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BARONG TAGALOG


AT FILIPINO WEDDINGS, the grooms wear white. The classical attire for men is an undyed shirt, with sleeves up to the wrists and fine embroidery down the front. It’s called a barong Tagalog, literally “Tagalog clothing.” Most versions are cut from piña, a sheer fabric woven from pineapple leaves; silk but make it tropical. Of course, the barong is not a groom’s only option. For five centuries, since our country was first colonized by empires, men in the Philippines have also worn the suit and tie—or, in the current Philippine parlance, the Americana.


Over the years, I’ve amassed a collection of suits in different colors, fabrics, and patterns. A suit can work anywhere, anyhow: with a turtleneck at the office, