describes, Tony “suffer[s] from a kind of wasting disease
that had frustrated doctors” and had left him “bedridden most of the time for the last two
years” (114); and while the pains are real, in frustration of not knowing from what
exactly the friend he “worshipped” (118) suffers, Fil complains to Tony, “You don’t care
for nothing but your pain, your imaginary pain” (115). Moreover, Fil masks his concern
for Tony’s failing health by fixating on the Philippine dance troupe visiting their city.
However, by the story’s end, the tape that recorded the performance so that he could
replay over and over the memory of his homeland come to life one night in a Chicago
theater unravels, and he sadly exclaims, “Tony! Tony!” “I’ve lost them all” (128).
Although Tony’s deteriorating health is not a direct result of his living in Chicago, in the
diaspora, his sickness, nevertheless, metaphorizes the uncanny sense of disorientation and
alienation Filipino exiles experience in a place that is not quite home, which Fil’s
anticipation for the dancers makes palpable. However, the loss of the tape recording
further reinforces Fil’s loss of homeland; and with Tony serving as a surrogate for a
home no longer accessible, Fil’s loss is further compounded by Tony’s illness. Similar to
Tony, Robert Taylor’s Sol experiences chronic pains, describing to a doctor: “All over
my body. They travel. On the arms, the joints. Feel my knees. On the chest, at the back,
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the neck. It’s not just pain, but worse, painspainspainspains. I wonder how I survive”
(29–30). And like Tony, US doctors are unable to diagnose his ailments and instead
assume its just part of being elderly. Sol’s blurring of multiple pains, however, ironically
spells Spain, thereby implicating the palimpsestic legacies of multiple colonialisms in the
archipelago. Indeed, in reflecting on Artemio Banda, a Filipino transient “suffering from
recurring stomachaches” and whom Sol happened to meet and reluctantly feed (88), Sol
views Banda’s homesickness as a sickness (100) that not only forced Banda to remain in
the US starving, or else face the shame of not amounting to much while abroad, but also
stemmed from the sustained US occupation of the Philippines, which did nothing to
improve hunger after the Japanese occupation during World War II (98–99).
In addition to physical maladies, homesickness manifests as a kind of mental
illness. In Memory’s Fictions, Santos makes a reference to “a disease, with a name [he
has] never learned to spell, that afflicts the minds of the aging” and causes “brownouts”;
and yet, “as if to compensate for [his] erratic memory, [he is] still capable of instant,
almost apocalyptic, recall of things long buried in the past” (6). Again, while his sickness
may not necessarily be attributed to living as a Filipino Midwestern diasporic subject,
what interests me is the resonance between nostalgia for one’s homeland and disease, or
more fittingly dis-ease. Besides Filipinizing what is most likely either dementia or
Alzheimer’s by referring to episodes as “brownouts”—though the specific illness matters
less so than the experiencing of the symptoms of illness themselves, which resonates with
Tony’s and Sol’s unknown physical ailments—he views his mental illness less as an
impediment and more as a fact of life. More importantly, he calls attention to this
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unreliability of memory to posit that memories are always fictions, thus the title of his
memoir (6). Alternatively, for some of his characters, the potential to experience or the
actual experience of mental illness plays out in various ways. In “And Beyond, More
Walls,” Manual tells Ben, “I looked at them [photographs of his dad, mom, and brother]
when I was feeling kind of homesick, but heck, a man can’t keep doing that for sixteen
years without going nuts” (33). In “The Day the Dancers Came,” Tony comments on
Fil’s excitement by saying, “Ever since you heard of those dancers from the Philippines,
you’ve been acting nuts. Loco. As if they’re coming here just for you” (113). Whereas
these two stories illumine the psychic effects of homesickness on Filipino exiles longing
for a homeland to which they cannot, and most likely will not, return, in Robert Taylor,
Sol’s obsession to be recognized as the actor Robert Taylor by others than himself drives
him to the point of near insanity and perhaps costs him some of his romantic
relationships, which brings into relief the slippage between the Filipina/o Other and the
American self. Despite the promise of “benevolent assimilation,” Sol’s schizoid
subjectivity lays bare the realities of US imperialism: as a post/colonial subject, Sol can
approximate but never actually stand in for the Hollywood actor who metonymically
figures as the US. Noli and Bart, two Filipino old-timers from Sol’s younger days in
Washington, DC, further illustrate this psycho-ontological tension. For Noli, performing
yo-yo tricks in a drugstore window “five hours a day” (160) during the 1940s begins to
unhinge him: “‘I really felt like a monkey,’ he confided to Sol, ‘and I was afraid I was
beginning to look like one and thinking like one. . . . I was getting crazy. Perhaps I was,
already’” (161). For Bart, whose “job during the war” was “hauling T.N.T.,” Noli tells
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Sol, “He survived all right. But he’s nuts now. . . . He says he’s making ’em bombs to
drop on the oppressors of our country”—though which oppressors, “He didn’t say” (164).
Besides the loss Santos and his characters experience as homesick exilic subjects,
I argue that loss in his stories are also tied queer potentialities that momentarily emerge,
but quickly dissipate, as a result of the homosexual taboo that structures dominant
society. As previously mentioned, scholars have acknowledged the barely veiled queer
socialities that populate Santos’s fiction; however, less attention has been paid to the
geographical dimensions that contribute to such social relations. This is not to reify the
problematic binary that casts the homeland as sexually conservative and the diaspora as
sexually liberating but rather to examine how alternative socialities beyond
heteropatriarchy are made possible by living in the peripheries of both the nation and
diaspora. Put differently, Santos’s “hurt men” are able to form nonnormative social
relationships—including cross-class, homoerotic, and interracial—because they are in the
post/colonial metropole-cum-diaspora; and as inhabitants of the diaspora “East of
California,” or what I have been conceptualizing as the queer diaspora of Filipina/o
America, those living in the Midwest bring into relief this reality.136 As Leonard Casper
notes in his introduction to Scent, “His [Santos’s] enforced separation from his wife and
three young daughters [during World War II] brought him closer to fellow ‘exiles.’”137
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Although his following paragraph downplays the significance of homosocial bonding by
casting early twentieth-century Filipinos as alone and isolated due to the “unnatural
conditions imposed on” diasporic Filipinos, thereby rehearsing the hackneyed
heteronormative bias that dominates the social history of these men, Santos’s stories
reveal otherwise.
Amidst the sadness and longing Santos’s “hurt men” exude, readers are also
presented with intense homosocial bonds that, at times, exceed the bounds of friendship;
and it is these kinds of relationships that I argue also contribute to the feelings of loss
found throughout Scent. For Celestino Fabia who “[had] seen no Filipino for so many
years now,” living on “a farm about thirty miles east of Kalamazoo,” he immediately
decides to “[come] all that way . . . just to hear [the story’s narrator] talk” (21). Despite
their brief encounter, Fabia and the narrator develop a deep connection stitched together
by Fabia’s concern for the status of the Filipina. While Denise Cruz uses this to illustrate
the centrality of the Filipina during the early twentieth century, I read the Filipina’s role
more so as a conduit that links these two Filipino men together. In other words, drawing
from the insights of Eve Sedgwick, I view the Filipina as a veil for the homoerotic
relationship between Fabia and the narrator.138 That “[a]fter this [Fabia’s question and the
narrator’s answer], everything that was said and done in that hall that night seemed like
an anti-climax” and that “[a]ll night [the narrator] had been watching his face and . . .
wondered when he was going to smile” belies the narrator’s attraction toward Fabia (23).
Perhaps like Fabia, the narrator is drawn to him because each is a familiar brown face in a
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sea of white; and each provides comfort for the other as exiles. At the story’s end, Fabia
“extend[s] his hand” and the narrator “grip[s] it” (29). However, Fabia “drop[s] [the
narrator’s] hand quickly” after the narrator tells Fabia to send his regards to Fabia’s wife
and son (29). Alone together, the narrator’s reminder of Fabia’s present—that he has a
family to return to but not a homeland—cuts the fantasy of their dreaming of an imagined
Philippines unchanged, despite the ravages of war. However, the unspoken erotics
between the two men also fades as Fabia lets go of the narrator’s hand and as the narrator
resolves to prepare for his next speaking engagement in Muncie, Indiana.
In “The Contender,” Bernie’s blindness might be understood as a physical
manifestation of his inability to mourn the loss of his intimate connection with Felix,
since to name that loss would avow the homoeroticism of their relationship. When Bernie
visits the first doctor, the doctor tells him: “Your eyes are okay . . . Those blackout spells
must be due to something else” (134). While four other doctors later confirm that
“something else” to be his boxing career, other seemingly benign clues provided
throughout the story suggest otherwise. First, the story casts Felix as a kind of “nagging”
spouse whose actions are ultimately tied to his concern for Bernie (129, 133). Second, the
narrator notes how “[Bernie] and Felix were always together in those days [when they
were both younger]. True, they had occasional quarrels, but this was different. There was
no sense to it” (131). Third, whereas Felix eventually marries, Bernie “never got around
to it. There was always an impediment: no money, no time, or just any old excuse—no
gut perhaps” (133). Fourth, Bernie only feels comfortable with Felix in the barbershop he
took over from Felix when Felix left for the Philippines to find a wife, away from Felix’s
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family (135). Together, these points suggest more than friendship exists between Bernie
and Felix; and when seen in this light, Bernie’s loss of sight becomes a metaphor of the
lost intimacy between the two. Although the Midwest may have initially been a place
where they decided to build their lives together—thereby resisting the compulsory
heterosexuality demanded by both the Philippine and US nation-states—that reality faded
when Felix left for the Philippines and eventually returned with a wife (133). However,
the cane Felix gifts to Bernie at the end of the story, a phallic object to be sure, allows
Bernie to work through his grief and move forward by accepting Felix’s literal and
symbolic support.

Conclusion
As this chapter has illustrated, Bienvenido Santos’s life and literature is not
simply about the loneliness, longing, and loss of Filipina/o exiles in the US; rather, it is
also a window into the particularities of those living in the peripheries of the US
Filipina/o diaspora during and several decades after World War II, a period that
transformed the Philippines from a colony into an independent, though arguably
neocolonial, nation and that witnessed a dramatic shift in the demographic make-up of
the US Filipina/o population. By rereading Santos’s oeuvre with geography in mind, we
can obtain a better sense of how isolation and alienation varies according to one’s relation
to place. However, as discussed above, while the Midwest’s lack of a Filipina/o critical
mass may amplify one’s sense of exilic disorientation, it also affords such subjects the
opportunity to imagine community and social belonging differently. As Santos’s life and
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literature reveals, albeit at times unwittingly, Filipinas/os in heartland find ways to resist
the disciplinary logics of nation, history, and racial-colonial subjectivity by forming nonheteronormative socialities, resorting to the imaginary, and improvising the meaning of
home.
As a pensionado who fictionalized the lives of other pensionadas/os, Santos is a
direct product of the US imperial regime; however, as his stories of fiction and nonfiction illumine, such a fact did not necessarily translate into accepting the “benevolence”
of the US with open arms. Instead, his exile in the US was fraught with ambivalence.
Regarding the first generation of pensionadas/os, Celia Bocobo Olivar writes:
All the new things they [the pensionadas/os] did appeared queer and artificial [to
Filipinas/os and Americans upon their return to the Philippines]. They were
looked upon with distrust, even to the extent of ridicule. They were mockingly
referred to as ‘Americanized’ or ‘American Boys.’ The mode of dressing
appeared queer. Their manner of speech too, was criticized. People jokingly said
they spoke English like a Spaniard and Spanish like an American.”139
Although Santos was not part of this early generation of scholars studying in several
campuses throughout the Midwest, his experiences closely resemble such liminal
subjectivity. Whereas Bocobo Olivar’s statement positions pensionadas/os as between the
Philippines and the US, in my reading of Santos and his “hurt men,” I situate them as also
outside the Filipina/o American nation, centralized as it is in California. As queer
subjects who exceed the boundaries of nation, pensionadas/os, as well as those laterturned exiles in the heartland, occupy a unique vantage point from which to offer
glimpses of another world beyond the present. Geographically in between, but also
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symbolically neither of the Philippines or the US, Santos and his exiles present
alternative ways to imagine Filipina/o America.
Despite my emphasis on spatiality throughout this chapter, temporality figures as
just as important to the analysis of Santos’s oeuvre. As Casper points out, the
arrangement of Santos’s collection of stories in Scent “is chronic, rather than
chronological”; this suggests a non-linearity and circularity to the Filipina/o exilic
condition.140 In its episodic structure, of being thrown into the middle of these stories,
Scent of Apples plays with both space and time, presenting a mosaic of diasporic
experience. Likewise, The Man Who (Thought He) Looked Like Robert Taylor refuses a
linear temporality, opting instead to shuffle back-and-forth between the present of the
novel and its protagonist’s past. Moreover, the interludes that interject between various
chapters, often with no introduction as to who is speaking, reveals the heterogeneity of
the US Filipina/o diaspora. Furthermore, Sol’s enigmatic phrase, “Time was of the
important [author’s emphasis]” (5), enjoins the reader to pause and attempt to make sense
of what at first seems like an ungrammatical phrase. If important is being used to
describe time, then the preposition of and the article the are grammatically excessive;
however, important might also function as a noun referring to those who are important. In
this way, Sol’s words present a Filipina/o critique from the location of the diaspora, one
that emanates particularly from the Midwest.
Such alternative, and arguably utopian, world-making—of bending space and
time—is not exclusive to Santos and his view from the middle of the country. As the
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following chapter on Mu Performing Arts’ production of The Romance of Magno Rubio,
based on the eponymous short story by Santos’s contemporary Carlos Bulosan, will
show, imaginative re-visions of Filipina/o American history and experience from the
heartland continue to challenge what it means to imagine a queer Filipina/o America.
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CHAPTER 3
MAGNO RUBIO’S QUEER ROMANCES:
HOMOSOCIALITY, HOMOEROTICISM, AND THE MIDWESTERN
SPECTATORIAL GAZE

“The object of love may be an idea, a dream, a reality,” . . .
“The love is there. And it grows—depending of course, on
the ability of the lover to crystallize the beloved.”
—Nick, narrator of “The Romance of Magno Rubio”1

A queer lens . . . provides us with a powerful means of
describing and dismantling entangled discourses around
identity, sexuality and power, a project central to our
understanding the multiplicitous significations inherent in
the term “Asian America” itself.
—Melinda de Jesús2

Here in the Twin Cities, it means something quite different
to perform Asian America.
—Josephine Lee3

In the theater, we can encounter our inarticulate longings
toward a future that . . . might still remain mute, but can on
some deeper level be felt.
—Jill Dolan4

1
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Brown Bodies Facing a Sea of White
The buzz of the audience fades to silence as the stage lights brighten, directing
our focus to the front and center. Five brown bodies—raggedly dressed in work boots,
dirt-stained chinos, and rolled-up long-sleeved shirts and wearing handkerchiefs around
their necks—emerge from backstage and stagger themselves in “window formation”: one
actor mid-stage left, two actors upstage, one actor mid-stage right, and one actor
downstage center.5 Behind them, the setting is a mix of light-colored wood and wire
mesh, evocative of a chicken coop. One bed is arranged against the wall stage left, a bunk
bed rests upstage against another wall and in between two doorframes, and finally
another bunk bed rests against a wall stage right. In unison, they begin chanting, “Magno
Rubio, Filipino boy. Magno Rubio, Fili-pinoy,” banging pots and pans and stomping their
feet (Figure 4). The five brown men, faces smudged with dirt, stand proud and project
their voices out into the theater that seats roughly two hundred people, into the sea of
mostly white faces.6 Their booming voices, endowed with passion and conviction,
capture the audience. They invite us to forget about the present—Minneapolis, September
4
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to note Mu’s considerable outreach to the Twin Cities’ Asian/American community. Asian/Americans in
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I attended, white people seemed to comprise a majority of the audience.
5
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2009—and transport us to the past—the fields of California, circa 1930. Here we will
discover the romance of Magno Rubio, Filipino boy. Magno Rubio, Fili-pinoy.

Figure 4: Ensemble cast of Mu Performing Arts’ The Romance of Magno Rubio.
From left to right: Nick (Kurt Kwan), Atoy (Eric “Pogi” Sumangil), Claro (Sherwin
Resurreccion), Prudencio (Arnold Felizardo), and Magno Rubio (Randy Reyes).7

While watching Mu Performing Arts’ fall 2009 production of Lonnie Carter’s The
Romance of Magno Rubio in Minneapolis, based on renowned Filipino/American writer
Carlos Bulosan’s eponymous short story, I was struck by the play’s whimsical revisionist
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historicizing of Filipino male migrant experiences as farm workers in 1930s California to
a twenty-first century Midwestern audience. Looking around the room, I saw a sea of
white faces and wondered how this performance might transform dominant imaginings of
US history and the Midwest. Looking to the stage, I fixated on how the gyrating brown
male bodies not only open the possibility of locating Filipinas/os in the Midwest—a part
of the country, as previously stated, not immediately imagined as a place where Asians
and Asian Americans exist—but how also they make palpable the centrality of gender
and sexuality in diasporic Filipina/o American racial-colonial formation.
Whereas the previous chapter focused on the elite, literate, spendthrift Filipino
embodied by the pensionado-cum-exile, this chapter reconsiders his working-class,
illiterate, squandering “Pinoy” counterpart embodied by the early twentieth-century
Filipino farm worker. Reading Bulosan’s short story alongside my observations of Mu’s
stage production, I analyze the ways in which the figure of the Filipino farm worker
hinges on queerness. Building upon the arguments put forth in the previous chapter, I
argue that the mostly male migration from the Philippines during the first half of the
twentieth century, in combination with feelings of homesickness and homosocial
domesticity, created the conditions of possibility for a range of non-heteronormative
intimacies between Filipino men. While the short story and the play both focus on
interracial heterosexual romance, I read the short story’s depiction of men sharing close
quarters with one another, often in single-room bunkhouses, and view the play’s all-male
cast’s dancing and singing with each other and performing in silhouetted drag as
exemplary of how Filipino men’s racialization in the context of US imperialism
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engenders nonnormative forms of masculinity; or to put it in Allan Isaac’s terms, Filipino
masculinity functions as a “proximate masculinity” to white, heteronormative
masculinity.8
Moreover, I consider the play’s contemporary production in the Midwest as an
instance of queering the space and time of Filipina/o America. Put differently, I argue
that place transforms the context and meaning of a cultural production, queering or
twisting its authorial intent and inviting new ways to re-imagine the past.9 In so doing, I
incite different narrations of Filipina/o America and the US that avoid reproducing US
exceptionalism, heteronormativity, and universalizing minoritized experiences. I also
illumine further the intimacies between US empire, Filipina/o racialization, and queered
subjectivity. Finally, I continue to explicate the significance of region and place for
understanding post/colonial, diasporic Filipina/o American experience.
As they point out on their website, “Mu Performing Arts remains Minnesota’s
only pan-Asian performing arts organization, and has grown into the second largest Asian
American performing arts company in the United States [as of March 2012].”10 Since
1992, Mu has played a critical role in challenging normative ideas about Asian America
by highlighting the history and experiences of Asian Americans beyond the coasts.
Accordingly, Mu’s role as an artistic and political center for challenging normativity not
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only relates to Asian American racialization but also to Asian American identity and its
ties to gender, sexuality, and geography.
To articulate how the figure of the Filipino farm worker dramatized by Magno
Rubio hinges on queerness, I begin with a synopsis of the short story and its stage
adaptation, followed by an overview of the reading strategies that inform my analysis.
Then, I discuss the history of Filipino male migration to the US during the early twentieth
century in the context of anti-Asian immigration law as a way to foreground the role of
US imperialism in facilitating Filipinas’/os’ structural queerness in the colonial
metropole. Next, by drawing connections between Filipinas’/os’ ambiguous legal status
during the US colonial period, Filipino homosociality, and homoerotic possibility, I
underscore the uses of queer theory in conceptualizing Filipina/o racial-colonial
formations. After laying the groundwork for rereading Bulosan’s short story and Carter’s
stage adaptation with a queer Filipino Midwestern sensibility in mind, I close read both
the story and the play and draw connections between the two texts’ unconscious display
of queer sexuality. To close the chapter, I analyze the significance of geography and
temporality in mediating audiences’ reception of the play so as to re-envision what
Bulosan’s story might reveal about Filipina/o existence in the US.

From Page to Stage
Posthumously published in 1979 as part of Amerasia Journal’s “Writings of
Carlos Bulosan” special issue, “The Romance of Magno Rubio” centers on Magno
Rubio, an uneducated, illiterate Filipino farm worker who picks fruits and vegetables on a
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California hillside and who falls in love with Clarabelle, a white woman from Arkansas
with whom he discovered through a magazine singles ad and corresponds through letters
penned by his fellow bunkmates Claro and Nick. The story, however, is not told from
Magno’s perspective but rather from that of Nick’s, which casts the latter as both
character and narrator. Magno initially asked for Claro’s help; but after Claro began to
exploit Magno’s naïveté by charging him exorbitantly, Magno decides to turn to the
educated Nick, who also serves as “a bookkeeper for [the] crew” (35). Through Nick’s
letter writing, Magno proposes marriage to Clarabelle; however, she responds that she
cannot travel to California just yet as she must care for her ailing mother and younger
siblings and thus requires financial assistance from him. Magno sends her money along
with gifts, and eventually three years pass. Meanwhile, Claro has also been writing his
own letters to Clarabelle, which he reveals while drunk and annoyed with Magno’s
optimism one Christmas day. They get into a fistfight, Nick intervenes, and Claro ends up
leaving to work in the Alaska canneries.
Ashamed, Magno hides from Nick the fact that Clarabelle has continued to write
him letters, but after Nick inquires about her, he tells Nick the truth. Upon reading the
last letter, Nick reveals that Clarabelle is on her way to California. When Nick and
Magno drive into town, Nick recognizes Clarabelle waiting at the bus station based on
the photo Claro had, not the faded one owned by Magno. At first, she asks if he is Claro,
to which he replies no; then he introduces Magno to her. She tries to talk to Magno but
cannot understand a word he says, so Nick translates. She tells them that she needs
expense money and a new engagement ring since she sold the first one; however, Nick
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tells her that the banks are already closed, so she will have to wait until the next day.
When Magno presents her with another ring, she tells him that they will wed tomorrow;
but before Nick and Magno leave, she eyes Nick. Although he realizes she has alternate
plans, Nick does not tell Magno. Instead, he takes Magno back into town the following
day, and when they ask for Clarabelle, the hotel clerk tells them that she just left with her
husband. While walking outside, they catch a glimpse of Clarabelle and a man driving
away, and Magno realizes Clarabelle’s deceit. Rather than express sadness or anger, he
simply turns to Nick, points out the next crop to be picked, and suggests they return to the
bunkhouse.
Carter’s play follows the same plot trajectory as Bulosan’s short story; however, a
few differences—particularly in terms of additional characters, extended content, and
embodied history—transform Magno’s romance from a lone individual’s plight into one
that dramatizes a collective experience indicative of Filipina/o racial-colonial
subjectivity.11 Whereas Bulosan’s version involves three Filipino farm workers, Carter’s
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adds two more: Prudencio, “the Cook,” and Atoy, “the Instigator,” who also voices and
performs Clarabelle in silhouetted drag.12 While Clarabelle does appear in Bulosan’s
story, she does not have any speaking lines until the plot’s climax. Moreover, there is
nothing to indicate that she is none other than a female-bodied woman; that is, Bulosan
presents “Magno Rubio” as a realist tragedy. On the other hand, Carter’s Magno Rubio
departs from realism to dramatize Clarabelle’s symbolic function. She is nothing but a
“phantasm,” a “chimera,” an “unattainable giant of our roaring imaginations” (Carter
with Arcenas).
In terms of content, Carter directly quotes from Bulosan’s short story but also
embellishes to add more depth to the characters and to provide a broader socio-historical
context of Filipino migrant labor along the Pacific Coast. As with the short story, the play
uses the lyrical rhyme to introduce Magno Rubio and to signal narrative shifts; but unlike
the short story, the play uses the narrator Nick more to transition between scenes, with
him physically stepping out of the play’s frame by moving down stage and into the
audience’s present. Moreover, instead of Nick narrating Clarabelle’s letters, Clarabelle
(played by the actor who plays Atoy) performs her letters in front of a 1930s-style, ringmount carbon microphone behind a mesh screen without any direct spotlight; and when
she and Magno meet, they do so with her behind a canvas screen with spotlights behind

Since then, the play has been produced again in Los Angeles (PAE Live! [Inside] the Ford; November–
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Lonnie Carter with Loy Arcenas, The Romance of Magno Rubio, 2002, accessed May 9, 2012,
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her, which casts her as a shadowy figure. Furthermore, Carter writes her more lines that
portray her as a gold-digging exoticizer who confuses Filipino men for Latino men.
Regarding the addition of Prudencio and Atoy, I interpret them as performative
devices who emphasize the hyper-masculine space of the bunkhouse, an irony to be sure
given the feminization of domestic, interior spaces. Unlike the subtle sexual innuendos of
the short story, Carter uses these two additional characters mainly as chorus members
who egg Magno and Claro through explicit sexual banter; Prudencio and Atoy also draw
attention to the structural barriers that have prevented Filipino migrant men from forming
heteronormative social relationships, for Carter includes references to both men having
left Filipina lovers in the Philippines.
Finally, the formal differences between literary text and live performance bring
into relief the latter’s use of embodiment to ignite affective responses to histories of
uneven power relations. In his analysis of minoritarian performance, David Román
discusses how “contemporary performances provide an archive of previously forgotten or
neglected histories.”13 Affirming the use of cultural production by subjugated
communities as an alternative to dominant archival technologies, Román’s observations
point to the ways in which the body can be read as a site of knowledge that bears the
memories of racial-imperial violence. For example, the choreographed scenes of stoop
labor in Magno Rubio make palpable the harsh conditions of migrant farm labor
performed by men of color. What’s more, the dancing between men and the histrionic
gestures of the actors (at least in the performances that I saw) not explicitly written into
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Carter’s stage directions, which were minimal in the first place, further point to the
multiple reading opportunities between Bulosan’s short story, Carter’s play script, and
Mu’s live performance.14

A Queer Filipino Midwestern Perspective
My reading of Carter’s Magno Rubio staged by Mu draws inspiration from theater
reception studies that privileges the minoritarian subject position viewing both so-called
mainstream and marginal performances. In so doing, I decenter the playwright and
producers and foreground the unruly spectator who may not necessarily internalize the
proffered authorial vision. This is not to suggest that production disappears from my
analysis, as it serves as an ever-present theatrical element that shapes reception; rather,
privileging the spectator (both real and imagined) underscores the spectator’s agential
capacity, and emphasizing the minoritarian spectatorial viewpoint alerts us to the
multiplicity of reception and the power dynamics of looking. As Susan Bennett discusses
in her theory of theatrical production and reception, the spectator exists at the intersection
of production and reception. Her focus on “the cultural conditions that make theatre and
an audience member’s experience of it possible,” however, overlooks “the particularities
of an individual spectator’s response to seeing a play.”15 Therefore, I attend to the
individual level of reception—in particular, disidentificatory spectatorship—so as to
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begin entertaining the phantasies that audiences bring to bear on live performance and
that might re-imagine what producers present before them, specifically, and what the
world could look like, more broadly. Notwithstanding her emphasis on the material
conditions of theater, she brings to the fore the dialogic relationship between art and
audience, imbuing the latter with a sense of agency typically not afforded to them by socalled traditional theater.16 That is, audiences and the individual spectators who comprise
them do not simply receive meaning; they also produce it.17 Moreover, Bennett points out
that social identities, such as race and gender, influence spectatorship18 and that “the
individual’s response to performance undoubtedly constitutes the core of the spectator’s
pleasure.”19 Such an attention to the particularities of any given theater audience
underscores the multiplicity of meaning making, further undercutting a production’s
authorial power.
Whereas Bennett’s study of theater audiences focuses less on her own reception
of theater (though her experience of a range of performances does appear throughout her
book), I follow the work of scholars who foreground their embodied positionalities as
spectators and cultural critics to glimpse what might be possible when an oppositional,
minoritarian gaze becomes, as it were, center stage. For example, Jill Dolan’s experience
of theatergoing forms the center of her analysis of performance as opposed to the mise en
scène or the narrative presented. Accordingly, the affective dimensions of theater hold
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out the promise of a “more radical democracy.”20 In particular, her idea of utopian
performatives—those “small but profound moments in which performance calls the
attention of the audience in a way that lifts everyone slightly above the present, into a
hopeful feeling of what the world might be like if everyone moment of our lives were as
emotionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively
intense”—positions theater as a critical site of world-making.21 This conceptualization of
theater as performative underscores the ability of live performance to inspire audiences to
act; and while her framing of theater audiences as provisional communities may elide
difference in favor of emphasizing shared experience, such a view of the public that
comes together to witness theater works to encourage alternative relationalities between
individuals. In Performance in America, Román also discusses the power of the live
performance to form counterpublics.22 However, his analyses of both popular and
subaltern stage performance particularly illustrate the ways in which one’s embodiment
mediates one’s response to texts. Irrespective of a particular performance’s content, he
shows how his queer of color sensibility re-presents the text differently. Translating his
analytic approach in the context of Mu’s production of Magno Rubio, I draw upon my
social and geographic location to revise the script in terms of my sexualized and
regionalized sensibilities; I also foreground my queer Filipino positionality to hold in
tension the twenty-first-century white Midwestern spectatorial gaze that might revel in
the gyrating brown Other—a resonance with the white fairgoers of the 1904 Louisiana

20

Dolan, 21.
Ibid., 5.
22
Román, 2.
21

214

Purchase Exposition I discuss in chapter 1. In this way, I enact a disidentificatory reading
that situates me as part of the collective audience but also as distinct from the “sea of
white faces.”
Besides turning to live performance, I also rely upon printed text to generate
meaning of a theatrical event. For Josephine Lee, “the playtext is not only the most fixed
part of the playwright’s work, it is also the only part I can share on an equal footing with
the reader.”23 Although I utilize the playtext to inform my reading of Mu’s production of
Carter’s play, the versions to which I refer are not for the Minneapolis staging.24 Even if I
had access to the Minneapolis playtext and relied on it to inform my analysis of the play,
it would not fully capture my affective response to the specific performances that I saw.
And in light of the ephemerality of theater, the particularities of actors’ stage presence as
well as an audience’s composition and intersubjectivity during any given performance
indicate that analyses of live performance remain unique to each theatrical event.
Moreover, as a stage adaptation of Bulosan’s short story, Magno Rubio is not simply a
singular text; rather, it reflects a palimpsest of multiple mediums and productive
receptions.25 Thus, my reading of Magno’s queer romances brings together the short story
and play versions (both written and performed) as well as my personal encounter with
both texts (literary and theatrical).
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In short, my socio-geographic location affects how I read Mu’s production of
Magno Rubio. As a queer Pinoy Midwesterner, I disidentify with the interracial
heterosexual, Asian Americanist, California-centric plot and orient toward my emotional
response of witnessing a live performance of queer Filipina/o difference staged in
Minneapolis not to reject the narrative’s critique of US racist-imperialist labor
exploitation but rather to make room for the peripheral within the minoritarian. That is,
instead of viewing the play as simply a Filipina/o American one, I specifically interpret it
as a queer Filipina/o Midwestern one by keeping in mind its physical site of production.
Such a projection of queerness and Midwestern-ness onto the play resonates with the
psychoanalytic concept of the transference and aims to rework the production’s intended
narrative in the service of translocal sensibilities. In order words, I illustrate the power of
queer Filipina/o Midwestern affective spectatorship, a phenomenon I revisit in chapter 4.
According to Anthony Elliot, “through the phenomenon of transference, the
patient sees in the analyst ‘the return, the reincarnation, of some important figure out of
his [sic] childhood or past, and consequently transfers on to him [sic] feelings and
reactions which undoubtedly applied to this prototype.’”26 For Jacques Lacan, “[t]he
transference is the means by which the communication of the unconscious is interrupted,
by which the unconscious closes up again”;27 it is “the enactment of the reality of the
unconscious.”28 The transference is essentially a defense mechanism that allows a person
to work through that which has been repressed. Recalling Sarita See’s claim that the
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melancholic, post/colonial Filipina/o subject “has nothing left but the body to articulate
loss” as a result of US imperial disavowal, my interpellation of Magno Rubio as a staging
of the queer Filipina/o Midwest reveals an attempt by my unconscious to work through
the multiple, overlapping disavowals of my subject position as a Filipino subject living in
the interior of the US post/colonial metropole and as a queer person of color whose
embodiment confounds normative beliefs concerning who belongs in the Midwest.29 As
will become apparent below, my rereading of Magno Rubio as a narrative that makes
possible the queer Filipina/o Midwest serves to highlight the ways in which the Other
Filipina/o America is already transpiring in the present.

Historicizing the Filipino Farm Worker: The Homosociality of
Agricultural Labor
The curtailment of Asian immigration by the early twentieth century, along with
the Philippines’s new status as a US colony, helped to create the conditions for
Filipinas/os to enter the US as a source of cheap labor for California’s burgeoning
agricultural industry. Whereas the string of anti-Asian immigration laws effectively
barred most Asians from entering the country, beginning with the 1875 Page Law, which
targeted Asian women, Filipinas/os, as US nationals, proved an exception to the rule.30
Indeed, Filipinas’/os’ exceptional status as US colonial subjects reveals the aberrant
status of Filipinas/os vis-à-vis the US and Asian America. Neither alien nor citizen,
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Filipinas’/os’ legal status at once posed an opportunity for Hawaiian and West Coast
agribusiness and a threat to the racial-sexual order of early twentieth-century America.
The period from 1898 to 1946, as historian Mae Ngai illumines, saw the
transformation of Filipinas/os from desirable laborer to “undesirable alien.”31 While antiAsian racist sentiments circulating in US popular and political discourses influenced this
shift, Ngai highlights sexuality as the rationale that ultimately enabled Filipinas’/os’
sovereignty at the expense of immigration exclusion. In particular, she notes how
[t]he young, male Filipino workers who frequented dance halls and dated white
women incurred [white American males’] special wrath. The idea of sexual
intimacy between white women and brown-skinned colonial subjects was so
incendiary that it produced race riots and legal measures that excluded and
expelled Filipinos from the continental United States.32
This spectacle of interracial heterosexual sex between white women and Filipino men
during the early twentieth century illustrates how Filipina/o racial formations are
inextricably tied to gender transgression and sexual excess.33 However, recognizing this
relation as also a process of queering, given the dominant cultural framing of interracial
sex as deviant, not only serves to underscore the disciplining of Filipino male sexuality
but to also position it as sharing affinities with a range of sexually nonnormative
intimacies. In this way, instead of interpreting Ngai’s reference to Filipino men as a
“womanless group” through an exclusively heteronormative lens, thereby reinforcing a
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decidedly heterosexual orientation for Filipino men, I read it as an opportunity to imagine
unspoken relations of desire.34
For example, while the policing of interracial sex between Filipino men and white
women by white men underscores the ways in which nationalism relies on the bodies of
women, it also betrays white American male anxiety and his potentially repressed
homoerotic desire for the Filipino Other.35 Notwithstanding the real racist violence that
occurred and the devaluation of white women’s bodies both done in the name of
protecting white masculinity, entertaining the idea of latent queer desires espoused by
white American men toward brown Filipino male bodies as a possibility allows us to see
the centrality of sexuality in the formation of race beyond heterosexuality. Moreover,
focusing only on the racial tensions between white and Filipino men due to the latter’s
interracial intimacy with white women eclipses the threat of homosexuality for either
racial groups.
Likewise, the homosociality of Filipino farm labor borne out of US imperial
formations, which also characterized the lives of Bienvenido Santos’s “hurt men”
discussed in the previous chapter, presents a fissure for imagining nonnormative relations
of desire between (Filipino) men. Extracting untold stories from the cracks of the
manongs’ hands resulting from exploitative racialized labor, Victor Bascara takes the
trope of loneliness often ascribed to sexually nonnormative subjects to think through
marginality intersectionally.36 If loneliness attaches itself to queerness, then he suggests
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early Filipino migrants can fall under the rubric of queer. For him, the capitalist demand
for unattached, cheap laborers creates the conditions for Filipino men to occupy the space
of queerness. Indeed, due to low wages, among other factors, Filipino workers often slept
in the same rooms, and even beds, with their fellow compatriots. Whereas US culture
repudiates homosexuality and avidly polices such specters, especially in the context of
homosociality, queer domesticity is ironically made possible through “legal
exploitation.”37
Although Bascara queers Filipino American pasts, he maintains the heterosexual
orientation of his subjects, which leads me to ask what about queer Filipino American
pasts; what about same-sex sexual desire? This absence effectively renders queer
Filipina/o subjectivity—as opposed to queered Filipina/o subjectivity or Filipina/o-ized
queerness—impossible. While not projecting onto subjects who did or would not claim a
queer sexual orientation is crucial, I argue that queerness as an embodied positionality
based on same-sex sexual practices nevertheless needs to also be critically examined.
Seriously entertaining such possibilities would unsettle how we (re)write Filipina/o
Americans into history as well as the ascendancy of heteronormativity in both dominant
US and Asian American cultural formations.
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Minnesota’s History of Filipino Agricultural Labor
While both the short story and play versions of Magno Rubio take place in
California, their foci on Filipino agricultural labor would suggest a more rural orientation
that could reframe it as having translocal ties to the rural Midwest rather than simply
reflective of West Coast migration histories. A Mu publicity postcard describes the play
as being set in “1930s America,” which helps to expand the geographic framing of the
narrative; and given the history of Filipino farm labor in Minnesota during the early
twentieth century, Mu’s Minneapolis staging brings to the fore this particular past
brought to life in the present. As Sarah Mason documents in her work on Minnesota’s
ethnic history, in 1918—a year after the first Filipino student Juan C. Orendain arrived
and enrolled in Bethel Academy in St. Paul38—four Filipino students from Caba, La
Union (Northern Luzon)—Sixto F. Runez, Caledonio Maglaya, Dedimo M. Fonbuena,
and Eugenio M. Fonbuena—all children of Philippine government officials, chose to
migrate to Minnesota due to the encouragement of their American teachers in the
Philippines; however, upon their arrival, they were put to work on a farm.39 They
eventually enrolled at the University of Minnesota, becoming vocal against the US
imperial regime in the Philippines.
Mason’s oral history of Benigno Andrada, another Filipino student from La Union
who first landed in Seattle in 1928 but decided to continue on to Minnesota to be with his
brother, further reveals the material conditions of these seasonal farm laborers who often
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lived in the Twin Cities during the academic year and relocated to the farms in the
southern part of the state during the summer to financially support themselves. According
to his recollection, “Each summer in late 1920s and 1930s 75–100 Filipino farmer
workers came to Minnesota, and about 20 stayed on as residents of the Twin Cities after
the season was over.”40 “Of the year-round population [of Filipinas/os in Minnesota] in
1930, only 25–30 were students out of a total of 200 about.” Not uncommon amongst this
early cohort of Filipino migrants, “[m]ost could not afford to stay in school”; and as a
result, “workers and students became intermixed.” During the Great Depression, the
Filipinos who came to Minnesota “rented land in groups and raised vegetables—called
onion farms. Often 10–12 [Filipino men] would live in one house, sometimes converted
from chicken houses.” This example of homosocial intimacy and non-heteronormative
social formations—clearly governed by race and class—not only resonates with Claro’s
remark in the play that he and his compatriots return “after dusk to our chicken coop” and
the collective domesticity in which they perform (Carter with Arcenas), but it also
illustrates how US racist-imperialist labor exploitation ironically disrupts normative
gender conventions. Such private proximities between men—eating, sleeping, showering,
shitting, and socializing—provided opportunities to look at other men and form
emotional attachments normally unsanctioned in the so-called public sphere. What’s
more, Andrada’s account as well as Paul C. Borge’s, another early Filipino Minnesotan
migrant who first picked fruits and vegetables in Seattle and shared close quarters with
other Filipino farm workers before migrating to Minnesota, reveals the translocal circuits
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of Filipina/o migration within the colonial metropole, as opposed to only along the
Pacific coast.41

Queering Bulosan’s Filipino Farm Worker: The Homoerotics of
Agricultural Labor
While queer of color, queer diasporic, and queer indigenous critiques have
brought into productive tension theories of racial formation and sexual subjectivity,
queerness has historically been positioned as supplementary to race and ethnicity.
Accordingly, a heteronormative bias largely remains in much of racial-ethnic
historiography; and this chapter as well as the overall dissertation set out to imagine an
alternative genealogy of racial-colonial subjectivity wherein queerness occupies center
stage. In response to this phenomenon within Asian American Studies, Melinda de Jesús
has taken to task the dominant narratives within the field and has invited readers to
“[i]magine an Asian America whose literary foundations are queer [author’s
emphasis].”42 As her epigraph to this chapter articulates, “[a] queer lens . . . provides us
with a powerful means of describing and dismantling entangled discourses around
identity, sexuality and power, a project central to our understanding the multiplicitous
significations inherent in the term ‘Asian America’ itself.”43 Departing from conventional
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understandings of “Asian American” as an exclusively ethno-racial signification, she
argues that an intersectional approach to theorizing Asian American subjectivity
engenders more robust and generative conceptualizations of such a racialized category,
fraught as it is with ambivalence and contradiction.44 Queerly reading Bulosan’s America
Is in the Heart alongside Bienvenido Santos’s Scent of Apples, to which I referenced in
the previous chapter, de Jesús casts moments of sexual nonnormativity as sites of
possibility as opposed to pathology. Rather than couch Filipino farm workers as
heterosexually frustrated and, by extension, deviant as a result of US racism in the form
of immigration law, anti-miscegenation law, and dominant socio-cultural mores
prohibiting cross-racial interactions, she proposes imagining the possibility (and
probability) of some Filipino laborers rejecting heterosexuality altogether for alternative,
queer socialities.45
Allan Isaac and Joe Ponce also draw attention to the queer possibilities barely
hidden in Bulosan’s America. For Isaac, nonnormative sexuality figures throughout
Bulosan’s text to dramatize “the violent destruction of the protagonist’s corporeal and
psychic integrity.”46 In this way, Bulosan illustrates the ways in which sexuality functions
as a mediator of racial difference in the context of imperialism. However, his narrative
ultimately remains invested in incorporation; that is, he relegates nonnormative forms of
sexuality, particularly homosexuality, to the position of abjection to hold out the promise
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of a heteronormative desire in the sign America.47 Nevertheless, Isaac’s attention to
Filipino hypersexuality as it intersects with the perceived and real threat of interracial sex
as well as homosexual encounters made possible by the convergence of racism and labor
exploitation offers a glimpse into America’s queer worlds that may have been and most
likely transpired, which I suggest also materialize in “Magno Rubio” and its stage
adaptation.
In America, two scenes notably underscore the homosexual taboo: the first, the
castration scene in which a white male lynch mob burns the pubic hair of José, a labor
organizer, and smashes the protagonist Allos’s genitals; and the second, a sexual advance
made by “a young Mexican [male] whose voice sounded like a girl’s.”48 Whereas the
enactment of sexual violence on the brown male body allows the white men to look at
José’s penis and judge it as “well-hung” and to hold Allos’s genitals without necessarily
unsettling their presumed heterosexuality in the first scene, the open display of
homosexual desire by the young Mexican, though surely unwanted by Allos, in the
second scene clarifies the circumstance under which men can touch one another.49 And
yet, as Isaac points out, “[t]he hidden homosocial spaces the Filipino inhabits, in boxcars,
bars, gambling houses, pool halls, and racial ghettos, are also sites in which the
homosocial contract breaks down to make homosexual encounters possible.”50 In at least
three moments in the novel, touch between men occurs in a highly ambiguous,
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homoerotic way;51 and sharing beds between men, surely out of economic necessity,
nevertheless lays bare the queer intimacies between Filipino laborers.52
Besides such expressions of (homo)sexuality, the failure to express sexuality
outright figures as another form of queer sexuality to which Ponce remarks. For Ponce,
Allos’s queer sexuality in the form of asexuality functions less as a social fact and more
as a didactic strategy for Bulosan to critique the sexual politics of race, particularly the
hypersexuality of Filipino men and their supposed proclivity for white women.53 Such
ambivalent attitudes toward Filipino male sexuality by Bulosan in America find
resonance with “Magno Rubio” and its play version. In this way, latent queerness could
be said to constitute a central thematic in Bulosan’s broader oeuvre, not unlike my
assertion of Santos’s.
Building upon the insights of these scholars, my reading of Bulosan’s “Magno
Rubio” and Carter’s stage adaptation produced by Mu reveals how queerness is built into
the narrative, whether or not intentional by the authors and actors. While the short story
version of Magno Rubio depicts the experiences of Filipino farm workers laboring in the
fields of California during the 1930s, its focus lies not so much with the actual labor
performed by these men out in the fields but rather on their interactions with each other
within the confines of their bunkhouse. Much of what readers learn about Magno derives
from other characters, particularly from the narrator Nick, an educated Filipino toiling
alongside him. As he describes Magno, Nick consistently draws attention to Magno’s
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seemingly undesirable physical features: “his fish-eyes” (33); “his black mouth, showing
rotten teeth” (34); “his thick lips with the tip of his serrated tongue”; “his monkey face”
(36); “his flat nose” (37); and “his hairy nostril” (38). While these descriptions suggest
repulsion toward Magno, I suggest that Nick’s actions toward him belie sympathy if not
attraction. Unlike their fellow bunkmate Claro, who takes advantage of Magno’s
illiteracy and initially pens love letters on his behalf to Clarabelle for a hefty price, Nick
offers to help write letters for Magno out of the supposed kindness of his heart.
Whereas Claro verbally abuses Magno, calling him an “illiterate peasant,”
“peon,” “Igorot” (34), and “dog eater” (43), for being in love with a girl “twice his size
sideward and upward” and with whom “he had never seen,” Nick offers no judgment (at
least directly to Magno) and agrees to write letters for Magno, saying “I’ll do it because I
like to help you” (37). While Sarita See’s analysis of Magno’s symbolic status as the
illiterate subject of capitalist accumulation privileges him as an object lesson in the wake
of the 2008 predatory subprime mortgage lending collapse and offers a counter-vision to
the dominant assumption that increased education leads to success in a capitalist
economy, I want to rethink her bifurcation between the literate and the illiterate manifest
in Bulosan’s and Carter’s narratives by reading Nick’s literate status vis-à-vis his nonheterosexual orientation. In other words, although See is right to reverse the flow of
knowledge acquisition from literate to illiterate and to read possibility in Magno’s refusal
to be stunted by his inability to acquire Clarabelle—a gendered, racialized, and
sexualized figment of the American Dream—by the story’s end, I also want to suggest
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that Nick’s illegibility as a heteronormative subject in the economy of Filipino farm
worker masculinity complicates Magno’s illiteracy.
Claro’s exploitation of Magno falls in line with See’s critique of capitalist
accumulation, while Nick’s desire to help Magno because he “like[s] to help [him]” (37)
reflects the “anticapitalist traditions of reciprocity, mutuality, and obligation” that she
aims to foreground, especially as they invoke the indigenous Filipina/o concepts of loob
(debt) and kapwa (the self in the other).54 Thus, even though Claro may position himself
as literate (having achieved a second grade education) over and against the illiterate
Magno, Nick’s literate status seems less obvious.55 On the one hand, his descriptive
derision of Magno may signal a class distinction; but it might also belie his unsanctioned
homoerotic desires. So, Magno may teach readers and audiences about the disinvestment
in capitalist possession in his decision to return back to the bunkhouse despite
Clarabelle’s desertion, but Nick also offers us a lesson in the limits of possession for he
remains romantically unattached due to his deviance from heterosexual propriety.
As a supporting character, Nick may seem marginal to the plot. However, as the
narrator and as the literate conduit between illiterate Magno and apparitional Clarabelle,
he is necessary to it. Existing within the frame as a cast member, as opposed to outside of
it, he functions not as an omniscient narrator but as a subjective one, filled with desires of
his own. From a heteronormative perspective, the romance of Magno Rubio would
certainly equate to his love for Clarabelle, who functions as his motivation for laboring in
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the fields of California and who also serves as an allegory for America. However, when
subjected to a queer point of view, the romance of Magno Rubio no longer applies
exclusively to Magno and Clarabelle; instead, we might recognize the title of the story
and play as also an avowal of the homoeroticism between Nick and Magno. As the plot
revolves around Magno’s reliance on his bunkmates sending love letters to Clarabelle,
Nick becomes important only in his capacity to serve Magno’s needs and desires.56
With this possibility in mind, I read Nick’s ambivalent stance toward Magno as an
explicit attempt to reject his latent desires for other men beyond friendship. His attention
to Magno’s physicality illustrates his gaze toward another man, albeit with derision and
disgust. His attention to specific body parts—eyes, mouth, teeth, tongue, nose, and
nostril—fetishizes Magno into an object out of his reach. And so, rather than act on his
homoerotic desires, he distances himself from Magno through repulsion, while
maintaining acceptable intimacy by writing heterosexual love letters on Magno’s behalf
(Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Magno dictating to Nick57

Not Like Other Men: Nick’s Difference as Queer Horizon
In terms of Filipino sociality, Nick is not like his fellow compatriots. He does not
drink alcohol, chase after women, or gamble as Magno’s observations make clear once he
finally agrees to write love letters for him:
“What would you like to have? You don’t drink like Claro. You don’t go after
girls like our foreman. You don’t gamble like the hoodlums in the poolroom in
town. You don’t smoke like the whores at the Elite Hotel. You don’t chew
tobacco like—” (37)
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From a simple inquiry to determine how he might reward Nick for his services, Magno’s
list of “don’ts” draws attention to Nick’s social difference from his peers. Unlike the
other Filipino men in their world, Nick does not drink alcohol, chase after women, and
gamble. In short, he does not engage in vice typically associated with working-class
heterosexual Filipino masculinity during this period. As historian Linda España-Maram
notes, vice was an integral feature of young Filipino immigrant life: “extralegal activities,
particularly gambling, not only [served] as recreation to pass the time but also as a means
of developing a version of socioeconomic mobility that was viable for an ethnic,
working-class population.”58 Moreover, she highlights how non-respectable forms of
sociality were not simply about “immoral” leisure but also alternative avenues to address
the structural inequalities that relegated brown bodies outside the norm in the first place.
While positioned as nonnormative from the perspective of dominant, white bourgeois
society, from the vantage point of young, working-class Filipino immigrants, vice was
the normative means of constituting one’s hetero-masculinity. In this vein, Nick’s failure
to engage in normative working-class Filipino male activities positions him as queer in
contradistinction to his openly heterosexual compatriots.
Before Magno is able to list more attributes that mark Nick as different from other
(Filipino) men, Nick stops him and says, “Don’t start anything, Magno. I’ll do it [write
love letters to Clarabelle for Magno] because I like to help you. Maybe I’ll need your
help some day” (37). On the one hand, Nick’s interruption assures Magno that he is not
like Claro and wants to genuinely help Magno rather than take advantage of Magno’s
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naïveté. On the other hand, his interruption prevents Magno from revealing any more
clues of Nick’s social difference: that he is not like other men. A few lines prior to this
exchange, Magno and Nick have a conversation about honesty. Uncertain of Claro’s
sincerity, Magno begins the conversation by asking:
“. . . how would I know if he [Claro] hadn’t been writing for himself? Do you
think he’s that low, Nick?”
“Some men are capable of anything, Magno. Some men could crawl on
their bellies on human filth to earn a dollar.”
“I didn’t know that, Nick.” He [Magno] was disappointed. “I thought we
were all born honest.”
“We were all born honest, Magno. But along the way some of us lost our
honesty.”
“I didn’t lose my honesty.”
“Keep it Magno. Honesty is the best policy.” (36)
Through this exchange, Nick implicitly reveals his inability to be completely honest, that
he possesses a(n open) secret. While his philosophical remarks about honesty might
reflect his life experiences more generally, when read alongside his interruption of
Magno’s list of his negative dissociations from other Filipino men, such a pronouncement
actually articulates his closet. As Eve Sedgwick points out, “the relations of the closet—
the relations of the known and the unknown, the explicit and the inexplicit around
homo/heterosexual definition—have the potential for being peculiarly revealing, in fact,
about speech acts more generally.”59 While Nick does not necessarily enunciate his
queerness (vis-à-vis his gender and sexual performances), Magno’s speech act marks
Nick as “not,” as negating heteronormative sociality.60 Sedgwick goes on to say that
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“‘[c]losetedness’ itself is a performance initiated as such by the speech act of a silence—
not a particular silence, but a silence that accrues particularity by fits and starts, in
relation to the discourse that surrounds and differentially constitutes it.”61 Here, silence
calls attention to one’s particularity, one’s difference from the social milieu, thereby
heightening others’ interest in that person. In the context of the narrative, readers, as well
as audience members of the play, become oriented toward Nick rather than the story’s
namesake, Magno. And although Nick’s social difference is not explicitly understood in
terms of homosexuality, or even asexuality, the silence around his sexuality actually
positions him as not heteronormative.
Right before Claro and Nick get into a fistfight over Clarabelle, the following
exchange occurs between Magno and Nick, who was playing solitaire, in the short story:
I glanced over at Claro.
[. . .]
“Don’t you have a girl, Nick?” Magno Rubio suddenly asked me.
I turned my face away from Claro and looked at Magno. “No,” I said.
[. . .]
“You really don’t have a girl anywhere in the wide world?”
I shook my head vigorously.
“If I were you I would write to all the pretty girls. There must be a girl
somewhere for you, Nick.”
“I don’t think so, Magno.” (42)
In this scene, Nick looking over to Claro, who “was getting drunk,” functions as a
rhetorical device to juxtapose Magno’s “pure soul” (42). However, his glance also acts as
a performative betrayal of his latent homosexuality. While he describes both men with a
tinge of disgust—“I studied his [Magno’s] monkey face . . . his flat nose and fish-eyes. . .
. Saliva was dripping down the corners of his [Claro’s] twisted mouth. His eyes were
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popping red”—his focus on intimate body parts—nose, eyes, and mouth—again suggests
a repulsive attraction; that is, his negation actually reveals his unconscious desire.
Besides Nick’s use of disparaging language to distance himself from both Magno and
Claro in the preceding scene, Magno’s prodding questions and Nick’s evasive responses
position Nick as a queer figure in relation to the rest of the men in the bunkhouse, who
are assumed to orient toward heterosexuality. Moreover, his gestures—quickly turning to
face Magno as if caught in the act of staring at Claro and shaking his head vigorously
after Magno asks why he has no girl—unwittingly draws attention to a closet he wishes
to hide.
Although this same scene in the play does not include Nick’s gazing at Claro nor
his vigorous denial of his being romantically unattached, at least to a woman, Nick does
utter an ambiguous line as part of the chorus: “My pants are tight!” (Carter with
Arcenas). Prior to this declaration Magno is once again professing his love for Clarabelle.
In this way, Nick’s utterance parallels Magno’s and reveals, albeit indirectly, his
attraction for Magno. With the play’s more overt sexual innuendos, unlike the short story,
Nick’s reference to tight pants could be read as a euphemism for an uncontrolled erection
provoked by Magno.
Nick’s inability to embody heteronormativity more broadly reflects the ways in
which racialized masculinity is positioned as ancillary and epiphenomenal to white
masculinity, which is already marked as heteronormative. In the epigraph to his chapter
on “proximate masculinities” in his book American Tropics, Allan Isaac cites the
following passage from Bulosan’s America:
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“And I won’t have a Filipino in my house, when my daughter is around,” said one
of the women.
“Is it true that they are sex-crazy?” the man next to her asked. “I
understand that they go crazy when they see a white woman.”62
This excerpt calls attention to the ways in which Filipino men were imagined in the US
popular conscious during the 1920s and 1930s; it also contextualizes the racial-sexual
stereotype of Filipino men that Bulosan wrestled with in his writings. Bulosan’s reference
to Filipino men’s “sex-craziness,” or to use Celine Parreñas Shimizu’s framework of
hypersexuality, demonstrates his acute awareness of Filipino men’s negative image in the
eyes of dominant white, bourgeois society. And such sensitivity, I contend, in line with
Joe Ponce’s observations,63 would indicate his explicit attempt to combat this stereotype
by down-playing some of his characters’ sexuality, to the point of asexuality—namely,
America’s protagonist Allos and the narrator Nick of “Magno Rubio.”64
While the short story sets up Nick as an anti-normative character by juxtaposing
his masculinity against the other Filipino men through Magno’s dialogue in the narrative,
Mu’s production further positions Nick as an ostensibly queer figure. If Magno embodies
the valorized figure of the Filipino farm worker—working class, oppressed by structural
racism, and heterosexually virile—then Nick embodies the farm worker’s shadow:
erudite, effete, and asexual, or least not openly heterosexual. In short, Nick is all that
Magno is not. As with the short story, Nick’s educated, virtuous status marks him as
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different from the other four laborers in the play who share the bunkhouse with him
(Magno, Claro, Prudencio, and Atoy); however, the play uses aurality to emphasize this
difference, as he speaks without a Filipino accent, unlike the other four men.65 Also,
Nick’s voice is more gentle and less abrasive in comparison to Claro, who performs as a
“macho man.” For example, during one scene, Nick looks out into the audience and
softly recites, “stars where poets go,” which encourages the audience to view him as
esoteric and poetic.
Besides the play’s use of aural cues to differentiate Nick from the other men, the
play also uses gesture to subtly mark Nick as not (hetero)sexual. Of the five characters in
Mu’s stage production, Claro epitomizes hegemonic masculinity. However, his vulgar
speech and gestures—for example, suggestively masturbating in the next room for all to
hear to rubbing Clarabelle’s photo on his nipple and crotch—portray him as the
hypersexual Filipino male vilified in US media during the 1930s, whose voracious sexual
appetite poses a threat to white femininity and, by extension, white hetero-masculinity.
Similarly, Prudencio, the cook (who is not featured in the short story), gyrates and begins
to unbutton his pants, as the five men sing “pero Clarabelle es blanca” (“but Clarabelle is
white”), ready to expose his “pipino” (cucumber; slang for penis), while he longs for his
absent love Consuelo. In both instances, references to their sexual desire for women
attempt to reinforce the two men’s heterosexuality and to diffuse the homoeroticism of
each scene. Finally, Magno, though portrayed as naïve and infantile, nevertheless also
displays raw (hetero)sexuality through his serenade, sung in Tagalog:
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Pilipino.
Ako po’y Pilipino.
Puso’y titibok-tibok
Sa paghihintay, ng iyong alok.
Ay, Clara, giliw ko.
Ito ay para sa ‘yo.
Buksan ang pinto mo
Sa Pilipinong pipino ko. (Carter with Arcenas)
(Filipino.
I am Filipino.
Beating heart
Waiting for your offer.
Clara, my beloved.
This is for you.
Open your door
For my Filipino cucumber.) (my translation)
Here, Magno reinforces his heterosexual desire for Clarabelle by alluding to sexual
intercourse through his request for Clara(belle) “Buksan ang pinto mo,” a euphemism for
Clarabelle’s vagina, for his “Pilipinong pipino,” a euphemism for Magno’s penis.
Elsewhere in the play, Magno stroking an eskrima stick mimics the act of masturbation
and further draws attention to his (hetero)sexuality.66
Unlike his fellow bunkmates, Nick avoids any overt performance of his sexuality,
at least one oriented toward heterosexuality. While his comrades partake in sexual
vulgarity and often speak of longing for absent women, Nick does neither. Instead, he
quotes poetry, speaks in riddles, and disavows desires of the flesh. For example, when
Magno asks him to write a letter in response to Clarabelle’s, Magno adds, “And may use
some of those poem words?” to which Nick replies, “Sure, Magno. How about – ‘Why so
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pale and wan, fond lover . . .’ (Carter with Arcenas). Even though Magno would never
use such language, he tells Nick, “That sounds good . . . real mysterious, like I don’t
know what it means, but it’s pretty, like Clarabelle” (Carter with Arcenas). In another
scene, Nick reads aloud a poem upon Magno’s request:
The day is like a trembling heart. Alone
in the harbor, I feel the world burst
in the wide canyons of my thoughts . . .
I am glad that I have seen everything
For there will be days when we will stand together
Fight for our right to stand together
I think they will understand why we should
Stand together in our time. (Carter with Arcenas)
Characteristic of his college-educated status, Nick uses so-called flowery, metaphoric
language. However, such a rhetorical strategy enables him to express his latent queer
desires without having to out himself as divergent from hetero-masculinity. The use of
gender-neutral pronouns and the lack of a clear referent (“our right to stand together”)
leave such a pronouncement of his desires open to interpretation. Moreover, the imagery
of solitude not only separates him from his compatriots but also plays upon the trope of
loneliness often correlated with queerness.67 After Nick’s recitation, the stage directions
read, “The CHORUS seizes the moment,” and the tone changes from serious to playful
and rhythmic (Carter with Arcenas, authors’ italics). Such an awkward shift forecloses a
further probing into Nick’s interiority; however, it also allows Nick’s desires to remain
elusive and therefore open to queer possibility. Even though Magno may consistently cast
doubt on Nick’s heterosexuality, the play’s refusal to solidify it and the other characters’
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lack of concern for Nick’s unwillingness to engage in sexual banter as they do fittingly
permits Nick to be something other than heterosexual.
On the one hand, Nick’s distance from his bunkmates figures him as a spatiotemporal metaphor for his dual role as character and narrator: he is both inside the plot of
the play’s present as a character and outside of it as narrator in the show’s/audience’s
present. In this way, Nick functions as an exceptional character, bridging the past/the play
and the present/the audience/the theater; and his lack of sexual propensity works to
portray him as a reliable narrator. Such a rhetorical strategy is not uncharacteristic of
Bulosan as Ponce points out in the case of America’s Allos: “‘degraded’ modes of sex—
prostitution, nonmonogamous and extramarital sex, and homosexual advances—enter [in
the narrative] to figure the debased forms of social life that Filipino migrant workers
endure during the Depression years in the United States and which Allos deplores and
ultimately detaches himself from in order to become a morally trustworthy narrator.”68
Conversely, Nick’s failure to readily display sexuality places him outside the economy of
hetero-masculinity, thereby positioning him as a queer, anti-normative subject.

Queer Futurities
In her contextual reading of Bulosan’s America, Elaine Kim focuses on his futureoriented optimism with an arguably heteronormative lens. In so doing, she takes for
granted the centrality of homosociality in the text, as well as in his oeuvre more

68

Ponce, 92.

239

generally, and the striking absence, or at least one-dimensionality, of women in his vision
of America.69 As my discussion of “Magno Rubio” thus far has demonstrated, the
absence of women and the intimacies between men warrant attention to the alternative
social formations engendered by Filipino migration during the colonial and
commonwealth periods, ones not premised on heteronormative reproduction. According
to Kim, Bulosan’s desire for American democracy to live up to its promise of equality for
all serves as the impetus for his writings. For her, “Bulosan’s faith in the working man
and in justice for the exploited as the key to American fulfillment turns him toward
fellow Filipinos,” and it is this very figure of the “working man” that populated his
writing.70 As she points out, “[u]nlike the narrator [Allos] of America Is in the Heart,
Bulosan did not work for extended periods of time in the fields and canneries” because of
“his disability.”71 And perhaps because of Bulosan’s relegation to service-oriented labor
indoors—for example, “as a dishwasher or bakery employee”—as opposed to manual
labor outdoors in the fields and canneries, we can recognize a deep admiration for such
men in his texts.72
As I argue, Bulosan’s valorization of the farm worker, particularly in America and
in “Magno Rubio,” borders on the (homo)erotic, as the bonds of fraternity overshadow
the heterosocial and heterosexual bonds between Filipino men and white women (as has
often been the focus of literary and historical analyses of America). Whereas Kim
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references lines from America that demonstrate Bulosan’s faith in American democracy, I
read such lines as presenting a specifically homosocial, fraternal order. Bulosan expresses
such an investment in fraternity when he writes “from day to day I read, and reading
widened my mental horizon, creating a spiritual kinship with other men who had
pondered over the miseries of their countries.”73 Here, books serve as a conduit for Allos,
a fictionalized version of Bulosan, to connect to other men. Similarly, Nick’s role as
epistolary mediator between Magno and Clarabelle actually allows him to develop an
intimate bond with Magno. What’s more, in Bulosan’s future vision of America, women
are literally nowhere to be found. For example, in one of the oft-quoted passages from
America, “America is a prophecy of a new of society of men [emphasis added]” peopled
by the “nameless foreigner, the homeless refugee, the hungry boy begging for a job and
the black body dangling on a tree.”74 While this new vision of America foregrounds the
commonalities shared by historically marginalized and oppressed peoples in the US, such
a vision is nevertheless decidedly gendered.
While Kim does draw our attention to the symbolic role of women in Bulosan’s
writings, particularly in America, but also in “Magno Rubio,” her decidedly
heteronormative view of the relationship between Filipino men and white women as
heterosexually oriented belies the ways in which white women actually function as kind
of conduit between (Filipino) men. Recognizing the role of women as supplementary to
the relations between men illumines the homosocial and arguably homoerotic potential
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between men that often remains silent in critical analyses of Bulosan’s oeuvre.75
Considering Eve Sedgwick’s insights from Between Men, we can see how the presence of
women in Bulosan’s texts are central in advancing what happens between male
characters. And perhaps unwittingly, Kim’s analysis affirms this when she writes,
“Through women, through art, through the labor movement, Carlos Bulosan sought an
end to his lonely life as a social and psychological exile and a way to plant roots in
American life.”76 In the case of “Magno Rubio,” Clarabelle is central in advancing the
plot, but only as symbolic in form. This is especially made apparent in Mu’s stage
production as one of the male cast members (Eric “Pogi” Sumangil), who doubles as
Atoy, performs the role of Clarabelle in silhouetted drag (Figure 6). As Kim notes, “The
white woman is a dream, an ideal”; her non-materiality serves as motivation, but her
presence does not necessarily engender intimacy and desire.77 Rather, in the both the
short story and the play, it is through the interactions between male-bodied characters that
intimacy and desire materializes.
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Figure 6: Magno kissing Clarabelle78

As Filipino migrant farm laborers living in homosocial spaces, Bulosan’s and
Carter’s characters unwittingly resist heteronormative temporality as they engage in socalled un-reproductive activities, such as gambling and non-procreative sex. Queer time,
according to Jack Halberstam, “is not only about compression and annihilation; it is also
about the potentiality of a life unscripted by the conventions of family, inheritance, and
child rearing.”79 For José Muñoz, it “is a stepping out the linearity of straight time.”80 In
his queer reading of Bulosan’s oeuvre, Joe Ponce writes, “Falling outside the normative
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trajectory of marriage and reproduction, Bulosan posits his ‘work’ as his spouse and as
his surrogate progeny.”81 Here, Ponce interprets Bulosan’s use of queer to describe
himself in a letter to his friend Jose de los Reyes. Beside this reference, what interests me
is Bulosan’s calling himself a “crazy peasant,” an epithet that Claro directs at Magno.82 In
this way, we can interpret Magno as Bulosan’s alter ego, not unlike Allos in America Is
in the Heart; and as such, Bulosan’s queerness cathects onto Magno. As See’s reparative
reading of Magno’s illiteracy underscores, “[Magno] shows no interest . . . in the
individuated process of accumulation that underwrites assimilation.”83 His so-called
wastefulness on Clarabelle in terms of economics and emotions, only to have her run off
with another man, might suggest that Magno has failed; however, as See illumines, such
an interpretation holds if one privileges the strictures of capitalism and its reproductive
demands, including heteronormative reproduction. Instead, Magno’s matter-of-fact
rejection of Clarabelle’s betrayal leaves open, rather than forecloses, his future to which
the story’s ending gestures.
Besides Magno’s refusal to pursue hetero-domesticity, Nick’s desire to run away
with Claro not only further inculcates his queerness but also the Filipino farm worker’s
refusal of heteronormative time in favor for queer socialities. When Claro decides to
leave the camp to search for El Dorado, Nick catches him trying to sneak away during the
middle of the night. Nick proposes, “I’ll come with you. I’ve always wondered where it
[El Dorado] is.” In reply, Claro asks, “You’d come with me?” However, Nick’s
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reluctance to immediately leave with Claro causes Claro to become irritable, telling Nick,
“you’ll never get anywhere” (Carter with Arcenas). Despite Claro’s belligerence, Nick
stops Claro, and they embrace in silence. As soon as the moment of queer possibility
materializes, it quickly fades. Nevertheless, the play bears witness to alternative
socialities that do not rely exclusively on heterosexual couplings. Although Nick’s desire
to search for El Dorado with Claro might reflect wishful thinking, Claro’s willingness to
have Nick’s company reveals the possibility of homosociality intimacy often foreclosed
by the homosexual taboo.
For me, Carter’s play imagines a queer Filipino past that lays the groundwork for
a queer Filipina/o future. Rather than view archives solely as that which catalogs the past,
David Román demonstrates how contemporary performance functions as an archive
itself.84 “[A]s embodied theories that help audiences restructure or, at the very least,
reimagine their social selves,” he argues that the performing arts offer one medium
through which to observe the emergence of new social formations.85 Accordingly,
contemporary Filipina/o performances like Magno Rubio bring into view the historical
possibility of queer Filipino-ness and affirm the desire to imagine a queer Filipina/o
America often foreclosed by the binds of heteronormativity by queer Filipina/o viewing
subjects such as myself. In Jill Dolan’s view, performance is utopian. As she puts it,
“Being moved at the theater allows us to realize that such feeling is possible, even
desirable, elsewhere.”86 For her, performance figures as a model for the “outside” world;
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it serves as a template, a map, for imagining what life beyond the walls of the theater
could look like. However, rather than suggest that this utopian world exist sometime (and
somewhere) in the distant future, she posits, “The very present-tenseness of performance
lets audiences imagine utopia not as some idea of future perfection that might never
arrive, but as brief enactments of the possibilities of a process that starts now, in this
moment at the theater.”87 Cognizant of theater’s ephemerality, Dolan’s insights alert us to
the flickers that give way to another world in the present, even if momentarily.
Notwithstanding Magno Rubio’s decidedly heterosexual orientation and California
centricity, its invitation to spectators to interpret its vision unfaithfully allows for
nonnormative imaginaries to flourish.

Asian American Drama in the Midwest
Although Magno Rubio was originally produced by the New York–based Ma-Yi
Theatre Company, Mu Performing Arts’ production nevertheless incites a re-imagining
and reconsideration of Filipina/o American history, migration, sociality, and geography.
As Dolan reminds us, “geographic location, the economics of cities and the arts, and
contemporary discourses about identity and politics impinge on or delimit the
possibilities for meaning,”88 which she illustrates in her reading of various stagings of
The Laramie Project and its uneven reception.89 In her introduction to Asian American
Plays for a New Generation, Josephine Lee discusses the significance of Mu’s stage
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productions and the role that region plays in shaping the context and reception of such
plays. For Lee, Asian American theater in the Twin Cities “moves us away from
California as the central locus of Asian America and from New York as the mecca of
American theater.”90 While Magno Rubio is not one of the plays contained in the volume,
Lee’s claim still applies. Notwithstanding its original New York production and its
California setting, the live performance of Magno Rubio in Minneapolis alters the play’s
meaning and its historical and cultural significance for its audience. Whereas California
and New York have sizeable Filipina/o populations, Minnesota does not.91 On the one
hand, the fact that this play in the Twin Cities does not cater specifically to a Filipina/o
audience, but instead presents a story about Asian America, generates new ways to
engage pan-ethnicity and cross-racial intersubjectivity. Rather than focus on
representation, the Mu performance presents a different view of Asian America not
readily visible in a metropolitan region known more for its Hmong and Korean adoptee
populations. On the other hand, the play calls attention to the isolated
Filipina/o/American community that does exist in the Twin Cities and greater Minnesota.
As a Filipina/o American play, Magno Rubio literally brought the Twin Cities’
Filipina/o/American community to the theater.92
In discussing the relationship between production and place, Lee further points
out how “singularity and disenfranchisement is intimately tied up with” Asian American
90
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stage productions in the Twin Cities.93 By doing so, she draws attention to the
particularity of Asian Midwesterners’ “[r]acial isolation,” which can serve as a new
paradigm for theorizing Asian America beyond the coasts.94 Again, while Magno Rubio
did not originate in the Twin Cities, its presentation and reception certainly mean
something different to a Twin Cities audience, especially those of Filipina/o descent.
Despite my own southern California roots, relocating to the Midwest has encouraged me
to critically rethink the meaning of Asian/American identity and more specifically my
Filipino American identity. As previously mentioned, on the night I watched the show, I
felt like the only Filipino in the audience. And I wondered if the “sea of white faces”
experienced the same sense of excitement and lament in watching Filipinos on stage.95
Even with its rural California setting, I felt like the show was taking place somewhere in
rural Minnesota. I couldn’t help but wonder if this play was also bearing witness to the
history of Filipino men who worked on onion farms in Albert Lea (southern Minnesota)
and sugar beet plantations in Chaska (southwest of the Twin Cities Metro) during the
Great Depression.96 Perhaps this feeling reflects how agriculture is a central defining
feature of the Midwest as well as the actual staging of the play in Minneapolis. The cast’s
visit to Claremont (south/southeastern Minnesota) “to learn about the experiences of
migrant workers today” reveals that the place of Minnesota is just as crucial to our

93

Lee, introduction to Lee, Eitel, and Shiomi, 4.
Ibid., 5.
95
My spectatorial experience was not unlike Fil’s, the protagonist of Bienvenido Santos’s short story “The
Day the Dancers Came” in Scent, who experienced both longing and loss while watching a Philippine
dance troupe perform in his new hometown of Chicago. For an in-depth discussion of this story, see chapter
2.
96
Benigno Andrada, interview by Sarah R. Mason, November 1, 1978, tape recording, Asians in Minnesota
Oral History Project.
94

248

understanding of the play as is the historical and cultural context of Bulosan’s writing and
Carter’s stage adaptation.97
Finally, Mu’s production of Magno Rubio not only interpellated me as a Filipino
Midwesterner but also as a queer Filipino Midwesterner. On the one hand, seeing a play
about Filipino Americans at a Minneapolis theater quelled my feelings of isolation and
dislocation as a Filipino American living in Central Time by revealing the existence of
Filipinas/os in Minnesota (through the actors’ bodies) and inviting the possibilities of
other untold stories, hidden in between the US coasts. Conversely, Mu’s production also
made poignant the lack of a critical mass of Filipinas/os in the Midwest, with Chicago
proving as an exception. Although Filipina/o/American plays are more rare rather than
common within US theater, the numerous opportunities to see Filipinas/os on stage
across California college campuses through Pilipino Cultural Nights (PCNs) makes
Filipinas/os on stage in these locales seem less out of the ordinary.98 However, in a place
like the Twin Cities, seeing Filipinas/os on stage, or at least seeing Filipina/o stories on
stage (as Filipina/o actors are becoming more prominent in Minneapolis–St. Paul),
engenders a sense of uncanniness largely attributed to place.
However, this queer feeling I experienced not only emerged with respect to place
but also through the narrative and choreography. Whereas other spectators might have
viewed the play as simply uncovering the harsh conditions of racialized migrant labor,
my positionality as a queer Pinoy encouraged me to see the play as also revealing the
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queer possibilities and realities of racialized migrant labor. As Nayan Shah’s work on the
experiences of early twentieth-century South Asian male migrant laborers in California
illumines, a range of queer intimacies occurred between men under the conditions of
racialized labor exploitation.99 In this way, interpreting Magno Rubio’s performative
display of homosocial intimacy—from men dancing and singing with each other, holding
on to another man’s waist, to men sharing their sexual desires, to men expressing love for
one another, and to male actors dressing in drag—as an avowal of Filipino queerness
enables us to imagine alternative forms of sociality not bound by heteronormativity.100
And by entertaining such possibilities alongside the materiality of place, we might begin
to dissociate Magno’s romance with white America and revel in Magno’s queer
romances.
Despite the play’s rural California setting and its title character commanding
audiences’ attention, a focus on the seemingly minor elements of the narrative leads to a
different understanding of the history of Filipino American farm labor that accounts for
what lies beyond California and beyond heteronormative desires. For Magno to be in love
with a white woman from Arkansas suggests not simply a love for America writ large but
rather a particular love that is oriented toward the geographic interior. Likewise,
acknowledging that Magno’s expressions of love oriented toward the heart(land) of
America relies on Nick’s poetics makes room for other forms of intimacy not exclusively
bound to heterosexual coupling. As Sarita See notes in her reading of Magno Rubio, “if
we pay attention to the play’s erotic economy, an alternative interpretation emerges. . . .
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Nick . . . becomes the author-prostitute that provides words of courtship and seduction
that send Magno—and not, ironically, Clarabelle—into thrills of ecstasy.”101 However, as
I have been arguing throughout this chapter, such erotics between men are not so ironic
after all. Under the material conditions of racialized migrant labor in the context of US
empire building, Filipino farm workers can and do express desire for one another. By
attending to the play’s marginal features, I enact a queer Filipino Midwestern spectatorial
hermeneutic indicative of what Lucy Mae San Pablo Burns terms puro arte, a
disidentificatory Filipina/o performative and interpretive strategy that queers normative
ways of knowing; it “functions as an episteme, as a way of approaching the Filipino/a
[sic] performing body at key moments in U.S.-Philippine imperial relations.”102 As I have
illustrated through my reading of Nick, the queer elements of the short story, play script,
and Minneapolis staging are essential to understanding the romance of Magno Rubio;
without them, audiences are left only with a partial truth. Such an attention to the unruly
aspects of this particular cultural text reflects the epistemological strategies undertaken in
the preceding two chapters and to which I continue in my reading of the hit television
musical dramedy Glee in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4
WHAT ARE FILIPINAS/OS DOING IN LIMA, OHIO?
QUEER FILIPINA/O MATERIALIZATIONS ON GLEE

There is a keen awareness of the smallness and specificity
that necessarily and ironically accompanies this
proliferation of [Filipina/o American] difference, an order
of particularity often illegible to outsiders or perceived as
too narrow and hence valueless.
—Sarita Echavez See1

Network television can never come close to representing
the full depth and scope of Asian American life, because to
do so would be to expose disturbing core truths about
America itself.
—Darrell Y. Hamamoto2

Indeed, events can have backgrounds: a background is what
explains the conditions of emergence or an arrival of
something as the thing that it appears to be in the present.
—Sara Ahmed3

Watching the fall 2010 season premiere of the popular musical television show
Glee, I recall wondering, “What is a Filipina doing in Lima, Ohio?” when Sunshine
Corazon, a new Philippine exchange student played by Filipina international recording
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artist Charice Pempengco, sang Lady Gaga and Beyoncé’s “Telephone” in the girls’
bathroom with Rachel Berry, William McKinley High’s glee club star whom viewers
love to hate. Given the underrepresentation of Filipinas/os on mainstream US television, I
found Sunshine particularly surprising because she was featured as a Filipina character
and because, of all the places in the US readily imaginable for Filipinas/os to inhabit, her
mother and she decided to emigrate to the Midwest. Five shows later, Blaine Anderson,
an attractive, openly gay, and vocally talented student from a rival glee club, the
Warblers from Westerville, Ohio, captured viewers’ hearts with his rendition of Katy
Perry’s “Teenage Dream.” Whereas Blaine’s racial-ethnic identity was not made obvious
on the show, the Internet was abuzz with reports that the actor who plays Blaine, Darren
Criss, is half Filipino, citing Criss’s Twitter page.4 Together, Sunshine and Blaine
dramatize the simultaneous absence and presence of Filipinas/os in US national culture
and illustrate how race and sexuality continue to be framed as mutually exclusive within
popular discourses. More importantly, these two characters invite us to consider the
erotics of racial difference and remind us that race continues to play a central role in the
visual economy of television despite popular claims that we now live in a post-racial US.
Focusing primarily on Glee’s second season in which these two Filipina/o actors
debut, this chapter explores how Filipina/o-ness simultaneously materializes as queer and
materializes queerness through the casting of Filipina/o actors, even if those actors do not
necessarily play “Filipina/o” on the show. On the one hand, the presence of Filipinas/os
on Glee initially seems strange and out of place—in short, queer—because these racially
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marginal actors occupy center stage, literally through their exceptional vocal
performances and symbolically by their unexpected presence in the central part of the
country. However, as Sarita See notes, “‘queer’ in Filipino America denotes a structure of
feeling that always is routed through another, usually dominant form or medium.”5 That
is, Filipina/o legibility materializes by reworking dominant US culture, and the
incorporation of the Filipina/o body into the dominant US cultural imaginary ironically
disintegrates Filipina/o status as marginal as well as the coherence of US raciality as
excluding Filipinas/os.6 On the other hand, characters played by Filipina/o actors also
activate nonnormative forms of desire, thereby reworking the show’s presentation of
queer sexuality. By examining how Filipina/o-ness queerly appears and disappears on
Glee, I show how visual codes, coupled with aural and linguistic codes, mark bodies
unevenly and how the marginal presence of Filipinas/os nevertheless transforms the
show’s social order.
Although Filipina/o-ness may seem irrelevant to Glee’s popular cultural
significance, I focus on it to re-envision the show as a display of US post/coloniality.
Such a disidentificatory reading practice locates Filipina/o presence in US popular
culture, thereby exposing the pervasiveness of Filipina/os within the US national
imaginary despite claims to the contrary.7 In addition, I draw particular attention to the
peculiarity of the show placing Filipinas/os in Ohio to further disarticulate the perceived
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out-of-place-ness of Filipinas/os in the Midwest. As my analysis will reveal, while
Filipinas/os are hard to miss on the show, because their Filipina/o identity is not always
specified, most viewers do not exhibit the “keen awareness of the smallness and
specificity that necessarily and ironically accompanies this proliferation of difference.”8
That is, Filipina/o difference may be perceived as insignificant because of its seemingly
narrow reach; however, as the epigraph by See gestures toward, this particular difference
actually unravels US colonial history and contemporary racial formation. While
Filipina/o illegibility in the US stems from the nation’s active erasure of the history and
legacy of its forcible incorporation of Filipinas/os into the American fold, the presence of
Filipinas/os in the US, especially in the nation’s interior states, serves as literal reminders
of this history and queers, or troubles, the liberal logics of the US. For this reason,
attending to “the smallness and specificity” of Filipina/o/American difference, as See
puts it, radically transforms how we understand racial exclusion. Thus, while Glee may
be lauded for its celebration of multicultural America, the illegibility of Filipina/o bodies
on the show breaks down the show’s earnest progressive politics and provides an
opportunity to examine the contradictions of US overseas expansion.
Relating my discussions of Filipina/o structural queerness outlined in the previous
chapters to the case of Glee, my analysis relies on what I call the queer Filipina/o
Midwestern spectatorship activated by the show’s inclusion of Filipina/o actors. Doing so
allows me to foreground the creative capacities of individual viewers, especially those
whose perspectives are largely marginalized within mainstream media. As actors who
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claim Filipina/o descent and enact a range of nonnormative sexual desires, I posit that
Charice’s and Criss’s performances on screen encourage viewers, like myself, who
identify as Filipino and queer and live in the Midwest, to see a queer Filipina/o America.
Whereas Glee’s creative team employs visual strategies that differentiate characters based
on their physical features, patterns of dress, and social relationships to establish a
particular character’s mark of socio-cultural difference, I argue that viewers may not
necessarily interpret those codes in their desired way and may instead opt for more
complex imaginings that destabilize the fixity of identitarian boundaries. By emphasizing
the presence of Filipinas/os on Glee, my analysis contributes to the growing body of
Filipina/o American Studies scholarship that illumines the disavowed history and legacy
of US imperialism in the Philippines and that draws upon queer theory to lay bare the
constitutive linkages between race, gender, sexuality, nation, diaspora, and empire.9
Acknowledging that Glee is not explicitly about queer Filipina/o/Americans, I
nevertheless latch onto those moments when queer Filipina/o-ness materializes because
they engender a feeling of uncanny recognition. As José Muñoz highlights, minoritarian
subjects, such as the queer Filipina/o Midwestern viewer that I am invoking, disidentify
with US mass media aimed at appealing to a broader, universal audience—namely white,
heterosexual, and middle class. Recently, however, US mass media has also invested in a
liberal multiculturalist outlook by attempting to particularize its offering so as to cater to
niche markets; and Glee’s celebration of social and cultural diversity in terms of race,
class, gender, sexuality, and ability reflects this growing trend. Despite the show’s
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efforts, I argue that universalism still prevails, or rather that a palatable particularity
passes as universal. That is, monolithic, one-dimensional, superficial representations of
social difference become the “new normal.”10 And yet, such universalized characters are
nevertheless interpellated by particular audiences and claimed as one of their own. So,
while Blaine may figure as a universal gay subject because he is racially unmarked or at
least ambiguous, he can still stand as a Filipino figure to Filipina/o audiences.
Conversely, while Sunshine is already recognized as Filipina because the show marks her
as such, her expression of sexuality remains unexamined. Thus, my analysis ultimately
aims to see Blaine and Sunshine as racial-sexual subjects, rather than as one or the other,
to underscore the ways in which sexuality is central to Filipina/o colonial racial formation
and to further advocate for more complex imaginings of subjectivity often foreclosed by
essentialist notions of identity.
Granted, Filipina/o difference does not function as a central theme on the series;
yet, the pervasiveness of Filipina/o actors that appear—from Charice and Criss but also
Kent Avenido, who plays Howard Bamboo in seasons 1 and 2, and American Idol season
11 runner-up Jessica Sanchez, who plays Frida Romero in season 4, to the back-up
singers and dancers of rival glee clubs—raises the questions: are the Filipina/o bodies on
Glee affecting how we understand race, sexuality, and empire at the beginning of the
twenty-first century; are these bodies the specters of US empire, forcing the US to reckon
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with its disavowal of empire?11 As a fictional medium that interacts with the so-called
real world, television opens up an archive that houses some of the “clues,” as Allan Isaac
puts it, that Filipinas/os have left behind in the aftermath of US colonialism.12 Closely
reading scenes in which Filipina/o-ness materializes and analyzing them in relation to the
show’s broader context as well as Filipina/o colonial racial formation, I ultimately argue
that the Filipina/o actors on Glee figure as the post/colonial return of the repressed, and
understanding them as such explains why the characters they portray seem at once
strange and familiar, threatening and desirable, queer and not. By foregrounding empire
in the analysis of this US popular cultural phenomenon, the specters of Filipina/o-ness
everywhere on the show become less idiosyncratic and instead transform into the
remainders and reminders to US overseas expansion at the turn of the twentieth century.
In so doing, this chapter catalogs some of the queer materializations of Filipina/o-ness so
as to examine what such uncanny bodies incite as they open up the possibility to see a
queer Filipina/o America. Ultimately, these queer Filipina/o materializations reveal the
repressed desires of US empire and refuse to dissociate nonnormative sexual desires from
Filipina/o identity.
To illustrate how the entertaining actors of Filipina/o descent on Glee uncannily
figure as the US’s return of the colonial repressed, I begin with a brief overview of
Sigmund Freud’s theorization of the unconscious, repression, and the uncanny. I then
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relate these ideas to the affective dimensions of visual media reception and explain how
disidentificatory spectatorship has the capacity to rework a show’s dominant message.
After introducing the chapter’s theoretical underpinnings, I move into close reading and
analysis of the show: first, I examine how the show stages Midwestern-ness so as to
contextualize the initial peculiarity of Filipinas/os on the show; then, I analyze how it
presents characters played by actors of Filipina/o descent, namely Sunshine (season 2),
Blaine (seasons 2–present), and Howard (seasons 1 and 2); and finally, I compare and
contrast the ways in which Filipina/o-ness unevenly materializes through these three
characters along with Frida, who briefly appears in season 4.13 The penultimate section
revisits affective, disidentificatory spectatorship and explains why Filipina/o-ness is
simultaneously present and absent on the show. To close the chapter, I highlight that
Filipinas/os have every reason to be in Lima, Ohio as a result of US imperialism in the
Philippines and that Filipinas/os on Glee and Filipina/o Gleeks resoundingly disrupt
dominant US culture’s will to forget this past.

Unconsciousness, Affects, and Disidentification
The Return of the Repressed
US imperial amnesia constitutes the diasporic Filipina/o American condition; and
as such, the presence of Filipinas/os in the US post/colonial metropole instantiates an
uncanny effect because they figure as the literal return of the US colonial repressed.

13

While I discuss Frida in this chapter, I reserve a more in-depth character analysis of her for the coda.

259

According to Freud, the uncanny “is that class of the terrifying which leads back to
something long known to us, once very familiar”;14 “is nothing else than a hidden,
familiar thing that has undergone repression and then emerged from it” (399). Analyzing
the various connotative meanings of the uncanny through its German equivalent
unheimlich, Freud highlights the slippage between unheimlich and its alleged opposite
heimlich. While heimlich “means that which is familiar and congenial,” it can also refer
to “that which is concealed and kept of out sight” (375). As a word tied to the home,
heimlich at once suggests familiarity and comfort as well as privacy and concealment. In
this way, “What is heimlich [author’s italics] thus comes to be unheimlich [author’s
italics]” (375). This slippage reveals how the uncanny is paradoxically homely and
familiar, yet also un-homely and unfamiliar (370), and that the un- in
uncanny/unheimlich signals the mark of repression (399). In other words, the uncanny
points to that which does not belong; however, as M. Jacqui Alexander rightly suggests,
for something to be excised, it must first exist within that which it is to be excised from.15
Thus, the uncanny renders legible one’s ambivalence toward aspects that are a part of
oneself but undesirable—in essence, that which goes against the pleasure principle.
While the uncanny signals a repression of an element from the system
unconscious by the system conscious, that which is repressed is not necessarily uncanny.
Hence, the uncanny refers to a particular kind of repression: a return of the repressed. For
Freud, the uncanny is ultimately tied to the castration-complex; however, other notable
features of the uncanny—namely the fear of one’s double—illumine the affective

14
15

Freud, “‘Uncanny,’” 369–70. Subsequent quotations from this essay are cited in the text.
Alexander, 49.

260

dimensions when facing that which is out of place (383). On the one hand, doubling
works to stave off the fear of castration as the double works to “preserv[e] against
extinction”; however, that double can also “become the ghastly harbinger of death” (387).
This transformation of the double from salve to foil illustrates Homi Bhabha’s point
regarding the colonial mimic transforming into a colonial menace.16
In the context of Glee, the Filipinas/os who appear on screen figure as
doppelgangers oscillating between extending and unraveling President William
McKinley’s policy of “benevolent assimilation.” On the one hand, their ability to
effectively perform popular US songs in the style of its so-called original illustrates their
supposed success in becoming assimilated into dominant US culture; on the other hand,
and as Judith Butler reminds us in her critique of the original–copy paradigm, their
performative repetition of US popular culture becomes unsettling as their performance
destabilizes the hierarchy between original and copy.17 That is, the captivating
performances of Filipinas/os on Glee slip into excess as they exceed the normative
boundaries of mimicry. Made in the image of the US, Filipinas/os not only reinforce US
hegemony but also efface it through unfaithful appropriation; and this dynamic between
the US and its Filipina/o Other contributes to our understanding of US imperial amnesia.
As Freud further explains, “the uncanny proceeds from something familiar which
has been repressed” (401). However, the process of repression is not simply the barring
of the familiar but rather the articulation of the idea of the familiar,18 which illumines
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See’s claim that Filipinas/os “ha[ve] nothing left but the body to articulate loss.”19 Hence,
the return of the US’s colonial repressed materialized through the uncanny helps to
clarify the strange familiarity of the performing Filipina/o bodies on Glee.

Engaging the Senses
My reading of Glee’s Filipina/o actors as the US post/colonial return of the
repressed implicitly derives from my affective response to seeing a projection of myself
on screen. By intuitively sensing the materialization of Filipina/o-ness on a show
presumably not about Filipinas/os, I excavate that which has been buried in the dominant
US psyche. To see Filipina/o-ness on Glee requires an active engagement with the senses.
As LeiLani Nishime points out, “race only appears when we go looking for it.”20 That is,
race only becomes legible through one’s sensitivity to it. Put differently, to see racial
difference is to be oriented to race; however, such a move involves looking beyond the
normative.21 What’s more, to see race not only relies on the visual but on other senses as
well—namely, aural and psychic ones. As a musical TV show, aurality plays a critical
role in Glee’s audience reception.22 Viewers do not simply see the management of social
difference on the show; they also hear it through the songs characters perform. Moreover,
for me, to see and hear Filipina/o-ness on Glee produces emotional sensations, ranging
from frustration to elation.
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Recalling that the Filipina/o performing body not only figures as melancholic but
also engenders jouissance as discussed in chapter 1, I read the glee tied to Glee’s
Filipina/o performing bodies as a manifestation of jouissance. While other characters on
the show certainly fill viewers with glee, I argue that the characters portrayed by actors of
Filipina/o descent especially produce a sense of spectatorial pleasure through their
physicality, vocality, and comedy. For example, Blaine’s screen presence consistently
captures viewers’ gaze, whether watching the water fall down his back as he showers
during his performance of Christina Aguilera’s “Fighter”23 or ogling his gyrating body
clothed in a black tank top and bright, tight green short shorts in former McKinley
Cheerios cheerleading coach Sue Sylvester’s 23-Hour Fitness aerobics class,24 the latter
clearly an homage to the music video for Eric Prydz’s “Call on Me.”25 In the case of
Sunshine and Frida, the vocal talent of the actors/singers who portray them precedes their
stellar performances on the show. Given her status as an international recording artist
whose appearances on The Ellen DeGeneres Show and The Oprah Winfrey Show
catapulted her music career, Charice’s guest appearance on Glee was met with
anticipation and left viewers wanting to see more.26 As one of the judges’ favorites
during the eleventh season of American Idol, which resulted in them controversially

23

Michael Hitchcock, “Big Brother,” Glee: The Complete Third Season, episode 15, directed by Eric
Stoltz, aired April 10, 2012.
24
Ryan Gajewski, “When Does Glee Season 4 Come Out on DVD?” Wetpaint.com, July 9, 2013, accessed
July 31, 2013, http://www.wetpaint.com/glee/articles/2013-07-09-when-does-season-4-come. Gajewski
writes: “let’s face it: The main reason we can’t wait for the DVDs is so we can watch that scene of Blaine
doing aerobics in a tank top and teensy green shorts.”
25
Murphy, “Lights Out,” Glee: The Complete Fourth Season, episode 20, directed by Paris Barclay, aired
April 25, 2013.
26
Michael Moore, “Charice sings ‘All By Myself,’ then disappears from ‘Glee’ again (Video),”
Examiner.com, April 20, 2011, accessed July 31, 2013, http://www.examiner.com/article/charice-sings-allby-myself-then-disappears-from-glee-again-video.

263

saving her during the Top 7 week, and rising to the Top 2, Sanchez’s then-rumored guest
appearance on Glee immediately following her run on AI similarly excited fans.27 Finally,
Howard’s comedic aphorisms, in the vein of Brittany S. Pierce, the “dumb blonde,” and
Sue, bring smiles to viewers’ faces notwithstanding the fact that he is not a major
character.28
As the plaque honoring Lillian Adler, former director of McKinley High’s glee
club, reads, “By its very definition, Glee is about opening yourself up to joy,” the glee of
Glee rests with the affective jouissance produced by the performing bodies singing
popular tunes on the show; and if we situate the Filipina/o performing bodies on Glee
within the broader context of Filipina/o performance vis-à-vis US post/coloniality
following Lucy Burns, Glee’s Filipinas/os open us up to the longer history of Filipinas/os
as entertainers/entertainment.29 However, rather than simply relegate this pleasure as
oppressive, I instead emphasize the ways in which such uncanny bodies excite
Filipina/o/American spectators. While the legacy of Filipina/o objectification for US
consumption remains, Filipina/o performativity nevertheless incites viewing pleasure for
Filipina/o/American spectators, avowing their existence in the US despite dominant
desires to forget these byproducts of the US’s imperial past with the Philippines.
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Disidentificatory Spectatorship: Queer Filipina/o Midwestern Sightings
In his analysis of Black gay men’s viewing pleasure toward Robert
Mapplethorpe’s photography, Muñoz writes: “Like melancholia, disidentification is an
ambivalent structure of feeling that works to retain the problematic object and tap into the
energies that are produced by contradictions and ambivalences.”30 As with
Mapplethorpe’s arguably objectifying images of the Black male body, Glee’s onedimensionalizing portrayal of Filipina/o-ness as foreign/Other—most vivid through the
character Sunshine—stands as “the problematic object” with which some spectators
rework in the service of minoritarian—and as I am suggesting, particularly Filipina/o,
queer, and Midwestern—sensibilities. As Muñoz goes on to clarify, disidentification is
“the way a subject looks at an image that has been constructed to exploit and deny
identity and instead finds pleasure, both erotic and affirming. Disidentification happens
on the level of both production and reception.”31 Drawing upon the insights articulated by
Muñoz’s theory of disidentification, I position myself as the objectified viewing subject
who simultaneously rejects and finds pleasure in Glee’s display of Filipina/o difference
embodied by actors of Filipina/o descent. As a queer Filipino Gleek situated in the
Midwest, I am affected by the appearance of characters like Howard, Sunshine, Blaine,
and Frida because they refract what it looks and feels like to inhabit queerness through
Filipina/o-ness in the Midwest.
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How is it that I as well as others, particularly characters on the show, can readily
read Sunshine’s Filipina-ness at the same time that Blaine’s Filipino-ness, or
multiraciality at best, requires pause and engenders skepticism? And does Blaine’s
Filipino-ness only seem apparent after I read his Twitter post and attempt to draw a
connection to Sunshine, the unquestioned Filipina character on the show played by the
self-identified Filipina recording artist Charice? In racializing Blaine as Filipino, I am
drawing attention to the ways in which all racial identities exist relationally and are
subject to constant de/formation. Moreover, while racialization seems to occur at the
level of sight, language also plays a crucial role in racial formation. Indeed, it is through
Rachel’s enunciation that Sunshine is a foreign exchange student from the Philippines
that confirms and colors how we as viewers ought to see the young woman pictured
before us. Nevertheless, Sunshine’s markedly nonwhite features encourage the projection
of race onto her, whereas in the case of Blaine, his light skin and eyes discourage viewers
like myself from immediately seeing race, nonwhite race that is.
Blaine’s apparent whiteness reinforces the idea of whiteness as an unmarked
racial category.32 Similar to some of the US’s most (in)famous mixed-race Filipinas/os,
Criss is not readily seen as Filipino. For example, Mark-Paul Gosselaar—most famous
for his role as Zack Morris in Saved by the Bell—and he are not that different when it
comes to Filipino racialization; that is, both actors may not necessarily “look” Filipino,
but photographs of both stars with their Filipina mothers work to settle any doubts in
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their respective claims to Filipino identity.33 Moreover, for me, Criss also shares in the
categorical indeterminacy projected onto Andrew Cunanan that scholars such as Christine
Balance and Allan Isaac have discussed.34 While US imperial amnesia certainly brings to
bear on Gosselaar’s, Criss’s, and Cunanan’s Filipino illegibility, their multiracial
backgrounds further complicate such critiques of US empire by also exposing the limits
of theorizing race along the lines of monoraciality.35
Alternatively, in fetishizing Blaine as a nonwhite, particularly Filipino, racial
subject, I fall into the trap of essentializing race and reproduce ideas of race that border
on stereotype. For example, in trying to decipher what Blaine’s Filipino-ness looks like, I
begin to search for some proof that supposedly can be read on his body. In particular, I
focus on his nose—a feature of the face that I recall as revealing the truth of one’s
Filipino-ness, as told to me by my mother while growing up. In this way, my visual
reading of Blaine has not so much to with the literal visuality of race than it does with my
“cultural baggage” that I’ve come to “know” as Filipina/o racial difference. Somehow
seeing similar nasal features with my own affirms our affinity based on race; that because
I supposedly can recognize a “flat” nose like my own, then Blaine surely must be Filipino
like me. While this logic may invite us to see Blaine as Filipino, or at lease not white, this
cannot be the end point for seeing Blaine as a racial subject. Rather, the incongruities
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between sight, sound, and self-identification demand that we continue problematizing
what we think we know as “race” and deconstructing the processes of racial formation.
Moreover, Blaine’s characterization as the gay teenage dream reveals how
mainstream televisual representations fail to render intersectional subjectivities; and
although the forces of production color viewers’ reception, viewers and actors also play
an important role in shaping a show’s meaning, which need not be aligned with the
show’s producers. As John Wolf and Valarie Schweisberger point out in their critique of
Glee’s reinforcement of essentialist notions of identity, “letting viewers experience media
messages through their own lenses is perhaps the more effective way to express complex
ideas about identity.”36 Given the show’s investment in stable notions of identity, they
argue, in resonance with Muñoz’s theory of disidentification, that viewers possess the
capacity to disrupt this logic by exploding the show’s subtle use of metaphor and
incongruity.37 More generally, as Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis highlight, “The meaning of
a show is different for different audiences.”38 In short, by projecting their complex
identities onto the show, viewers can potentially rewrite the show’s narrative in the
service of their sensibilities; and since Gleeks comprise a heterogeneous bloc, a plethora
of readings are readily available.
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Hollywood Visions of the Midwest
Notwithstanding Glee’s Hollywood production, the show’s fictional setting in
Lima, Ohio regularly figures as a means, on the one hand, to emphasize its
representative-ness of Middle America, and, on the other hand, to dramatize its
celebration of social and cultural diversity.39 In her analysis of television and
Midwestern-ness, Victoria Johnson points out that “Midwesternness was the frame
through which television was introduced [during the 1939 New York World’s Fair],
through which its uses were imagined, and through which its ideal audience was
represented.”40 Moreover, she suggests that while TV figures as “a site of ongoing
struggle over the expression and importance of imagined place-bound [author’s
emphasis] ideals within this overarching national venue,” in the twenty-first century “the
Midwest imagined as the United States’s culturally and ideologically populist ‘Heartland’
remains a remarkable consistent and provocative reference point in national media.”41 In
other words, while television now offers a range of diverse perspectives in terms of form
and content, the Midwest continues to function as an anchor-point for portraying, in
Benedict Anderson’s words, an “imagined community” of the US nation.42 For Johnson,
the Heartland is particularly evoked “in times of cultural transition or perceived cultural
threat or tension” as “the Heartland myth provides a short-hand cultural common sense
framework for ‘all-American’ identification, redeeming goodness, face-to-face
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community, sanctity, and emplaced ideals to which a desirous and nostalgic public
discourse repeatedly returns.”43
In the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis, Glee’s emphasis on Midwesternness appealed to “Main Street” rather than “Wall Street.” For example, the pilot episode’s
close-up shot of McKinley High’s soon-to-be glee club director Will Schuester’s Ohio
license plate during the opening scenes works to frame the series as Midwestern and thus
representative of the so-called average American high school and, by extension,
appealing to the so-called average American household.44 In particular, the immediate
effects of the Great Recession appear when Will mentions to his wife Terri the
availability of foreclosed homes on their street as they look into buying their first home
or when Principal Figgins refers to the number of janitors he has had to fire as a result of
the high school’s reduced budget.45 Moreover, season two’s (2010–11) introduction of
the blonde-haired and blue-eyed Sam Evans and his family’s financial hardships, which
resulted in them having to live in a motel, perhaps extreme, nevertheless resonated with a
majority of the US population still struggling to survive in the austere economic climate.
Furthermore, Burt Hummel’s congressional campaign during season 3 (2011–12)
emphasized his blue-collar values as a local tire shop owner who took a voluntary pay cut
to avoid firing his employees.46 In this way, the show’s setting in Ohio centrally informs
its revised version of Midwestern populist values characteristic of the region during the
43
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early twentieth century.47 That is, while the show may seem atypical of the Midwest—in
its unabashed display of queer sexuality, people of color, and various disabilities—such a
move in the context of the early twenty-first century post-racial, liberal multiculturalist
US actually constitutes the “new normal” and thus positions the Midwest as once again
representative of the nation’s core ideals.48
Although Glee co-creator Ryan Murphy’s gay identity and experiences growing
up in the Midwest in Indianapolis and performing in show choir at Indiana University in
Bloomington may influence the progressive politics and Midwestern-ness of the show,
facile correlations between author and creative production leave little room to complicate
Glee’s ability to simultaneously push and re-inscribe dominant socio-cultural boundaries.
As Jack Halberstam points out in critiquing the reinforcement of heteropatriarchy in
HBO’s Big Love (2006–11) despite contemporary socio-cultural shifts in conceptualizing
gender and sexuality, “like so much of the popular culture created in the past twenty year
or so by gay men . . . Big Love concerns itself with a very broad and general model of
sexual liberation but doesn’t worry about whether gender liberation is part of the
package.”49 Here, Halberstam reminds us the pitfalls of essentializing bodies and politics.
That is, gay identity, for example, does not necessarily translate into gay liberation for all
nor does it imply an alignment with intersectional, decolonial feminist politics. Hence,
while Glee may be popularly lauded for its transgression of some social and cultural
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boundaries tied to sex, gender, and sexuality, it certainly misses the mark in terms of its
racial politics or lack thereof.
Queering the myth of the heartland as absent of people of color, the show makes
race hyper-visible. In this way, the overabundance of people of color on show, on the one
hand, marks it as queer vis-à-vis dominant conceptions of the Midwest. However, the
underdevelopment of such characters as well as the structural limitations that prevent
them from accessing the spotlight within the context of the show—as evidenced by
Mercedes Jones, who is African American; Santana Lopez, who is Latina; and Tina
Cohen-Chang, who is Asian American, repeatedly being overlooked for lead female
roles—belies the show’s seemingly post-racial progressiveness and reveals the continued
superiority of whiteness. And yet, kernels of possibility nevertheless emerge; between the
digital transmission of palatable diversity to the masses, alternative socialities that refuse
intelligibility momentarily surface, like the ephemeral “flashes” to which Walter
Benjamin refers, to render queer potentialities already transpiring in the present.50

The Post/colonial Homoerotics Between Sunshine and Rachel
Beginning with Sunshine, the show ambivalently presents Filipina/o-ness as both
a foreign threat and a desirable commodity. In “Audition,” viewers formally meet
Sunshine when she enters the girls’ bathroom while Rachel posts sign-up sheets
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recruiting new glee club members for the New Directions.51 Listening to music through
her earbuds, Sunshine causally walks to one of the mirrors, oblivious to Rachel
attempting to engage her in conversation. Once she realizes Rachel is talking to her,
Sunshine removes her earbuds and says, “Um, what?” so that Rachel might repeat
herself. Mistaking Sunshine’s question as a failure to comprehend English, Rachel enacts
the racist assumption that racial-ethnic minorities, particularly those from Asia and Latin
America, “don’t speak English” as she changes the tone, pace, and grammar of her
speech to loud, enunciative, and improper while asserting, “You like me sing. You like
me sing very much.” Rachel also talks at Sunshine and proceeds to proudly announce
that she knows who Sunshine is—“a foreign exchange student named Sunshine Corazon
because you’re from the Philippines, where it’s sunny every day”—failing to listen to
Sunshine’s protesting response, “Except for the monsoons.” Alternatively, Sunshine
looks at Rachel warily and attempts to correct Rachel’s misrecognition. While this scene
of encounter seems problematic, in Glee’s post-racial universe, audiences are supposed to
view Rachel’s demeanor as silly and exaggerated. Rather than take seriously how racial
difference plays out on the show and in everyday life, Rachel serves as comic relief and
absolves viewers from recognizing their own racialized biases against Asians in America.
Later in the episode, Tina and Mike Chang—the show’s resident Asian
characters—interpellate Sunshine as a member of the “Asian community,” illustrating the
dynamics of Asian/American racial formation as they subsume
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Filipina/o colonial-racial-ethnic difference under the homogeneous category Asian. In so
doing, the Philippines’s colonial past becomes erased in this misidentification by
proximity. Although Filipinas/os are now racialized as Asian in the US, the “special”
relationship between the US and the Philippines, which excluded Filipinas/os from US
anti-Asian immigration laws yet viewed them as inferior to white governance during the
early twentieth century, as well as popular sentiments that often associate Asianness with
East Asians position Filipinas/os as Asian but not quite.52 Although the formal colonial
relationship between the Philippines and the US has ended, the US nevertheless pervades
Filipina/o ways of life, including but not limited to popular culture, commerce, military,
and government. As E. San Juan Jr. notes, American English was not only “a necessary
weapon in the subjugation of the natives”53 during the early twentieth century through the
institutionalization of English as the medium of instruction in public education, but it also
continues to dominate Filipina/o mobility in the globalized world of the twenty-first
century.54 Thus, to expect that Sunshine would be conversant, if not fluent, in English as
a foreign exchange student from the Philippines seems reasonable. Also, given the
politics of educational exchange programs, a basic fluency in the host country’s language
would most likely be a prerequisite to study abroad. Indeed, Sunshine replies, politely yet
firmly, that she “totally speaks English.” Unsurprisingly, Rachel ignores Sunshine’s
refusal to be Orientalized.
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Oblivious to Sunshine’s counter response, Rachel appears to be in control of their
encounter and decides when it ends as she initiates contact when Sunshine enters the
girls’ bathroom, expresses her desire for Sunshine to join the glee club only to make her
look good, walks away from Sunshine after declaring her desire, and resumes posting her
sign-up sheets for the recruitment of new “co-stars.” However, Sunshine’s casual return
to her earbuds as Rachel walks away suggests that she is not really affected by Rachel.
As Sunshine begins to sing “Telephone,” Rachel, who dropped her sign-up sheets and
knelt to pick them up, slowly rises from the ground and pauses with a look of confusion
as the camera switches the shot from Rachel in the background, kneeling and facing away
from Sunshine and the camera, to a medium-close shot of Rachel, clearly caught off
guard by the voice from behind, with Sunshine now in the background fixing her hair and
singing to her reflection in the mirror (Figure 7). As Sunshine continues to sing a
cappella, Rachel unexpectedly joins her; however, whereas Sunshine’s countenance
reflects welcome, Rachel’s expresses force. Standing behind Sunshine, Rachel sings into
Sunshine’s ear, thrusting and whipping her hair back and forth with a look of intensity;
conversely, Sunshine smiles into the mirror/camera and snaps her fingers to the beat,
evoking a more relaxed and playful countenance (Figure 8). Then they face each other.
Rachel moves toward Sunshine, and Sunshine moves away, prompting them to dance in
circles while singing the lyrics to each other. Inches apart, Rachel and Sunshine sing the
chorus, staring into each other’s eyes as the camera directs our gaze toward Rachel’s
mouth while she belts out the lyrics toward Sunshine. As they sing and dance, Sunshine
expresses a lighthearted and at times teasing body language, while Rachel comes across
275

like a cat ready to pounce. As such, the scene invites us to read the exchange between
Rachel and Sunshine as rerouted desire: rather than express outright being captured by
Sunshine, Rachel represses her desire by coming across as condescending and in control.

Figure 7: Rachel caught off guard by Sunshine’s voice55

Figure 8: Rachel and Sunshine performing “Telephone”56
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However, Rachel’s attempt to repress her unconscious desires actually reveals
more than it conceals. Taken over from behind by Sunshine’s voice, Rachel finds herself
stopped in her tracks, surprised and threatened by the possibility that she has met her
match. From a psychoanalytic perspective, surprise figures as a feeling of being taken
over, “captive,” “captured,” and “caught,”57 and tends to come from outside our field of
vision (44), usually from behind (54). Relating these features of surprise to the Freudian
understanding of the unconscious, Jacques Lacan states that the unconscious “is
constituted essentially, not by what the consciousness may evoke, extend, locate, bring
out of the subliminal, but by that which is, essentially, refused” (43). In other words, the
Freudian unconscious is defined as that which houses what the conscious represses,
condenses, distorts, and displaces; it is the “field of the beyond of consciousness” (44).
As such, the unconscious exists outside our field of vision; it lies behind consciousness.
Moreover, “what truly belongs to the order to the unconscious, is that it is neither being,
nor non-being, but the unrealized” (30). However, in Rachel’s case, it is not simply that
Sunshine is so surprising because she exists outside Rachel’s field of vision, but also
because Sunshine’s vocal power registers beyond what Rachel expects to hear. Building
upon Lacan’s description of surprise, I posit that if surprise functions as an affective
moment, not limited only to the visual, that momentarily opens up the unconscious, then
perhaps what is so revealing about surprise is not that it instantiates a moment where real
and unreal meet, but rather that it reintroduces a potentiality barred by the force of the
conscious.

56
57

Screen capture from Brennan, “Audition.”
Lacan, 76. Subsequent quotations from this text are cited in the paragraph.

277

However, surprise as symptomatic of the unconscious is not simply mental but
spatial as well. In his theorization of the unconscious, Freud conceives of the mental
apparatus as not only dynamic—that is, comprised of processes that shuttle between the
unconscious, the preconscious, and the conscious—but also topographical.58 As such,
mental processes may be conceptualized as occupying “regions in the mental apparatus,
irrespective of their possible situation in the body.”59 As the container of “latent
conceptions,”60 the unconscious at once figures as the place where ideas develop and
remain if they do not pass the censorship of consciousness—the latter signifying
repression.61 What’s more, uncanniness, as derivative of the unconscious, also evokes
spatiality in its disorienting effect on those experiencing it; that is, “one does not know
where one is” when the uncanny emerges.62 Thus, while the unconscious houses primary
mental processes, what remains visible, literally and symbolically, are ideas that exist
only in consciousness; and as such, the unconscious can be understood as not only the
“field of the beyond of consciousness,” as Lacan puts it, but also the field of the behind
of consciousness. 63 As geographer Yi-Fu Tuan explains, “[f]rontal space is primarily
visual,” whereas “rear space [is] . . . experience[d] only through nonvisual cues.”64
Moreover, frontal space is conceptualized as “illuminat[ing],” whereas rear space is
conceptualized as “dark”; in other words, frontal space represents the known, whereas
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rear space represents the unknown.65 Furthermore, “[o]n a temporal plane, frontal space
is perceived as future, rear space as past.”66 In this schema, Sunshine’s radiating voice
from behind figures as the unknown and the unrealized, and thus proves discomforting
for Rachel. Literally positioned behind Rachel, Sunshine embodies the specter of US
empire. Even with a name that is supposed to evoke light, she ironically casts a shadow
over Rachel. Hence, Sunshine’s positionality conforms to the psycho-geographic notions
of behind-ness. Yet, once the camera shifts from Rachel to Sunshine, Sunshine no longer
figures as the past, but instead becomes the future present. Although this spatio-temporal
shift seems to confound Tuan’s theory of rear space, it nevertheless reveals the dynamic
interplay between repression and consciousness. That Sunshine figures as behind, and
thus in the past and not visible, does not necessarily mean that is where she will stay. As
the uncanny of US imperial amnesia—“that [which] ought to have remained hidden and
secret, and yet comes to light”—Sunshine illuminates what the US has repressed.67
With these thoughts in mind, we can interpret the exchange between Rachel and
Sunshine as symbolic of the post/colonial relationship between the US and the
Philippines, with Sunshine acting as a literal return of the colonial repressed. However,
the fact that Rachel is Jewish complicates this symbolic relationship. Although Rachel’s
Jewishness repeatedly comes up as her particular mark of difference in Glee’s
multicultural misfit world, with the “Born This Way” episode bringing this into relief as
she considers undergoing rhinoplasty to “fix” her “Jewish” nose, she still is able to access
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the privileges of racial whiteness.68 For example, “Throwdown” emphasizes Rachel’s
status as part of the white majority when New Directions’ on-again, off-again nemesis
Coach Sylvester singles out the “minority” students in glee club without including
Rachel.69 Sue’s shallow attempt to advocate for the “minority” members illustrates how
Rachel’s racial-ethnic difference is not viewed as a liability that prevents her from
achieving her dreams, unlike her peers, whose race, sexuality, and disability structurally
prevent them from accessing the spotlight of glee. As Rachel Dubrofsky explains, within
the Glee universe, although Jewishness figures as a mark of difference, it nevertheless
represents a majoritarian subject position given the predominance of Jewish characters on
the show.70 Moreover, as Matthew Frye Jacobson argues in historicizing whiteness as an
elastic, contingent racial formation, Jewish “probationary whiteness”71 reveals how Jews
have not always reaped the benefits of white ascription, and yet their inclusion “into the
community of Caucasians” following World War II signaled a key shift in seeing Jews as
racial Others to now seeing them as white ethnics.72 It is this historical shift from race to
ethnicity, coupled with the redrawing of racial lines into a bifurcated racial schema
between white and nonwhite in response to European immigration and African American
migration during the early twentieth century, that allows Rachel’s Jewishness at the dawn
of the twenty-first century to be viewed as a so-called minor difference amongst her
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white American peers, whereas Sunshine’s Filipina-ness positions her as not white and
not American.73
By emphasizing Sunshine’s Filipina-ness, and thus foreignness, over and against
Rachel’s Americanness, the “Telephone” scene restages the colonial dynamics between
the US and the Philippines. While Rachel, as a Jewish American teenage girl, is certainly
not President McKinley, her desire to incorporate Sunshine into the glee club only to
quell her anxiety toward this foreign Other extends McKinley’s turn-of-the-twentiethcentury policy of “benevolent assimilation,” or what Vicente Rafael calls “white love,”
toward Filipinas/os into the present. Masking the violence of conquest, “[w]hite love
holds out the promise of fathering . . . a ‘civilized people’ capable in time of asserting its
own character. But it also demands the indefinite submission to a program of discipline
and reformation requiring the constant supervision of a sovereign master.”74
Illustrative of Rafael’s “white love,” the “Telephone” scene positions Rachel as
benevolent matriarch, as she towers over Sunshine, encouraging her to join the New
Directions as one of Rachel’s back-up singers. In contrast, Sunshine occupies the position
of colonial subject, nodding in compliance yet with some caution toward her aggressor.
Wearing trendy, extra large eyeglasses, purple plastic earrings, earbuds, a red Hello Kitty
backpack, a red top with ruffled sleeves, a denim vest and shorts, a rainbow belt, a bright
yellow watch, and multicolored beaded bracelets and with her hair in pig tails, Sunshine
stands in stark contrast to Rachel, who is dressed more simply in a white and black polka-
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dotted top, grey skirt, and black belt, and wearing a thin gold necklace with the letter R.
This visual juxtaposition presents Sunshine as infantile and Rachel as more mature,
thereby evoking the racialization of Filipinas/os under US colonial rule. Furthermore, as
Rachel informs Sunshine of her assumed supporting role, Rachel lowers herself to
Sunshine’s eye level and pats Sunshine’s shoulder a few times in a paternalistic manner.
Initially underestimating Sunshine’s capabilities, when Rachel becomes captured by the
voice from behind, she pauses in disbelief and suddenly realizes Sunshine may actually
prove to be a threat. And like the US’s attempts to discipline and contain the potential
power of their Filipina/o colonial subjects, Rachel’s actions prove futile. As symbol of
the Filipina/o colonial subject traveling to the metropole, Sunshine challenges both
Rachel and the US to reckon with their desire to wield power over others through forced
subjugation. However, because the show presents Sunshine as a Philippine exchange
student, as opposed to an ex-colonial subject, the post/colonial dynamics at play are
arguably lost unto most viewers.
But it is exactly this amnesia of US empire that makes Filipina/o presence in the
US seem strange, out of place, and thus queer. Resisting the dominant US impulse to
forget its imperial past, I argue that Sunshine’s presence allows us to recognize the
historical and enduring relationship between the US and the Philippines so as to make
sense of such a queer, uncanny materialization in US culture. Although Glee’s setting in
the Midwest, a region popularly imagined as typical, normal America—meaning
predominantly white and heterosexual—works to position Filipinas/os on the show as
strange, atypical, and queer, the fact that it specifically takes place in President
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McKinley’s home state of Ohio and at a high school named after him ironically suggests
that Filipinas/os on the show are actually not so queer after all.75 Responsible for leading
the US to colonize the Philippines over a century ago, McKinley functions as the link that
connects Filipinas/os and US empire to the present-day Midwest. Moreover, given
McKinley’s desire to “educate the Filipinos,” Sunshine’s presence at McKinley High
seems less odd as she embodies the US’s civilizing mission toward the Philippines.76 In
short, McKinley High literally becomes the high school of US empire.77
While the “Telephone” scene invokes Rafael’s concept of “white love,” its
expression through female homoeroticism queers the post/colonial racial dynamics at
play. Whereas Neferti Tadiar conceptualizes the erotics between the Philippines and the
US through heterosexuality, I entertain its (female) homoerotic dimensions to excavate
the disavowed within dominant US discourses as well as within critical race discourses.78
Although Rachel attempts to deflect her desire for Sunshine to be a part of glee club, by
saying “I couldn’t help but notice you admiring me in the courtyard yesterday,” it seems
Rachel is the one who could not help but notice Sunshine and cannot resist phoning, as it
were, Sunshine as she finds herself compelled to sing an impromptu duet. Additionally,
their performance coupled with the lyrics betrays the veiled sexual tension between the

75

Shortridge, 108–9.
William McKinley, quoted in Hagedorn, Dogeaters 71.
77
I wish to thank Nayan Shah for encouraging me to conceptualize McKinley High as a space of US
empire.
78
Tadiar, Fantasy-Production, 42–46. See Desai and Gopinath, Impossible Desires, as examples that
explicitly engage female homoeroticism vis-à-vis post/coloniality and diaspora.
76

283

two women, masked as competition.79 As a feminized variation of Eve Sedgwick’s thesis
in Between Men regarding the competition between two men over a woman as actually
barred desire for one another, Rachel’s hostility toward Sunshine belies her desire for the
Other.80 As Coach Sylvester interrupts their singing, eyes fixed on each other, but now
several feet apart, Rachel takes a moment to catch her breath and tries to make sense of
what just happened whereas Sunshine bursts out, “That was fun!” and asks, “When are
auditions?” Flushed and flustered, Rachel replies, “Let me get back to you on that one,”
points her finger at Sunshine and immediately threatens, “Don’t tell anyone about this
okay?” and storms out. Although Rachel’s uneasiness may be symptomatic of her fear of
not being the star of glee, it may also signal the repression of an unconscious sexual
desire ignited by Sunshine. Rachel’s momentary paralysis induced by Sunshine’s
unexpected vocal power destabilizes the normal order of things: that Rachel is the star of
glee and happily dating the quarterback and glee co-captain Finn Hudson. Whether
Sunshine telling what secretly transpired in the girls’ bathroom would reveal that Rachel
is not the only one who can be a lead vocalist or would affirm the homoerotic encounter
between the two is left open in Rachel’s parting words.
In “New York,” Rachel and Sunshine meet once again in the private space of the
women’s restroom.81 Still on the offensive, Rachel accuses Sunshine of being bulimic
upon overhearing Sunshine throwing up in one of the stalls. In response, Sunshine
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explains that she is actually nervous about performing for Nationals. As Rachel continues
to make snide comments, Sunshine finally snaps and asks, “What did I ever do to you to
make you hate me so much?” She goes on to call Rachel out for not making her feel safe
when McKinley’s glee club was supposed to be a haven for misfits and social outcasts.
Rachel then lets her guard down and tells Sunshine the reason why she hated Sunshine is
because Sunshine is “good” vocally. To make amends, Rachel fixes Sunshine’s bangs
and encourages her to “go out there and sing” and to “just look at me” if she gets nervous
on stage. While on stage, Sunshine searches the audience, makes eye contact with
Rachel, and no longer looks unsure of herself. As she sings “As Long as You’re There,”
an original ballad written for the show, the camera work creates the impression that
Sunshine is singing this confessional love song to Rachel as it switches between Sunshine
singing on stage and looking out toward Rachel in the audience and Rachel seated a
considerable distance away from the stage. When Sunshine sings the first verse, the
camera shot cuts from a rotating medium close-up of Sunshine to a close-up of Rachel
directing her gaze at the stage and then back to Sunshine. Although this scene attempts to
resolve the animosity between Rachel and Sunshine through friendship, the staging and
lyrics again frame their relationship as more than platonic and refuses the impossibility of
homoerotic female desire.
Apropos to my reading of Sunshine and Rachel, Charice’s recent revelation that
she identifies as a “tomboy,” which has been translated as her coming out as a lesbian,
offers a new twist to the loosely veiled homoerotic dynamics between Rachel and
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Sunshine.82 However, as Kale Fajardo suggests in his analysis Filipina/o masculinities,
“Tomboy . . . refers to Filipino masculine or male-identified fe/males [female, male, or
female-to-male] who generally have sexual/emotional relationships with feminine
females”83 and “can . . . be understood as a Tagalog-ized or Filipino-ized English word
with specific Philippine or Filipino meanings.”84 In this way, tomboy and lesbian are not
equivalent; and while it might be tempting to read Sunshine through Charice as playing a
closeted lesbian all along, the news media’s improper translation of Charice’s selfidentification as a tomboy based on Euro-American terms for sexual identity only serves
to further illustrate the limits of dominant discursive representations both on the show
and off screen.

Blaine’s Racial Closet: Passing or the Erasure of Queer of Color
Subjectivity?
With his dark brown hair, thick eyebrows, mesmerizing hazel-brown eyes,
chiseled face, melodic voice, and smooth dance moves, Blaine enchanted Kurt Hummel
(and me) during his debut performance of “Teenage Dream.”85 Although Blaine’s gay
identity served as the premise for his being on the show, I could not help but wonder
about Blaine’s, and by extension the actor Criss’s, racial-ethnic identity given Glee’s
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racially diverse cast. However, I could not quite place him. Based on his fair complexion,
I assumed that he was white, and yet he did not “look” “fully” white. In comparison to
the characters racialized as white on the show, Blaine was somehow different. After the
episode, I went on the Internet to find out more about this newcomer. In browsing the
search results, I came across entries pointing to Criss’s Filipino background. Tracing the
source, I was led to Criss’s Twitter page where he came out, so to speak, as “Pinoy,”
which made me wonder how the show would racialize Blaine.86 Would he, too, be
identified as Filipino like Sunshine who appeared just five episodes prior? We later learn,
however, that Blaine’s last name is Anderson, thus racializing him as white, or at least
emphasizing European-ness and thereby obstructing the opportunity to see him as not
exclusively white.87 Likewise, the actor’s last name Criss obscures his mixed-race
heritage. As Nishime points out in her analysis of multiracial Asian celebrity illegibility,
while visuality plays a central role in the racialization of individuals, “ethnic”-sounding
names, be they first88 or last, also contribute to one’s racialization.89 This is not to suggest
that Blaine/Criss cannot be multiracial but rather points to the challenges of imagining
multiraciality in mainstream US culture.
During most of season 2, Blaine wears his Dalton Academy uniform. Blending in
with his schoolmates as opposed to Sunshine, whose clothing draws attention to her
racial/national difference, we can read Blaine as the assimilated racial-ethnic; or rather,
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Blaine’s racial-ethnic identity goes unmarked as his sexual identity surfaces as his mark
of difference. However, during Kurt and Blaine’s encounter scene on the grand staircase
of Dalton, Blaine’s raciality subtly materializes as the camera switches back and forth
between their faces (Figure 9). Although Blaine may initially appear as white with his
light skin, Blaine seems slightly tanned in comparison to Kurt’s “porcelain” skin
resembling the popular M. I. Hummel collectible figurines.90 Moreover, Blaine’s slightly
flat nose and dark brown hair stands out against Kurt’s more pointed nose and lighter
brown hair. As Nishime rightly argues, “If race does not have an existential reality, then
it follows that race only becomes evident in difference, difference to and difference from
some agreed upon norm.”91 Therefore, while these phenotypic differences between
Blaine and Kurt certainly do not reveal the so-called truth of each person’s race, the
scene’s use of medium-close reverse shots invites viewers to make comparisons between
them; and if race appears through such juxtaposition as I am suggesting, then these
minute visual contrasts illustrate how race is relational and subjective.
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Figure 9: Kurt and Blaine meeting for the first time92

92

Screen captures from Falchuk, “Never Been Kissed.”

289

Yet this moment of potential racial difference quickly fades as the focus returns
back to the emerging sexual tension between Blaine and Kurt. Immediately following
their exchange on the staircase, we see them running in slow motion through a hallway
with Blaine holding Kurt’s hand. And once Blaine performs “Teenage Dream,” the
camera’s close reverse shots that direct Blaine’s gaze toward Kurt and the lyrics’
expression of teen love encourage viewers to see a budding romance between the two. In
viewing this scene, I become distracted from seeing racial difference and more focused
on their commonality as gay male teens. Indeed, most of “Never Been Kissed,” in which
these scenes take place, emphasizes gender and sexual nonconformity, thereby eclipsing
racial difference.93 From Kurt’s experiences with homophobia from a school bully and
heterosexism from Mr. Schuester’s glee club assignment to several characters repressing
their (hetero)sexual drives, this episode prioritizes sexuality as its thematic arc, which
distracts viewers from seeing the visuality of race.
Toward the end of “Blame It on the Alcohol,” however, Rachel obliquely
references Blaine’s ambiguous racial identity as she and Kurt wait for Blaine at the Lima
Bean coffee shop.94 Ignoring Kurt’s caution to not get her hopes up that Blaine might be
romantically interested in her, Rachel replies, “I may get a new boyfriend out of this who
can keep up with me vocally and, in the future, give me vaguely Eurasian-looking
children.” When Blaine arrives, Rachel walks up to him standing in line and lays a big
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kiss on his luscious lips. Afterwards, Blaine nods his head, displays a look of clarity, and
says, “Huh. Yup. I’m gay. 100% gay. Thank you so much for clearing that up for me,
Rachel.” Then, Blaine leaves for the restroom, and Rachel turns to Kurt and exclaims,
“That was amazing. I am speechless. I just had a relationship with a guy who turned out
to be gay.” Through this scene, Blaine’s sexual orientation, which remained in question
throughout this episode after he and Rachel engaged in a passionate drunken kiss while
playing spin the bottle, becomes solidified as “100% gay.” Oddly enough, Rachel fixates
on experiencing a brief relationship with a gay guy and forgets that this relationship may
have also been interracial.
After this episode, the series does not explicitly allude to Blaine’s racial-ethnic
identity again.95 However, obtuse connections between Blaine and nonwhite raciality
uncannily, though subtly, surface throughout the show. For example, in “Prom-asaurus,”
Blaine’s racial unconscious filters through as a result of Brittany’s seemingly odd ban
against hair gel at the prom.96 In her attempt to make up for her “do-nothing presidency”
as Senior Class President, in the words of Principal Figgins, Brittany decides to take over
the Prom Committee. In announcing to the glee club that the prom theme will be
dinosaurs, the camera eventually cuts to a medium shot of Blaine, as Brittany dictates,
“all hair gel has been banned from the prom,” to which Blaine responds to with a
disbelieving laugh and a sarcastic “right.” With a serious face, Brittany retorts, “I’m
actually not joking. Hair gel was not invented until thirty million years after the upper
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Paleolithic Stone Age. And frankly, I don’t like the way you look.” After this unusual
encounter between Brittany and Blaine, the camera cuts to Brittany, who is now
addressing the entire glee club once again, as she matter-of-factly concludes, “Therefore,
anyone who shows up to prom wearing hair gel will be turned away at the door. I hereby
decree this to be the best prom ever!” During the season, the show did not establish any
obvious tension between Brittany and Blaine. Thus, Brittany singling out Blaine because
of his use of hair gel, which the close-up jump cuts between Blaine and Brittany during
the scene reinforce, seems unexpected. In watching this scene, I recall producing a
surprised facial expression mixed with incomprehension, not unlike Blaine’s on screen.
Although the camera at one point cuts to Mr. Schue, whom Sue has taunted for his
excessive use of hair product, and despite other glee club members in the room who most
likely use hair gel, Brittany’s ban is curiously directed at Blaine only. As the embodiment
of McKinley High’s student government, Brittany’s personal attack on Blaine queerly
resonates with the disciplinary logics of US imperial domination over the Filipina/o body.
Later in the episode, Rachel, Kurt, and Blaine sing Fergie’s “Big Girls Don’t
Cry,” a fitting song that projects their individual insecurities toward the prom. For
Rachel, seeing her boyfriend Finn and his ex-girlfriend Quinn Fabray crowned Prom
King and Queen is too much for her to bear. For Kurt, the fear of being elected Prom
Queen again by write-in ballot is enough to make him not want to attend prom this year.
For Blaine, Brittany’s “insane ban on hair gel,” has him seriously disturbed by the
thought of others seeing his natural hair, which he describes to Rachel and Kurt as “baby
hair fine.” His fear of “look[ing] like Medusa” and Rachel’s and Kurt’s fears toward the
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prom prompt them to host an anti-prom. However, the anti-prom proves a bust, and they
decide to attend the prom.
In an indirect act of defiance, Blaine, obviously wearing hair gel, shows up to the
prom with Kurt. However, Brittany blocks the couple from proceeding to the dance floor
saying, “No. Sorry, Blaine. I said no hair gel, remember? I can totally smell it.” And even
though her girlfriend Santana whisks Brittany away toward the dance floor, Blaine, who
simply looked at Brittany like a child who had been caught trying to go against a parent’s
rule, sadly turns away to wash out his hair, and Kurt assures him that everything will be
okay. In the background, male glee club members begin to sing their rendition of One
Directions’ “What Makes You Beautiful,” a song encouraging women to recognize their
natural, inner beauty.97 When Blaine returns, the camera is positioned from Blaine’s point
of view, and students awkwardly look at the camera/Blaine, building up the drama for
Blaine’s big reveal. Kurt, the final person on whom the camera pans, blurts out “Oh, my
dear God,” covering his mouth with a look of shock/horror. Then, the camera cuts to a
medium close up of Blaine with dark, curly locks. Brittany appears to Kurt’s right and
admonishes, “Don’t make fun of the new kid with the bad fro. It’s hair bullying.”
Insecure, Blaine asks, “Is it really that bad?” And Brittany unsympathetically replies,
“Yeah, you’re Mr. Broccoli Head.” But then, despite her own bullying of Blaine, she
concedes, “I abused my power as president. But to help save the prom, and to keep
people from turning to stone when they look at you, I’ll give you special permission to
wear hair gel—immediately.” Brittany’s comedic dialogue defuses the racially coded
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dynamics at play in this scene—a common plot device used throughout the show
particularly with respect to racial issues.98 However, when read through a queer
post/colonial Filipina/o critical lens, Brittany’s change of heart calls to mind President
McKinley’s policy of “benevolent assimilation”—a phenomenon we also saw in the case
of Sunshine and Rachel. Oscillating between repression and acceptance, Brittany’s
disciplinary attitude toward Blaine similarly enacts the US’s ambivalence toward
Filipinas/os.
With Brittany granting Blaine approval to wear hair gel, Blaine, looking relieved,
tells Kurt, “I’ll be right back.” However, Kurt stops him and reveals, “I love finally
getting to see the real you—the man without the product. And I want everyone here to
know just how proud I am of my brave, handsome, bushy-haired boyfriend.” On the
hand, Kurt’s loving words work to reassure Blaine that his out-of-the-ordinary, and thus
queer, hairstyle is nothing to be ashamed of; however, the racial undertones highlight the
show’s unconscious ambivalence toward Blaine’s racial ambiguity. Recalling Emily
Grant Hutchings’s interview with Igorot Chief Antonio discussed in chapter 1 and her
fixation on his “curling black locks,” Kurt referring to Blaine as his “bushy-haired
boyfriend” queerly resonates with Hutchings’s turn-of-the-twentieth-century desire
toward the US’s racial-colonial Other.99 In this way, and given the history of Filipina/o
racialization in relation to racist US visual cultural representations of Blackness, Blaine’s
proximity to Filipina/o-ness becomes more plausible through the racial politics of hair.100
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As if Blaine’s visual coming out, so to speak, as also a vaguely not-exclusively
white subject during the prom was no enough to see him as likely a queer Pinoy, his face
off with incumbent Brittany for Senior Class President the following season clarifies this
point.101 Now a senior at McKinley High and wanting to “shine” but also lonely because
of Kurt living in New York, Blaine becomes involved in numerous extracurricular
activities as revealed by his performance of Tears for Fears’ “Everybody Wants to Rule
the World,” which cuts between him singing and him signing up and getting involved in
various student clubs. Toward the end of his performance, Blaine decides to enter the
race for Senior Class President. As a prominent citizen of the high school of US empire,
Blaine’s desire to run for president while singing that he “wants to rule the world,” is
quite fitting given President McKinley’s desire to make Filipinas/os in the image of the
US. However, Homi Bhabha’s theory of colonial mimicry reminds us of the limitations
of racial-colonial assimilation, which we see in Brittany’s questioning of Blaine’s US
citizenship status after his victory over Brittany.
While Brittany casting doubt over Blaine’s citizenship status may fall in line with
her “dumb blonde” persona and satirize the ludicrous—and clearly racist and
xenophobic—“birther” movement against President Barack Obama, such a move actually
unsettles Blaine’s seemingly white racial status. Also, in light of Brittany’s odd statement
that her favorite color is “Filipino” because “They’re very hard workers and family is
important to them” earlier in the episode while preparing for the presidential candidate
debate—her questioning of Blaine’s citizenship status seems less benign. Brittany’s
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praise for hard-working Filipinas/os and her paradoxically contentious accusation that
Blaine may not be a US citizen illustrates the unconscious ambivalence expressed by the
US toward its post/colonial Filipina/o subjects. What’s more, Brittany’s shout out to
Filipinas/os, coupled with fans’ knowledge of Criss’s mixed-race Filipino background,
positions Blaine not simply as now a marked, racialized subject but rather as a
specifically Filipino one.102
Besides the show’s unconscious allusions to Blaine’s nonwhiteness/potential
Filipino-ness, one can easily find references to Blaine’s Eurasianness and Criss’s Filipino
background when browsing the Internet—often relating the latter to the former—which
suggests that Criss’s racial-ethnic identity brings to bear on Blaine’s at the same time that
Blaine’s queer sexuality influences Criss’s public persona. With season 3 having brought
more characters’ family members to the screen, fans have remained interested in Blaine’s
racial-ethnic identity. For example, we meet Mike’s parents (played by Keong Sim and
Tamlyn Tomita), Rachel’s adoptive dads (played by Brian Stokes Mitchell and Jeff
Goldblum), and Santana’s mother (played by Gloria Estefan) and grandmother (played by
Ivonne Coll). In the case of Mike and Santana, seeing their biological family further
reifies their racial identities as Asian and Latina, respectively. Conversely, with the
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casting of white actor Matt Bomer as Blaine’s older brother Cooper Anderson, the
question of Blaine’s whiteness remains unstable.
Following an online article by Michael Slezak for TVLine announcing Bomer’s
casting opposite Criss, one commenter writes: “Lea Salonga has pretty much already cast
herself as Blaine’s mom, and it would be a crime if they got someone else to play her.
Especially since Blaine is supposed to be Eurasian, so I’ll be disappointed if they white
wash him . . . because there are not enough bi/multi-racial characters on TV (or POC
[people of color] in general).”103 While Bomer might racialize Blaine as white by
association, viewers desire other possibilities. With guest appearances by Broadway
actresses Kristin Chenoweth and Idina Menzel, it is not surprising that viewers would like
to see another Broadway actress like Salonga star on the show. However, in suggesting
that Salonga play Blaine’s mom, the anonymous commenter is specifically drawing
connections between Salonga’s Filipina-ness and Blaine’s alleged Eurasianness.
Salonga’s name has certainly floated around since the casting of Charice as Sunshine. In
an interview with Advocate.com, Salonga denies the rumors that she had been approached
to play Charice’s mother on Glee but follows by saying, “I wouldn’t mind playing Darren
Criss’s mom. I mean, he is [Salonga’s emphasis] half-Filipino, so that wouldn’t be a
stretch.”104 I agree, and so do others, as evidenced by the more than 180 “Likes” for a
Facebook wall post also suggesting that Salonga play Blaine’s mom on the “We want Lea
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Salonga on Glee” fan page (Figure 10).105 Examples such as these, which associate
character with actor, underscore the politics of racial typecasting and the desire for
audiences to see TV challenge the normative boundaries of representation.

Figure 10: “We want Lea Salonga on Glee” Promotional Image106

This blurring of character and actor helps explain why Blaine’s racial
indeterminacy remains. Given Criss’s musical career beyond Glee, his star power shines
over Blaine, persuading audiences to further see, but also hear, Blaine as Criss. In
Performing Asian America, Josephine Lee addresses the issue of racial passing in the
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context of Asian American plays. For Lee, “the physical body is at the center of both the
violent disputes and the conceptual fuzziness surrounding the terms ethnicity and
race”;107 and it is “especially kept in check where any ambiguity or permeability of
category boundaries might endanger the existing state of power.”108 Hence, Blaine’s
interpellation as a racialized character, whether white or Filipino, illustrates the tensions
surrounding not only sexuality but also multiraciality. Although the show’s emphasis on
Blaine’s sexuality eclipses his multiraciality and allows whiteness to remain unmarked,
casting Blaine as exclusively Filipino would forego the possibilities of alternative
racializations, namely multiraciality or transracial adoption. Moreover, in Rachel’s
connecting Blaine to Eurasianness, it remains unclear whether Eurasian offspring results
from sex between him as exclusively Asian and her of European descent or because
Blaine himself is Eurasian. As Lee suggests, analyzing how staged passing unsettles
normative ideas about the stability of race allows for more capacious and tentative
imaginings of race, ethnicity, identity, and the body. Thus, while Blaine may appear
white, the show’s failure to explicitly pin down his racial-ethnic identity, Criss’s
multiracial self-identification, and fans’ desire to see Blaine as not white destabilize the
fixity of race that the show attempts to present. Whereas Sunshine may be presented as
undeniably Filipina—in the same way that characters like Mike, Santana, Mercedes,
Rachel, and Sam are each presented as undeniably Asian, Latina, African American,
Jewish, and white, respectively—Blaine occupies an ambiguous status as possibly white
but also possibly Asian; and this racial indeterminacy inadvertently runs counter to the
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show’s post-racial celebration of difference based on discrete racial types. In this way,
Blaine disrupts the facile, yet powerful association between phenotype and race by failing
to conform to existing racial categories, thereby revealing the limits of current ways for
conceptualizing race based on the logic of white supremacy.

Howard Bamboo: Asian but Not Quite
Although Glee’s second season may have catapulted Filipina/o-ness into the
foreground of US popular culture with the introduction of Sunshine and Blaine,
Filipina/o-ness had already existed on the show since the very first episode through the
character Howard Bamboo, played by Filipino American actor Kent Avenido. While
certainly not as visually and vocally appealing as his younger counterparts Charice and
Criss (as well as Sanchez later in the series), Avenido nevertheless caught the eye of
Filipinas/os. For example, the Philippines-based Inquirer.net featured an article from the
Philippine Daily Inquirer highlighting Avenido as “[t]he real first Filipino on ‘Glee.’”109
For me, I noticed Howard after realizing Glee unintentionally presented Filipina/o-ness
on the show by casting Charice and Criss during season 2 and when I backtracked and
began watching episodes from season 1 on Netflix. Aside from “looking” Filipino,
however, Howard captured my attention because of his casual wittiness and how the
show portrayed him as the nondescript, deferential Asian.
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Unsurprisingly, the show does not explicitly mention Howard’s racial-ethnic
identity; instead, viewers are left to rely on their visual perception, his on-screen
performance, and extratextual information for deciphering the character before them.
Visibly not white on a show that exploits social and cultural difference, Howard is easily
read as a racial subject; and, in the context of US racial formation, Asianness suffices as
his mark of difference. Not unlike Sunshine, Asian/American racial formation eclipses
his ethnic particularity. That is, for most viewers, it does not really matter that an actor of
Filipino descent, who probably understands his character as such, plays Howard; for
them, it is enough that Howard phenotypically looks Asian.110 Moreover, perceived as
Asian, Howard’s deference to powerful white women—namely, Terri and Sue—
conforms to the stereotype of the feminized Asian man; what’s more, his deviation from
hetero-masculinity leaves open the possibility that he could also be read as ambiguously
gay.111 However, by emphasizing Howard’s potential Filipino-ness through Avenido, I
suggest that his Asian performance more accurately exemplifies the US-Philippine
colonial dynamics of “white love” already elaborated with respect to Sunshine and
Rachel.
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Figure 11: Terri Schuester and Howard Bamboo112

In each of the four episodes Howard appears during season 1, his Sheets-NThings supervisor Terri figures not far behind, thus implying that Howard only exists
because of Terri’s tutelage. In the pilot episode, viewers encounter Howard through Terri
as she explains how to fold a fitted sheet. As a supporting character, Howard appears in
this scene only to bolster Terri’s characterization as the overly demanding wife of Will.
Although she works outside the home, she nevertheless figures through domestic space
by working at a home furnishings store. In this way, Terri’s reign over the domestic
sphere extends to the public sphere. As mistress of the Sheets-N-Things household, Terri
occupies a position of power and the camera works to place her higher than her
subordinate Howard, even though they are practically the same height (Figure 11). And
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while Howard is an adult, his dyslexia, deferential demeanor, and seeming lack of
confidence combine to characterize him as infantile. When Terri curtly sends him to deal
with a customer return, admonishing that he make sure the customer has a receipt,
Howard returns with soiled bed sheets, looking uncertain as to what he should do. In
response, she turns to Will, who stopped by with lunch, and sighs, “Do you see what I
have to deal with here, hmm?” and storms off with Howard following behind. Here, Terri
and Howard stage the colonial dynamics of white love/ambivalence exhibited between
white women, who traveled to the Philippines during the early twentieth century either as
teachers or as the wives of colonial authorities, and Filipinas/os on the archipelago.113
Moreover, Howard particularly evokes the figure of the Filipino houseboy prevalent in
white homes both in the Philippines and in the US and featured in John Houston’s
Reflections in a Golden Eye (1967) through the character Anacleto.114 The post/colonial
dynamics of white love/ambivalence between Terri and Howard is further reinforced in
“Acafellas” when Howard must leave the adult boy band of which he is a part to do
inventory for Terri and in “Vitamin D” when Howard buys a considerable amount of
decongestant upon Terri’s request and ends up getting arrested on suspicion of
concocting meth.115
After Will and Terri divorce in season 1, Terri disappears from the show along
with Howard. However, when Sue enlists Terri to help foil the New Directions, Howard
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returns to the series. In “Funeral,” Avenido reprises his role as Howard as a result of Sue
asking Terri to “recruit an expert computer hacker” so as to reroute the New Directions’
Nationals flight itinerary.116 Disappointed with Terri’s offering, Sue nevertheless allows
Howard to join her team of barely undercover “super villains.” Howard asks if he, too,
gets a super villain nickname like Terri, whom Sue has dubbed Honey Badger, to which
Sue responds, “Your nickname is Panda Express.” Howard protests, “But I’m not
Chinese,” and Sue wittily replies, “Neither is the food at Panda Express.” As opposed to
confirming Howard’s ethnic identity, the scene leaves it ambiguously Asian;
nevertheless, when Howard says, “We don’t know his [Principal Figgins’s] password,” a
Filipino/Tagalog accent uncannily becomes audible. While Terri’s recruitment of Howard
as the “expert computer hacker”—which is ironic given how the show has framed him as
dyslexic, unable to count past thirty, and afraid of his vacuum—and Sue’s choice of the
racist moniker Panda Express as his super villain nickname together play upon Howard’s
perceived Asianness, my hearing a Filipino/Tagalog accent, coupled with my knowledge
of the actor who portrays Howard self-identifying as Filipino, works to unsettle Howard’s
ambiguous Asianness. In other words, Howard’s potential Filipino-ness reveals how he is
Asian but not quite and contributes to the show’s unconscious figuration of Filipina/o
difference. Similar to Sunshine’s protesting response to Rachel’s stereotype of the
always-sunny Philippines, Howard’s matter-of-fact rejection of Sue’s decision to name
him after an American Chinese fast food restaurant chain illustrates the limits of
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Asian/American racial formation and the unrecognizability of Filipinas/os in the US
primarily due to US imperial amnesia and Asian American panethnicity.
In the context of season 1, Howard’s performance is not necessarily out of place
as various characters on the show, not just the high school glee clubbers, find themselves
breaking out into song and dance. However, within the broader Glee universe, the fact
that Howard is not an attractive teen heartthrob, like Blaine, seems to detract from his
audience appeal. Whereas Blaine’s performances captivate audiences on and off screen,
Howard seems to fade into the background. This is not to suggest, however, that Howard
is not met without glee, or spectatorial pleasure; indeed, fans have expressed their interest
in Howard due in large part to his comedic effect.117 Rather, in recognizing how Howard
figures differently from the glee club teens in general and specifically from the actors of
Filipina/o descent noted in the media, it becomes more clear as to why Howard may have
initially been forgotten as a character portrayed by someone of Filipina/o descent.118 In
“Acafellas,” whereas Will, football coach Ken Tanaka, and woodshop teacher Henri St.
Pierre receive rave reviews that gesture toward their sexual appeal in the local newspaper
for their performance, Howard does not, which prompts Will to lie and say that he was
not mentioned in the article. Despite having dubbed their adult boy band Acafellas,
Howard does not receive the credit he deserves as the other three members, especially
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Will, eclipse his exposure. Not unlike his relationship to Terri, Howard functions to
bolster Will’s confidence during this episode, which is wavering as a result of his anxiety
in becoming a new father. In this way, even though Howard may conform to normative
conventions for minoritarian characters in mainstream US media, in the context of Glee’s
celebration of liberal multiculturalism, Howard’s characterization aligns with the
Sunshine’s and Blaine’s, thus revealing the ways in which Howard’s Filipino-ness
paradoxically presents itself as absence.

“Filipino,” “Gay,” or Neither
If McKinley High represents the high school of US empire, then the Filipinas/os
who grace its halls illumine the specters of US empire in the Philippines that refuse to go
away in the post/colonial present. However, each character portrayed by these actors of
Filipina/o descent figure differently from one another, at once illustrating the
heterogeneity of Filipina/o identity and US ambivalence toward such multiplicity.119 In
the case of Howard Bamboo, his name, his physical appearance, and his deferential
behavior subscribe to Hollywood’s Orientalist fantasy of the Asian male body and eclipse
his Filipino identity. Similarly, Sunshine Corazon embodies the Oriental Other; however,
her name particularly evokes the Philippines, a play on the former President Corazon
Aquino. As ambiguously Asian, Blaine symbolically embodies the progeny of USPhilippine relations and particularly figures as the desired subject of US coloniality: the
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assimilated Filipino who is barely recognizable as Filipino. Finally, Frida, like Blaine,
embodies the assimilated Filipina whose penchant for mimicking US popular culture
simultaneously proves alluring and threatening; and yet, because her name and physical
appearance positions here as not white, she does not experience the privilege of racial
passing that Blaine does. Despite their varied characterizations, Howard, Sunshine,
Blaine, and Frida all share the capacity to escape full capture by the show’s creative
team. Put differently, while such characters may be bound by racialized stereotypes,
those limitations do not necessarily preclude alternative readings that imagine them
otherwise. In this way, while all characters may be desirable to varying degrees for their
ability to entertain, they also pose a threat to the US imperial-racial order. Thus, such
characters oscillate between discipline and resistance.
Considering Glee’s focus on identity and difference, it is not surprising that the
show immediately solidified Sunshine’s and Blaine’s identities during season 2. Within
the first episodes that Sunshine and Blaine each star, viewers learn that Sunshine is
Filipina and that Blaine is gay. Given that both actors claim Filipina/o descent, what are
we to make of the show marking Sunshine as Filipina and presumably straight while it
unmarks Blaine as Filipino and instead marks him as gay but also momentarily Eurasian?
Is there only room for one Filipina/o character on the show, and what might this reveal
about how social difference is managed on and off screen? Consistent with the show’s
presentation of social difference based on saliency, if not singularity, Sunshine and
Blaine become legible by figuring as distinct from other characters. Of course, the show
features minoritarian social groups represented by more than one character. For example,
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Tina, Mike, and Sunshine all figure as Asian. Yet because Sunshine is distinctly marked
as a Filipina from the Philippines, her national difference—but also her status as an excolonial subject, which I highlight despite the show’s silence on this history—allows her
to stand as unique against other characters in general and apart from her Asian American
counterparts more specifically. Similarly, Kurt and Blaine both figure as gay; however,
Blaine’s triumphant, masculine persona distinguishes him from the bullied, effeminate
Kurt. In each case, language, rather than visuality alone, serves to establish Sunshine’s
and Blaine’s identitarian difference. By saying that Sunshine is a “foreign exchange
student . . . from the Philippines,”120 Rachel directs viewers to see Sunshine as Filipina in
the same way that Blaine’s speech act confirming his homosexuality when Kurt asks him
during their first meeting at Dalton,121 but also after Rachel kisses him at the
Lima Bean coffee shop, compels viewers to see him as gay.122 Still, the visuality of TV
overdetermines Sunshine’s and Blaine’s ontology; Sunshine’s Asian physical features
substantiate her racial identity, while Blaine’s desiring gaze oriented toward Kurt as he
performs “Teenage Dream” solidifies his sexual identity.
As if her initial encounter with Sunshine in the girls’ bathroom did not already
establish Sunshine as Filipina, Rachel verbally reminds viewers that Sunshine is “Filipino
[Rachel’s emphasis]” in her attempt to rally Kurt and Mercedes behind her plan to
prevent Sunshine from joining the New Directions later in “Audition.” While Kurt and
Mercedes are sitting at the piano in the choir room, Rachel storms in and announces,
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“Ladies, we have a problem. There’s a new student at this school named Sunshine, who is
a Filipino and is shorter than me, which I didn’t think was possible and is very
unnerving.” Uninterested in Rachel’s latest neurosis, Mercedes tries to excuse herself
from the forced conversation, to which Rachel pleads, “Wait! (pause) And, she has a
remarkable voice. (sigh) I’m just, I’m very worried. You know, not for myself but for my
lesser glee clubbers who don’t get as many solos.” Aside from underscoring Sunshine’s
national/ethnic difference, Rachel also understands Sunshine as a “problem.” Interpreting
Rachel’s ambivalence toward Sunshine as an allegory for the US’s attitude toward the
Philippines during the colonial period, we can read Rachel’s sense of anxiety as at once
expressing fear of and desire for the Other. Although Rachel finds Sunshine “unnerving,”
she also acknowledges Sunshine’s “remarkable voice.” However, rather than internalize
her queer desire, Rachel deflects it onto the legibly marked bodies of difference paraded
on the show: Kurt and Mercedes, who embody gayness and Blackness, respectively.
While Rachel initially desires for Sunshine to join the glee club, her desire turns into fear
once Sunshine reveals that she can sing US pop songs just as well as, if not better than,
Rachel. As Homi Bhabha asserts, “The menace [author’s emphasis] of mimicry is its
double [author’s emphasis] vision which in disclosing the ambivalence of colonial
discourse also disrupts its authority.”123 Thus, Sunshine’s mimicry of US popular culture,
a requirement for her to become legible to Rachel and by extension to US audiences, also
becomes Rachel’s moment of undoing and exposes the racialized contradictions of US
colonialism.
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Whereas Sunshine visually embodies racial difference, Blaine embodies sexuality.
In the episode following his debut performance of “Teenage Dream”—which clearly
established his gaze as gay—Blaine’s gayness is further established as his most salient
identity.124 Conversing about gay rights issues, from California’s Proposition 8 to the US
military’s “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policy, Kurt and Blaine try to encourage Mercedes to
share her thoughts as they wait to order food at McKinley High’s favorite restaurant
Breadstix. Unable to follow the conversation, Mercedes hallucinates, signaled by the
scene slowing down, that all the words coming out of Kurt’s and Blaine’s mouth are
“gay”; a tiny pink purse even falls out of Kurt’s mouth. Through Mercedes’s eyes, Blaine
is interpellated as simply gay. What’s more, Blaine’s physical proximity to Kurt in this
scene, as they sit next to each other opposite Mercedes, but also more generally
throughout the series, works to mediate our understanding of Blaine along the lines of
sexuality rather than race. At one point, Kurt even refers to Blaine as “the alpha gay,”
suggesting that Blaine is performatively read as unquestionably gay.125 Even when Blaine
no longer exists behind Kurt’s shadow once Kurt moves to New York and Blaine remains
in Lima, he is still interpellated as gay, rather than as also a racial subject, as evidenced
by Sue’s reference to Tina as “add[ing] yellow number four to my championship cheer
batter”—clearly a remark tied to Tina’s Asianness—and saying nothing of the sort about
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Blaine when he and Tina desire to join the Cheerios.126 Moreover, Blaine self-identifies
as a “sexually non-threatening gay” and Sue describes him as a “gay Clark Kent from
season one’s Smallville.”127 In short, despite Rachel briefly mentioning Blaine’s ability to
“give [her] vaguely Eurasian-looking children,” which invites us to see Blaine as also a
racially marked subject, the show fails to explore this aspect of Blaine’s identity any
further and continues to emphasize his sexual identity.128 Furthermore, in contrast to
Sunshine, Blaine is not viewed as a “problem” but rather as a role model for queer youth.
At the midpoint of season 2, Entertainment Weekly ran a story on the
representation of gay teens on television with Darren Criss and Chris Colfer, the actor
who plays Kurt, dressed in their Dalton Academy uniforms on the cover. Using Glee’s
“poignant anti-bullying arc” that spanned most of season two’s first half as an entry point
to examine LGBTQ youth visibility on prime-time television, Senior Writer Jennifer
Armstrong surveyed the handful of shows that have introduced LGBTQ youth to US
audiences over the last two decades.129 Juxtaposing Rickie Vasquez’s coming out story
on My So-Called Life (1994–95), which resulted in him “bruised, bloodied, and living in
an abandoned warehouse full of homeless teens,” to Kurt’s, which resulted in loving
acceptance from his father, albeit enduring homophobic bullying at school, the article
suggests that times have changed. Armstrong couches Kurt as a “modern gay teen,” “a
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new kind of gay hero . . . who’s loved as much for his boa wearing as he is for fending
off bullies and forming a touching stepbrotherly bond with his former crush [Finn]” (1).
While acknowledging the many barriers LGBTQ youth continue to face today, she
nevertheless promotes a progress narrative of gay triumph as she positions Kurt as the
face of hope for queer youth. Although queer visibility on TV has certainly increased
since Rickie’s debut, I cannot help but wonder if Rickie’s positionality as a queer youth
of color affected his experience on the show and his reception off the show. Resisting the
impulse to see things as rosy, Wilson Cruz, the actor who played Rickie, avers, “It
[Rickie’s coming out story] was cathartic in some ways and painful in others . . . The
biggest part was the acknowledgement of our existence and our pain, which we hadn’t
seen at all on television before that” (quoted in Armstrong 1).
While Armstrong does not remark on the intersectionality of identity, she does
point out how Kurt’s mass appeal derives from audiences finding him relatable and
loveable (3). Additionally, Blaine, as Kurt’s “dreamy male idol,” appeals to audiences
because of his good looks and talent (1). Reaching as much as 14.1 million viewers, Kurt
and Blaine’s romantic relationship is notable (5). However, their whiteness, upscale
fashion sense, and male gender performance conform to now widely accepted
conceptualizations of gay men and thus appeal to mainstream and non-mainstream
audiences alike. As Sut Jhally and Justin Lewis remind us in their study of The Cosby
Show (1984–92), such catering to mainstream US cultural conventions is not
unexpected.130 In a post-Civil Rights era, it seems homophobia has become the
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galvanizing point for addressing minority under-representation on TV. As Lori
Montalbano’s analysis of Glee emphasizes, the show’s positive portrayal of LGBTQ lives
engenders a social movement of acceptance of gender and sexual nonnormativity.131
However, such illusions elide the reality that racism and racial underrepresentation
persists. This is not to deny Glee’s laudable and timely move to respond to the successive
suicides by LGBTQ youth across the US during fall 2010. Yet, to foreground such
adversity at the expense of minimizing racial tensions that remain central to US cultural
politics as well as within the New Directions forecloses critical coalitions toward social
justice. To her credit, Armstrong does allude to such possibilities when she writes that
shows in recent years are “just beginning to reflect the many real faces of gay teenage
America,” including “many with more going for them as characters than just their sexual
orientation” (5). For me, viewing characters as more “than just their sexual orientation” is
not so much about normalizing sexual difference than about conceptualizing them as
complex beings. Moreover, granting television the excuse to be unrepresentative because
that is to be expected is unacceptable; with its pedagogical role in our culture, we as
audiences should demand more. TV certainly has the capacity to present a full range of
characterizations.
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Triple Threat: Recognizing Filipina/o Performativity on Glee Through
Kaartehan132
While I read Howard, Sunshine, Blaine, and Frida as Filipina/o primarily based
on the fact that they are all portrayed by actors of Filipina/o descent, I also suggest that
what marks their characters as Filipina/o for me lies with how they occupy space on the
show through their over-the-top performances, which proves especially appealing to
audiences. As Lucy Burns highlights in her analysis of the Filipina/o performing body on
the stages of US empire, Filipina/o performative visibility destabilizes the normative
conventions of performance as their bodies draw attention rather than negate their
racialized status. For example, in her reading of the Filipino male patrons of US taxi
dance halls during the 1920s and 1930s, Burns writes: “As Filipinos transform their
bodies through the stylizations of American popular dance, they become instead
troublesome, overly visible, exceeding, as it were, the assigned script of Filipinos as
docile U.S. colonial subjects.”133 In the context of Glee, I would add that the Filipina/o
performing bodies’ command of popular US songs further unsettles their subordinate
status both on and off the show. As seen with Sunshine, her ability to perform as well as
if not better than Rachel produces both anxiety in Rachel and excitement in audiences.
Similarly, while Blaine’s move to McKinley High threatens Finn’s status as the lead male
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vocalist, it also means that viewers are treated to more of his performances.134 Finally,
Frida’s “big” voice proves threatening to Will and has the capacity to undo the New
Directions.135
Whereas Howard and Sunshine conform to stereotypical Filipina/o traits that
ultimately mark them as docile, and whereas Howard, Sunshine, and Frida may visibly
“look” Filipina/o, Blaine exhibits an alternative form of Filipino-ness that, on the one
hand, marks him as illegibly Filipino in terms of visuality but nevertheless renders him
Filipina/o in terms of performativity. That is, Howard and Sunshine figure as the
“smiling, . . . deferential, hard-working” Filipina/o, while Blaine, though also the
“smiling” Filipino, controls the stage/screen and is not necessarily viewed as racially
subjugated.136 In this way, Blaine is tied to his Filipina/o counterparts not through
docility but through excessive performance, or what Burns terms puro arte. Puro arte
literally translates from Spanish and Filipino/Tagalog to English as “pure art”; however,
its connotative meaning aligns more with irony.137 According to Burns, puro arte
“gestur[es] . . . to the labor of overacting, histrionics, playfulness, and purely over-the-top
dramatics” (location 181). It can refer to showing off, or “putting on a show”; “mere
exaggeration”; the “theatrical, superficial, and hyperbolic” (location 165); and the
“sensational” (location 242). As an admonishment, it essentially casts doubt on “one’s
veracity and authenticity” (location 165). However, despite its engendering of discipline
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and derision, it also evokes admiration (location 176) in its “attention-seeking,”
“performative extravagance” (location 170). As such, puro arte names a mode of being
that plays with normative performative scripts. For Burns, “To be puro arte [author’s
italics] is to take risks in forms of political and artistic participation” (location 192). In
other words, her definition of puro arte can be interpreted as a Filipinized version of
Muñoz’s theory of disidentification.
In my reading of Glee’s Filipina/o characters, however, I frame their performance
through the Filipina/o concept of maarte rather than through puro arte. In her gloss of
maarte, Burns defines it as “fussy, particular, demanding” (location 176). The root of
maarte is arte, with the ma- prefix transforming the noun into an adjective, and thus
shares similar connotations with puro arte.138 The Tagalog-English, English-Tagalog
Dictionary defines maarte as “artistic; insincere, artificial.”139 While watching Blaine
perform “Shout” and “Footloose,” for example, a close friend with whom I regularly
watch the show rhetorically asked me whether or not I thought Blaine was “arte,” based
on his hyperbolic facial expressions, to which I agreed.140 Struggling to place Blaine as
Filipino, reading him as maarte freed me from the essentialist constraints of racialization
based on phenotype and allowed me to draw upon Filipina/o ways of knowing that enable
Filipinas/os to recognize one another through bodily gesture. As Burns highlights, “puro
arte [author’s italics] functions as an episteme, as a way of approaching the Filipina/o
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performing body at key moments in U.S.-Philippine imperial relations” (location 181).
Thus, while I acknowledge Criss’s Filipino heritage as influential to seeing Blaine as
Filipino, I focus more so on his performance and read it through the prism of kaartehan,
or arte-ness, so as to render legible the ways in which Blaine participates in the exposure
of US empire on Glee.
Between his season 2 debut in episode 6 and the end of season 4, Blaine has
performed in at least 114 musical numbers or roughly 30% of all musical numbers as a
series cast member. Of those 114 musical numbers, he has performed as the lead in 25, in
a duet in 22, and as a soloist in 28; in other words, he has been a featured vocalist in
almost two-thirds of the numbers in which he performs. Moreover, since his promotion to
series regular at the start of season 3, he has performed in twenty of the twenty-two
episodes in season 3—missing from one episode due to his three-week performance in
How to Succeed in Business Without Really Trying (January 2012) on Broadway and
appearing but not singing in another episode—and in all twenty-two episodes of season 4.
In short, despite being part of an ensemble cast, Criss receives much more musical screen
time than his fellow cast members. As the Dalton Academy’s lead vocalist, Blaine
unsurprising occupied the spotlight during his season 2 performances; however, once he
transferred to the high school of US empire at the start of season 3, he nevertheless rose
to the top, which proved disconcerting to New Directions co-caption Finn and resident
gay Kurt.141
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My numerical estimates are primarily based on a combination of personal notes, the Glee Wiki, and the
GleeOnFox YouTube video postings. “List of Songs on Glee,” Glee Wiki, accessed July 22, 2013,
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Blaine’s assimilation into McKinley High transforms his status on the show from
glee club lead vocalist to ensemble member. Symbolically, as a new colonial subject of
the high school of empire, his actions—such as auditioning for the role of Tony in the
school’s production of West Side Story and offering suggestions for improving the New
Directions—which run counter to his subordinate status as a newcomer, challenge the
social order of things. Despite being part of a multi-talented group, his numerous
performances, particularly his solos and duets, point to his exceptionality. In short, he is a
star. However, this real and potential stardom is exactly what causes alarm for Finn and
Kurt, the New Directions’ male leads. That Blaine is ambiguously racialized and Finn
and Kurt are undeniably white, this tension between Blaine and the New Directions’ male
leads dramatizes the racial-colonial ambivalence already witnessed in the case of
Sunshine. As the third season progressed, Blaine continued to upstage the male leads
established during seasons 1 and 2, unapologetically owning the stage and screen. For
example, his performances of Michael Jackson’s “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’” (Figure
12) and the Bee Gees’ “You Should Be Dancing” (Figure 13) illustrate his divo-ness and
thus his kaartehan.142 In sync with his histrionic screen presence in “Girls (and Boys) on
Film” that first allowed my friend and me to recognize such acts as a materialization of
maarte, Blaine’s/Criss’s use of magnified gestures and his command of the scene in these
season 3 musical numbers enjoin viewers to look at him and revel in his virtuosity.

http://glee.wikia.com/wiki/List_of_Songs_on_Glee; and “Blaine Anderson,” Glee Wiki, accessed August 3,
2013, http://glee.wikia.com/wiki/Blaine_Anderson.
142
My use of divo masculinizes the feminine diva.
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Figure 12: Blaine (foreground) performing “Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’”143

Figure 13: Blaine performing “You Should Be Dancing” with Mike and Brittany144

143

Screen capture from Murphy, “Michael,” Glee: The Complete Third Season, episode 11, directed by
Gomez-Rejon, aired January 31, 2012.
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Similar to Blaine’s kaartehan, Sunshine and Frida also figure as maarte based on
their diva-esque voices. When Sunshine performs “All By Myself,” she shows off her
vocal range, hitting the high notes, and indirectly bests Rachel as well as Mercedes to the
applause of the rest of the New Directions.145 That the New Directions rely on Sunshine’s
600 Twitter followers to make their benefit concert a success suggests that Sunshine is
more vital to them than they are to her. Also showing off her vocal talent, Frida’s
performance of “Clarity” and “Wings” at Regionals during the season 4 finale clearly
stole the show.146 As viewers have noted, Frida’s/Sanchez’s performance should have
triumphed over the New Directions. Owning the stage, Frida commands the audiences’
gaze. Even when the camera focuses on her fellow Hoosierdaddies glee club members,
Frida’s vocals compel me to search for her. At one point, the camera focuses on one of
the female performers, with Frida out-of-focus behind her; and yet, I find myself fixated
on Frida. However, this is not to be unexpected since “[American] Idol fans know
Sanchez can work a stage like no other performer, gobbling up each inch of spotlight
with her infectious brand of sass.”147 Thus, even though Sunshine, Blaine, and Frida seem
to be constrained by the presumed dominance of McKinley’s New Directions, their stage
presence nevertheless enables them to steal the spotlight, threatening the authority of the
high school of US empire.

144

Screen capture from Matthew Hodgson, “Saturday Night Glee-ver,” Glee: The Complete Third Season,
episode 16, directed by Buecker, aired April 17, 2012.
145
Brennan, “A Night of Neglect,” Glee: The Complete Second Season, episode 17, directed by Banker,
aired April 19, 2011.
146
Brennan, “All or Nothing,” Glee: The Complete Fourth Season, episode 22, directed by Buecker, aired
May 9, 2013.
147
Leanne Aguilera and Kelsea Stahler, “‘Idol’ Star Jessica Sanchez on ‘Glee’: Best Regionals Rival
Ever?” Hollywood.com, May 10, 2010, accessed July 30, 2013,
http://www.hollywood.com/news/tv/55013167/jessica-sanchez-glee-regionals-american-idol?page=all.

320

The Power of Queer Filipino Midwestern Spectatorship
Although Glee fails to present a full range of characterizations that engage the
reality of intersectional subjectivities, viewers have the capacity to imagine otherwise.
Throughout this chapter, I have demonstrated how a disidentificatory perspective toward
US popular culture allows for the disavowed to come into view. In particular, I have
drawn upon my subject position as a queer Filipino Midwesterner to show how one’s
socio-geographic location affects one’s response to media. As Sara Ahmed argues in her
queer phenomenological approach to culture, “What we are orientated toward is
determined by our location,” in both the geographical and social senses.148 Queer people
of color, for Ahmed, experience the world differently than their white and heterosexual
counterparts because they are more attuned to their deviance from normativity.149 Not
unlike Muñoz’s theory of disidentification, Ahmed’s critique elaborates on how
minoritarian subjects navigate a world not meant for them; and for both scholars, their
lived experience influences their response to texts. Similarly, my analysis of Glee relies
heavily upon those moments in the show with which I most identify not simply because I
desire to see myself reflected on mainstream television, but rather because I cannot
ignore what resonates with me most clearly. Such affective moments force me to pause
and wonder whether or not I hallucinated seeing queerness, Filipina/o-ness, and/or
Midwestern-ness on a show that ambivalently portrays these things; and yet, as Muñoz
argues, “Disidentification can be understood as a way of shuffling back and forth
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Ahmed, 115.
Ibid., 136–37.
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between reception and production. . . . [It] is the hermeneutical performance of decoding
mass, high, or any other cultural field from the perspective of a minority subject who is
disempowered in such a representational hierarchy.”150 In this way, Glee’s investment or
lack thereof in queer Filipina/o Midwestern-ness is beside the point; rather, that the show
holds these out, albeit peripherally, provides a fissure to rewrite the show’s meaning
according to marginalized scripts.
Instead of continuing to critique the failure of Glee to render visible complex,
intersectional subjectivities, I would like to conclude by exploring why this might be the
case and to highlight the fact that alternative imaginings for Glee’s Filipinas/os already
exist if we attend to the interstices of dominant culture. In “Drama is the Cure for
Gossip,” Abigail De Kosnik analyzes how television employs theatricality, or live
performance, as a vehicle for unveiling TV characters’ supposed true selves, which
“present[s] media users with a fantasy of easy identity [author’s emphasis].”151 Rejecting
the belief in “a ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ inner self that precedes and can be uncovered by the
performing self,” she instead explores the desire of uncovering this mythic true self on
the part of producers, writers, and ultimately viewers (370). From her perspective,
television capitalizes on individuals’ latent desires for wholeness, authentication, and
control (384) in a postmodern world dominated by Internet rumors and partial truths
(382). By accepting that TV characters effortlessly break from their reality, for instance,
through song and dance, so as to transform from false consciousness to self-affirmation,
viewers buy into essentialist notions of identity proposed by a show’s creative team.
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Muñoz, Disidentifications, 25.
De Kosnik, 382. Subsequent quotations from this essay are cited in the paragraph.
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However, a refusal of that interpellation by the performing character as well as by some
viewers through disidentification ruptures such an illusion.
Whereas De Kosnik’s analysis of contemporary prime-time television shows,
including Glee, focuses primarily on the shows themselves, I read Glee in relation to its
broader social, mediated field. Given that viewers can learn about upcoming episodes by
accessing “spoiler” reports from various sources, including entertainment blogs and
Facebook, the act of viewing an episode does not necessarily entail an unfolding of the
plot. In this regard and contrary to De Kosnik’s analysis, characters do not simply reveal
themselves to viewers at home; sometimes, viewers already know a character’s alleged
truth before that character resorts to theatricality. So for example, even if Blaine’s
performance of “Teenage Dream” guides viewers to read him as gay afterwards, some
viewers already know Blaine is supposed to be gay because online news media have
reported on Criss being cast as Kurt’s potential love interest. Thus, viewers’ extratextual
knowledge of certain characters and the actors who play them contributes to how those
characters’ performances might be interpreted. This is not to say that going online proves
more authentic; rather, consumers are in dialectical exchange with creators.
Moreover, viewers influence how a particular character might be read, especially
if those viewers feel an identitarian affinity with that character. Drawing on Rey Chow’s
concept of the “ethnic spectator,” Josephine Lee alludes to the affective power of
spectator identification with staged performance, which can be extended to other
mediums like television. According to her, Asian American spectators desire to see
“real,” “authentic” representations “to authenticate through public performance a vision
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of ethnic community hitherto erased from public view.”152 Hence, by emphasizing the
existence of Filipina/o actors on Glee, I draw attention to one of the largest ethnic
communities in the US who have remained peripheral to mainstream US culture despite
being the US’s only formal colony in Asia. Also, recognizing parts of myself on this
highly popular show helps assuage the disorienting feeling I sometimes experience as a
queer Pinoy viewer living Central Time. As a Midwestern racial-sexual viewing subject,
my gaze cathects onto those bodies that stand out to me, that I imagine I share a
commonality with based on race, erotics, and geography; and while what I see may
actually not be there, the affective power of such performing bodies nevertheless
warrants attention for understanding how we experience and recognize socio-cultural
difference unevenly. Furthermore, claiming Blaine as mixed-race Filipino or interpreting
the intimacy between Rachel and Sunshine as homoerotic is not so much about
demanding there be more characters of Filipina/o descent and queer characters on
television—which is important—as it is about deconstructing the ways that race is
constructed in relation, and often in opposition, to sexuality. In short, this is a call for
more queer, intersectional approaches to identity so as to understand race and sexuality as
mutually constitutive and as informed by particular geographic imaginaries.
Filipinizing Glee, by recognizing Filipina/o-ness on the show embodied by actors
of Filipina/o descent and suggesting that they trouble the show’s celebration of
multiculturalism, effectively queers the show’s dominant meaning. That is, orienting
toward the seemingly insignificant and peripheral actually exposes the workings of power
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and develops what I propose as queer Filipina/o ways of knowing: an approach to US
popular culture that fuses together queer of color scholarship and critical
Filipina/o/American Studies to yield a queer critique of the cultures of US imperialism. In
responding to Oscar Campomanes’s and Allan Isaac’s claim regarding Filipinas’/os’
oscillating visibility and invisibility in US culture, Christine Balance writes, “The
inability to be recognized physically and culturally is a condition that many Filipinos
share.”153 Examining why this is the case, Elizabeth Pisares argues that the incongruence
between “perception” and “cognition” of Filipina/o Americans renders them illegible visà-vis the post-Civil Rights US racial order.154 Perception functions as a process of
racialization ascribed onto subjects by others, whereas cognition works to correct or
confirm others’ perception of the subject; however, for Filipinas/os, while they are
cognitively racialized as Asian, they are not perceived as such because they do not
conform to dominant imaginings of what Asians supposedly look like.155 Building on
Balance’s and Pisares’s affective responses to cultural representations of Filipina/os in
the US, my desire to locate Filipina/o presence on Glee queers what it means to recognize
Filipina/o-ness in diaspora by attending to the specificities of the heartland.156 While
Blaine may perform and embody the stereotype of the “fashion-savvy gay guy” akin to
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Howard and Sunshine as the “Asian foreigners,” rendering them legible, and thus
familiar, to viewers, to see them as simple stereotypes negates the opportunity to imagine
them as complex beings who embody multiple, and not always visible, identities
simultaneously. For me, fantasizing Sunshine as a Filipina capable of homoerotic desires
and Blaine as a gay male teen who can also be mixed-race Filipino rejects dominant
cultural perceptions of race and sexuality that rely on essentialism and that fail to
comprehend intersectional subjectivity; and imagining such characters in this way can
lead us toward more exciting possibilities for assessing the visual, aural, and discursive
economies of television in fields like Queer Studies and Critical Racial-Ethnic Studies.

The Empire Sings (Tweets, and Looks) Back
So what are Filipinas/os doing in Lima, Ohio? At first glance, Sunshine’s uncanny
presence at McKinley High may seem more of an anomaly than transformative of the
show’s social order. However, by seriously considering the productive coincidences
unconsciously devised by the show’s creative team—from having a Filipina exchange
student attend a high school named after the president responsible for the US conquest of
the Philippines, and in his home state no less, to casting mixed-race Filipina/o actors as
the leads of rival glee clubs, one of whom later gets promoted to series regular—all kinds
of readings emerge beyond the confines of the show. Although unintended, Glee’s
celebration of multicultural America through its showcase of culturally diverse characters
also lays bare the traces of US empire. Albeit invisible to most viewers due to the
repressive force of dominant US culture, which willfully desires to forget the US’s
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imperial past, recognizing the presence of Filipinas/os on Glee as a byproduct of US
empire renders Filipinas/os in Lima, Ohio less strange and out of place. If the show’s
setting in the Midwest appeals to the region’s perceived normality as the place of the socalled real America at the same time that it attempts to re-imagine the Midwest, and thus
the nation, as more socially and culturally diverse, Filipinas/os on the show push at the
limits of this liberal multiculturalist logic and open up the possibility to reckon with,
though not reconcile, the twenty-first legacies of US imperial expansion in the
Philippines at the turn of the twentieth century.
Although the subaltern may not be able to speak, as Gayatri Spivak would have it,
the Filipina/o subaltern on Glee can sing.157 The vocal charisma of Howard, Sunshine,
Blaine, and Frida wrests the audience’s gaze from its racializing and sexualizing
impulses, challenging us to pause and question who and what exactly we are seeing and
hearing. Extending Darrell Hamamoto’s analysis of Asian American television
representation to minoritarian subjectivity more generally, I suggest that TV shows like
Glee help orient us toward the “social contradictions that give expression . . . to the
meaning of their collective presence within the larger society.”158 In the case of Filipina/o
America, the presence of Avenido, Charice, Criss, and Sanchez on Glee negates the
absence of Filipinas/os in US culture. Still, the show makes their characters palatable, and
thus legible, to dominant US audiences by presenting them according to familiar racial
and sexual tropes that subscribe to normative aesthetics. As such, the show fails to
adequately conceptualize identity as intersectional and relational, thereby revealing its
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limited engagement with social differences. What’s more, the show continues to ignore
the “social contradictions” that would help explain why Filipinas/os seem strangely
familiar—namely, that empire structures the Filipina/o condition in the US.

Figure 14: Sunshine performing “Listen”159

However, characters like Howard, Sunshine, Blaine, and Frida; the actors who
portray them; and the Filipina/o audiences who watch them perform nevertheless find
ways to disidentify with mainstream US culture. For example, through her performance
of the Dreamgirls (2006) power ballad “Listen” near the end of “Audition,” Sunshine
refuses to be silenced. While she sings, the camera switches between Rachel, who tries to
hide her discomfort, and Sunshine, who commands the attention of the New Directions
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Screen capture from Brennan, “Audition.”
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cheering in the empty auditorium (Figure 14). This scene functions as a direct address by
Sunshine to Rachel, demanding that Rachel recognize Sunshine as more than someone
who can be easily duped by Rachel’s duplicity. It also addresses a broader audience,
which transcends beyond McKinley High’s auditorium. This broader dialogue between
Sunshine and viewers insists that we see her as more than just a Philippine foreign
exchange student. Understanding the lyrics in relation to her storyline on the show as
well as to her symbolic status as the US’s return of the colonial repressed, her
performance of “Listen” looses her from the clutches of Rachel’s “white love” and leaves
open her future, a future no longer determined by McKinley High and the repressive
force of US colonialist discourse.
In the case of Blaine, the show’s failure to explicitly define his racial-ethnic
background, whether or not intentional, allows viewers to project their phantasies onto
him. Considering the general lack of representation of people of color and multiracial
people on mainstream US television, the desire to see Blaine through Darren Criss is not
unwarranted. As Criss’s tweet reminds us, Filipino-ness is integral to his sense of self;
but so is sexuality, as indicated by Criss’s numerous declarations that he allies himself
with the LGBTQ community.160 Akin to Sunshine’s refusal to be defined by others, his
self-definitions and the linking of his identity to Blaine’s by fans disrupt any
straightforward interpretation of Blaine.
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which Criss’s performance as Blaine on Glee alongside his LGBTQ advocacy off the show unsettle his
reception as an unquestionably heterosexual male.
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Finally, as a queer Pinoy Gleek watching and singing along in the Midwest, for
me, Glee, despite its Hollywood production, is Midwestern, Filipina/o, and queer, and
seeing the show as such challenges dominant US history and culture; and this fills me
with glee.
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CODA
FILIPINAS/OS ARE EVERYWHERE IN NOWHERE

When one bookend is taken away, what was in the middle
falls away.
—Noël Alumit1

I have wondered sometimes whether . . . we have truly
taken seriously that the intricate web of connections that
characterizes any event or problem is the story [author’s
emphasis].
—Avery F. Gordon2

They threw us out, they threw us away. They have no right
to tell us what to do.
—Benji, Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them3

I opened this dissertation with a reflection on a play unwittingly about queer
Filipina/o Midwestern futurity, set somewhere or, as it were, nowhere in Middle America
and staged in Minneapolis, followed by a series of (re)turns—from St. Louis; to
Champaign–Urbana; to Kalamazoo; to Washington, DC; to New York City; to Iowa City;
to Wichita; to Chicago; to Minneapolis; to California’s Central Valley; to Lima; to
Akron; and to Westerville. While these moves crisscross hundreds of miles and leap over

1

Alumit, 213.
Gordon, 20.
3
This quote is based on my notes of Mu Performing Arts’ staging of Edith on March 15, 2012.
2
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more than one hundred years, I consider the case studies that I trace as critical nodes in
the circuits of US imperialism. Moreover, beginning and ending with dominant US
popular cultural representations of the Filipina/o performing body—from the Igorot
“dogeater” of chapter 1 to the gleeful Filipina/o entertainers of chapter 4—functions less
as a linear progress narrative and more as a reminder of the remainders of US empire that
exist in a constant feedback loop largely as a result of US imperial disavowal. It also
frames these figurations as bookends to the long twentieth century of Filipinas/os on
display for US consumption; without one, the other fails to fully make sense of the
traumas of US empire in the Philippines; and without both, “what was in the middle falls
away.”4 For me, “the middle” refers both to temporal and spatial in-between-ness. So
while the first half of the dissertation focuses on the period of formal colonialism and the
second half on the neocolonial present, together they illustrate the extent of the cultures
of US imperialism. However, as my second chapter on Bienvenido Santos’s oeuvre lays
bare, the mid-twentieth century is just as crucial as the turn-of-the-twentieth and -twentyfirst centuries in diasporic post/colonial Filipina/o ontology, revealing the transition from
the colonial to the post/colonial as nothing more than discursive gymnastics. Still,
knitting together St. Louis and Lima as points of departure and arrival, as two spatiotemporal bookends, proves necessary for recognizing other Filipina/o Midwestern
imperial geographies. By foregrounding place alongside content, rather than only the
latter as is often the case, the situated-ness of such cultural productions becomes

4

Alumit, 213. Similarly, Neferti Tadiar’s excavation of the detritus of US empire in the Philippines in
Things Fall Away recuperates that which has fallen away from the popular imaginary.
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significant in mediating content. And in so doing, the Midwest becomes less anomalous
as a place to imagine Filipinas/os.
Twisting, or queering, Allan Isaac’s claim that “Filipinos are everywhere and
nowhere” by recognizing that Filipinas/os are everywhere in nowhere, the real and
imagined hinterlands somewhere between San Francisco and New York, I redraw the
boundaries of nation/home and diaspora.5 Offering a series of case studies, this project is
clearly not a definitive study of the post/colonial Filipina/o Midwestern diaspora. Rather,
what I hope these examples have provided is stimulation and reflection for what is often
hidden in plain sight: Filipinas/os in other places beyond California. In researching the
history, culture, and experience of Filipinas/os in the Midwest, I soon encountered a
number of other constellations.6 Even after I had finalized my primary objects of

5

Isaac, xxiii.
For example, the University of Michigan houses an extensive Philippine ethnology archive; the Minnesota
Historical Society’s Asians in Minnesota Oral History Project includes oral histories of early Filipina/o
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restaurant; RuPaul’s Drag Race season 3 runner-up Manila Luzon used to perform at the Gay 90s in
Minneapolis; and Broadway touring companies that come to Minneapolis often have Filipina/o cast
members: Deedee Magno as Nessarose in Wicked (2008), Ali Ewoldt as Maria in West Side Story (2011),
and Devin Ilaw as Marius in Les Misérables (2013).
6
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analysis, a few more prompted me to incorporate them into my story of the heartland of
US empire. This led me to conclude that the queer Filipina/o Midwest remains a fecund
geo-temporal imaginary for Filipina/o/American cultural critique. In these final pages, I
would like to turn to those additional object lessons that demanded my attention for they
made clear to me the obvious possibilities of a queer Filipina/o Midwest once we face the
geographic interior of the US: the first, American Idol season 11 runner-up Jessica
Sanchez’s two-episode guest appearance toward the end of Glee’s fourth season; and the
second, A. Rey Pamatmat’s Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them, which I briefly
discussed in the introduction chapter.

Another Pinay, Di Va? Frida Romero’s Unmistakable Pinay-ness
After the disappearance of Howard Bamboo and Sunshine Corazon at the end of
Glee’s season 2 and the promotion of Blaine Anderson to series regular at the start of
season 3, visible Filipina/o-ness seemed to fade away as fast as it had appeared; and
despite tangential, vaguely noticeable references to Filipina/o-ness during seasons 3 and 4
vis-à-vis Blaine/Darren Criss, the show no longer seemed invested—if it ever was—in
showcasing queer Filipina/o-ness. However, near the end of season 4, the appearance of
Jessica Sanchez as Frida Romero revived my analysis of queer Filipina/o materialization
on Glee. As the New Directions’ Regionals threat, Frida only appears in two episodes,7
performing three vocal numbers without any lines of dialogue; however, given Sanchez’s
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star power as the American Idol season 11 runner-up and her captivating vocal abilities,
Frida did not go unnoticed.8 Not unlike Sanchez as well as Charice/Sunshine, Frida
possesses an amazing, grand voice that contradicts what one might expect from such a
physically small person;9 but unlike Sanchez, Frida embodies the diva role.10 Although
the show said nothing of Frida’s racial-ethnic background, I turned to my friend as we
watched Frida’s brief performance of “The Star-Spangled Banner” and asked if she
thought Frida was Pinay given her name and the fact that Sanchez is playing her.11
However, my question to my fellow Gleek reflected not an uncertainty as to whether or
not I thought Frida was Pinay but that I was also seeking further confirmation from my
kasama (Filipino/Tagalog for friend/comrade) watching beside me. In other words, I was
rhetorically asking, “Frida is Pinay, di ba?” or in a more queer Pinay/oy sense, “di va?”
Here, di va functions simultaneously as a play on the English diva and the
Filipino/Tagalog di ba, a shortening of hindi ba, with hindi translating as no and ba
denoting a question.12 When added at the end of a sentence, di ba functions as a
Filipino/Tagalog idiom for “right” or “wouldn’t you agree” in a rhetorical sense. In
Global Divas, Martin Manalansan mentions how one of his informants interpreted the
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title of his book as “Global ’di va [author’s italics]?” as a form of queering, or more
accurately bakla-izing, of proper Filipino/Tagalog and US gay culture through
swardspeak, a gay Filipino vernacular.13 By recognizing Frida as a Pinay diva/di va/di ba,
I am once again enacting an against-the-grain reading of the show’s employment of
actors/singers of Filipina/o descent.14
Given that the New Directions has competed with several different glee clubs
over the course of four seasons without always specifying a particular character with
whom to be intimidated, the narrative focus on Frida invited viewers to pay special
attention to a character who appeared for the first time for no more than ten seconds on
screen. Yet, in exercising the “keen awareness of the smallness and specificity that
necessarily and ironically accompanies [the] proliferation of [Filipina/o American]
difference,” I immediately latched onto this fleeting moment of encounter.15 Aware of
Sanchez’s Mexipina heritage, I found the show’s decision to use a Spanish-sounding
name for her character appropriate for supporting the slippage between actor and
character, as already witnessed in the case of Avenido/Howard, Charice/Sunshine, and
Criss/Blaine.16 Whereas some viewers may read her name as a Latina/o-ization, others
may recognize the proliferation of Spanish names for those of Filipina/o descent due
largely in part to Spanish colonization. However, that Sanchez is also multiracial like
Darren Criss reveals the limits of monoracialization. Still, Blaine’s/Criss’s phenotypic
13

Manalansan, vii, 46.
While learning Filipino/Tagalog in Madison in summer 2010, my instructor Clemen Montero and I
would also use di va instead of di ba as a way to acknowledge my queer Pinoy positionality.
15
See, Decolonized Eye, xxx.
16
For more on Mexipinas/os, people of Mexican and Filipina/o descent, see Guevarra. That Sanchez grew
up in Chula Vista, a city located in the San Diego metropolitan area with a sizeable Filipina/o and
Mexipina/o population, contributes to her legibility as someone of Filipina/o descent.
14
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whiteness veils his potential to be read as Filipino, whereas Frida’s/Sanchez’s phenotypic
nonwhiteness facilitates her potential to be read as Filipina.
Frida’s on-screen debut comprises a jump cut to her singing a capella two lines of
“The Star-Spangled Banner” while sitting at a piano.17 The preface of this scene involves
Mr. Schuester announcing to his students: “Guys, we got a problem. Her name is Frida
Romero. With Regionals only a few weeks away, I went to scout out the competition.”
After this disconcerting announcement, we see the back of Frida’s head as she belts out
the lyrics to the US national anthem from the perspective of Will, which the following
scene establishes with Frida now facing the camera and him secretly watching her while
standing in a doorway, unbeknownst to her. His face expresses shock, awe, and concern.
He is literally stunned, with his jaw dropped; Frida, on the other hand, is completely
enveloped in the song. After this brief flashback, the scene returns to Mr. Schue reporting
back to the New Directions what he saw and heard: “The Hoosierdaddies have a secret
weapon. She’s a tiny little sophomore, never competed before, but her voice could fill an
arena. I mean, it’s big.” While this brief scene lasting only a few seconds functions to set
up an impending conflict for the season finale’s Regionals competition, the scene itself
nevertheless shines a spotlight on Frida’s/Sanchez’s arena-filling voice and enjoins
viewers to become captivated by this unexpected vocal virtuoso. In short, Frida’s debut
figures as a sample for what is yet to come—aural pleasure for viewers but also
ontological anxiety for the New Directions.

17

Murphy, “Lights Out.”
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Two episodes later, Frida reappears and takes to the stage as the Hoosierdaddies’
female vocal lead at the Regionals competition being held at McKinley High.18 However,
before we actually get to see Frida, Mr. Schue once again reminds the glee club that their
main competition is “a tiny juggernaut of talent.” This oxymoronic statement works to
build up the anticipation in witnessing firsthand the powerhouse vocals of Frida/Sanchez.
Will’s dramatic follow-up statement in the context of the season finale, “We are in the
fight of our lives,” on the one hand, casts doubt as to whether the New Directions will
emerge victorious from Regionals; alternatively, it helps to further reinforce the aural
pleasure viewers will witness during Frida’s/Sanchez’s performance. Similar to Sunshine,
Frida occupies the position of rival glee club vocal lead; however, unlike Sunshine, Frida
exudes stage presence and does not need the reassurance of someone like Rachel to
bolster her confidence. After the unseen announcer introduces the Hoosierdaddies, who
hail from Indiana, “the crossroads of America,” the lights come up on Frida, surrounded
by seven young men, and she begins to sing Zedd’s “Clarity.” Strutting all over the stage,
she evokes sensuality in true diva fashion; and while a number of dancers flank her, she
nevertheless orients our attention toward her (Figure 15). Once this performance is over,
her soulful voice once again fills the McKinley High auditorium to the delight of viewers
both on and off the show as she performs her next number, Little Mix’s “Wings.” Despite
the Hoosierdaddies’ show-stopping performance, due in large part to Frida’s remarkable

18

Brennan, “All or Nothing.”
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vocal range, the New Directions predictably win Regionals, thus foreclosing the
possibility of Frida’s likely return to Glee for season 5.19

Figure 15: The Hoosierdaddies diva Frida Romero (center)20

Similar to Sunshine,21 Frida is figured as a “problem” because of her powerful
voice.22 Parallel to Rachel’s ambivalence toward Sunshine, Mr. Schue’s awe and anxiety
toward the New Directions’ Regionals competition underscores the menace of the
post/colonial mimic, in particular a female-bodied one.23 Moreover, both women only
appear in a few episodes and disappear once they have showcased their vocal talent. As

19

Frida/Sanchez does not in fact return in season 5.
Screen capture from Brennan, “All or Nothing.”
21
Brennan, “Audition.”
22
Murphy, “Lights Out.”
23
See Bhabha.
20
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pure entertainment, Sunshine and Frida matter to US audiences not for their gendered and
sexualized racial-ethnic identities but rather for their ability to induce aural pleasure.
However, Filipina/o audiences who recognize Sunshine and Frida as one of their own
based on the Filipina heritage of the actors/singers who portray these characters also find
pleasure in seeing Filipina-ness displayed on mainstream US television; and while
Frida’s racial-ethnic remains undisclosed unlike Sunshine’s,24 with a Latina-sounding
name and Asian facial features, Frida is unmistakably Filipina.25 Because Frida/Sanchez
has been read in relation to Sunshine/Charice, the possibility that she might also be
Filipina is not implausible due this racialization by proximity. For example, the opening
lines of an article by Elton Lugay for TheFilAm.net and posted on Inquirer.net reads:
“Scoot over, Sunshine Corazon. Frida Romero is the new ‘frenemy’ in ‘Glee’ as Jessica
Sanchez steps into the TV series as the lead singer for a rival glee club.”26 Given
Charice’s and Sanchez’s status as high-profile Filipina singers on the global stage and
their phenotypic conformity to Filipina-ness, Sunshine and Frida are more readily read as
racial subjects as opposed to Blaine; and yet, since the show leaves open Frida’s racialethnic identity, she shares some of the flexibility that Blaine does, thereby rendering
Filipina/o-ness as contingent and unstable.

24

Ricky Lo, “Jessica is all a-Glee!” PhilStar.com, May 12, 2013, accessed July 30, 2013,
http://www.philstar.com/entertainment/2013/05/12/941111/jessica-all-glee. In this interview with The
Philippine Star, Sanchez reveals that her character is not specifically Filipina or Mexican.
25
Elizabeth Pisares discusses how Latina/o-ness and Asianness comprise Filipina/o American racial
formation.
26
Elton Lugay, “Jessica Sanchez is Frida Romero in ‘Glee,’” TheFilAm.net, Inquirer.net, May 4, 2013,
accessed July 30, 2013, http://entertainment.inquirer.net/92373/jessica-sanchez-is-frida-romero-in-glee.
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A Play about Filipinas/os Living on a Rural Midwestern Farm?! Yes.
Unlike the sea of white faces that greeted me during my viewing of The Romance
of Magno Rubio in Minneapolis, the performance of Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit
Them that I saw was filled with Asian/American youth, most likely high schoolers and
college students.27 Although I expected to view a play relevant to Asian American
experiences as a Mu Performing Arts production, its LGBTQ themes actually piqued my
interest and brought me to the theater.28 That the play specifically dealt with queerness,
Filipina/o-ness, and Midwestern-ness was a pleasant surprise. Having already identified
my primary cultural objects for each of my dissertation chapters and having drafted parts
of chapters, Edith’s central characters being of Filipina/o descent and living on a
nonworking farm in the rural Midwest seemed less strange and unfamiliar. That is,
whereas Glee’s placement of a Filipina exchange student in Lima, Ohio gave me pause,
Edith’s Filipina/o Midwesterners invited me to rhetorically ask, “why not?” This is not to
say the play’s presentation of viable queer Filipina/o Midwestern life is more rule than
exception; rather, an orientation toward a queer Filipina/o Midwest enables such
imaginings to be a real possibility as opposed to an impossibility.

27

Mu Performing Arts staged A. Rey Pamatmat’s Edith Can Shoot Things and Hit Them at the Mixed
Blood Theatre in Minneapolis from March 16–April 1, 2012, with previews March 13–15. I attended the
third and final preview night on March 15, 2012. Before the play began, I overheard some audience
members were students at Augsburg College, which is half a mile away from the theater. Mu’s
Development Director Sara Ochs mentioned to me the increasing number of college students at Mu’s stage
productions in recent years, a shift in so-called traditional theater-going audiences (personal
communication, May 30, 2014).
28
Mu had placed flyers on the seats that provided more information to defeat the proposed state
constitutional amendment to ban same-gender marriages that was being put to the vote that fall 2012.
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As previously discussed, the play’s failure to portray queer Filipina/o
Midwestern-ness as unremarkable was not so much a disavowal of that which is often
viewed as out of place in the heartland but instead a provocation to imagine otherwise in
the future present. Even though Edith was staged in other cities throughout the US—
interestingly not in California or New York but in the South and the Gulf—and in urban
Minneapolis, as opposed to rural Minnesota, its particular staging in this Midwest locale
made its setting all the more palpable for me, especially since I was living in a small rural
town in West Central Minnesota at the time. Again, much like my reading of Mu’s
production of Magno Rubio, place has everything to do with reception. And similar to the
ways in which Bienvenido Santos’s geo-biography (i.e. influence of geography on one’s
lived experience) brings to bear on his creative works, the playwright A. Rey Pamatmat’s
personal history finds its way to the stage. Like Ed and Kenny, Pamatmat grew up on a
nonworking farm in the Midwest, outside of Port Huron, Michigan to be exact; and like
Kenny and Benji, he came to terms with his sexuality there.29 While developing a sense
of “resilien[ce]” in spite of the Midwest’s isolation as a racial-sexual minoritarian subject
akin to Ed, as well as Kenny and Benji, Pamatmat dramatized his characters’
remoteness.30 Such a move brings into relief his characters’ identitarian out-of-placeness;
however, this juxtaposition between the expectation and reality of the Midwest’s
geography serves to challenge normative ideas about the heartland both from within and
without as simply unviable for queer people, Filipinas/os, and queer Filipinas/os. At the
same time, Pamatmat’s refusal to make queer/Filipina/o Midwesterners spectacle draws

29
30

Personal e-mail communication with A. Rey Pamatmat, March 31, 2014.
Ibid.
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attention to the ways in which theater often circumscribes minoritarian bodies by
demanding that they perform identity based on essentialist characteristics.31
The play’s staging of racial-sexual nonnormativity in the context of the Midwest
seamlessly weaves these aspects of identity into the plot, making Filipina/o-ness and
queerness in the Midwest more mundane and imaginable. For example, while Benji
initially calls attention to Kenny’s Filipino difference—stating, “You’re Filipino, and you
live in the boondocks”—Filipina/o-ness figures less through direct articulations and more
through cultural references embedded in Ed’s and Kenny’s quotidian routines: having
fried rice for breakfast, Mongo and spaghetti for lunch, or Chicken Afritada for dinner.32
Likewise, Kenny and Benji’s budding romance appears just like any other adolescent
sexual awakening. Certainly, in the heterosexist society in which we (and they) live,
Kenny and Benji’s love figures as queer, not normal; however, Edith’s three-dimensional
portrayal of young queer romance presents a queer orientation as a viable way of life.
Instead of the characters’ identities serving as a basis for their social difference, their
non-nuclear familial formations do. Concerned about an upcoming recital, Ed proclaims
to Kenny: “Everyone will have a mom and a dad. I’ll have you and a Benji.” Not having
a mom and a dad present at her recital alerts the audience to the two adolescents’ absent
father, who works long hours at a hospital and spends more time with his girlfriend than
his own children, and their deceased mother. As latchkey kids, Ed and Kenny find
31

Ibid.
Interestingly, boondocks comes from the Filipino/Tagalog word bundok, which means mountain and
refers to remote, sparsely populated areas. According to historian Paul Kramer, boondocks became a part of
the American English lexicon through US soldiers’ experience with Filipina/o guerilla warfare at the turn
of the twentieth century (33–34). That Benji declares Kenny as “liv[ing] in the boondocks” fittingly blurs
the boundaries between an imagined Philippine elsewhere and a derided Midwestern nowhere, revealing
the translocal intimacies between the two geographies stitched together via US imperial expansion.
32
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alternative ways to manage without parental supervision—from cooking, to cleaning, and
to loving. Interestingly, for Ed, Kenny and Benji figure as the equivalent of her recital
peers’ moms and dads. Whereas Ed embraces such a queer kinship structure, she also is
aware of its nonnormativity in relation to dominant society. Still, in Ed’s cosmology, a
family comprised of Kenny; Benji; Fergie, her stuffed animal frog; and her proves
sufficient.
When Ed accidentally shoots Chloe, her father’s girlfriend, because she thought
Chloe was Benji’s mom, who threw Benji out of their house upon finding a mix tape and
a love letter to Kenny, the trio—Ed, Kenny, and Benji—reveal the viability of queer
domesticity in the (rural) Midwest. Despite living on a nonworking farm, their resilience
in the face of gender and sexual disciplinary regimes revises the dominant view of
queerness as non-reproductive.33 In other words, Edith renders legible queer
reproduction. And even though the pull of normative time may preclude Kenny for
embracing their lot—reminding Edith “We’re just kids!” while on the run after her
accidental shooting—other ways of living and loving prevail. In a pivotal scene, Kenny
stands up to his father and asserts (over the phone), “I made this a home.” Prior to this
scene, Benji writes Kenny some words of encouragement: “You take it up the butt; you
can do anything.” Here, queerness is not an abject subject position; it serves as a source
of empowerment. That Kenny comes to realize this and to reject his father’s refusal clears
the way for a queer Filipina/o Midwest futurity, in the form of the trio’s queer, adolescent

33

Queer Studies scholars such as Lee Edelman, Jack Halberstam, and José Muñoz have articulated
queerness as non-reproductive for its exclusion from heteronormative modes of being; see Edelman;
Halberstam, Queer Time and Place; and Muñoz, Cruising Utopia. In The Erotic Life of Racism, Sharon
Patricia Holland critiques this logic by arguing that queerness is also reproductive.
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domesticity, which has already come into being. In short, Edith illustrates that a queer
Filipina/o Midwest already exists if we allow ourselves to refuse the normative scripts
that restrict our ways of looking, being, and feeling.

A Queer Filipina/o Midwest… No Longer a Figment of My/Our
Imagination
While Jessica Sanchez’s guest appearance as Frida Romero on Glee and A. Rey
Pamatmat’s vision of a queer Filipina/o Midwest extend the themes the preceding
chapters explore, they also unravel the threads this project has woven. In other words,
these two final examples represent more than simple addenda to my re-imagined
Midwest; they actually invite us to recognize US empire in America’s heartland ad
infinitum. Here, US empire rooted in and routed through the Midwest refers not only to
the direct technologies of US expansion—including Native displacement and genocide;
settler colonialism; and the demand for cheap, imported labor—but also its
epiphenomenal traces brought to bear on the region—from migrant settlement and exilic
migration by the formerly colonized years after so-called formal colonialism has ended to
the memorials erected remembering, as well as erasing, the past injustices that have yet to
be righted. As heirs of the US colonial occupation of the Philippines during the early
twentieth century, Filipinas/os in the Midwest figure as the remainders and reminders of
US imperialism and hold all Midwesterners accountable to this legacy. Despite US
national culture’s assiduous attempts to render the Midwest as a space of exception free
from empire “over there” so as to preserve an ideal national ontology, the literal and
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figurative presence of Filipinas/os in the heartland acts as fissures that enjoin the nation
to reckon, though not reconcile, with its queer desires for the colonial Other.
By locating Filipinas/os in the geographic center of the US and placing them at
the heart of the narrative, this dissertation has proffered an alternative imaginary of the
Filipina/o American diaspora and US national identity—one that simultaneously renders
America’s heartland as a diasporic outpost of the California-centric Filipina/o American
homeland and as a critical node in the circuits of US imperialism. Such a discursive move
has largely developed through a queer analytical approach to region, diaspora, nation, and
empire. Queering both the Midwest and Filipina/o America—by reframing the nation’s
heart as the heartland of US empire and by foregrounding nonnormative gendered and
sexualized forms of intimacy between Filipinas/os and white Americans and amongst
Filipinas/os—I have illustrated the ways in which these discursive formations cohere
around normativity. That is, even though Native peoples, people of color, and queer
people as well as people from all socioeconomic classes inhabit the geographic Midwest,
the region continues to be imagined as primarily white, heterosexual, and middle class.
Likewise, even though Filipinas/os live all over the US, with more Filipinas/os living in
Illinois than in either Washington state or New York, and comprise a range of genders
and sexualities, Filipina/o America continues to be synonymous with the urban West
Coast and framed in heterosexist terms.34 Accordingly, this project has aimed not to
supplant the dominance of heteronormativity or California in diasporic Filipina/o

34

According to the 2010 US Census, 139,090 Filipinas/os lived in Illinois, whereas 137,083 lived in
Washington state and 126,129 lived in New York (“Table DP-1”). While the New York metropolitan area
supersedes the Chicago metropolitan, Chicago supersedes the Seattle metropolitan (ibid.). Nevertheless,
Washington and New York precede Illinois as places to imagine Filipinas/os.
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American ontological formations but rather to avow the dialectic between the so-called
normative and its queer corollary.
Still, “The Heartland of Empire” is not simply about critique; it is also about
creation—a queer proliferation. For in order “to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the
present . . . the rejection of a here and now and an insistence on potentiality or concrete
possibility for another world” must take place.35 So while part of this dissertation has
sought to historicize Filipina/o migration to and through the Midwest since the early
twentieth century as a critical, though largely overlooked, aspect in the cultural
production of US empire and to expose the workings of power that produce and maintain
the region’s symbolic status as Middle America—which together address why
Filipinas/os in America’s heartland seem and feel out of place—it has also worked to
narrate a different story, often hidden in plain sight, that figures the queer(ed) Filipina/o
body as not anomalous to the Midwest. By orienting toward the Midwest—what I am
framing as Filipina/o America’s queer diaspora—other worlds, indeed, come into view.
Hence, while anomalous from the perspective of California—the locus of Asian and
Filipina/o American Studies scholarship—from the perspective of the Midwest,
America’s heartland can be, has been, is, and will continue to be a viable place for queer,
Filipina/o Americans to exist. This is not to cast the Midwest in an exclusively
celebratory light; that would undermine the power differentials that have restricted and
continue to restrict colonial-cum-diasporic queer, Filipina/o lives. Rather, my demand for
a different optic points to the limits of our current ways of thinking, seeing, feeling, and

35

Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 1.
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being. If the case studies presented here accomplish anything, it is my hope that they
recast the idea of a queer Filipina/o Midwest from nothing but a figment of my/our
imagination to one that seems wholly plausible in the real.
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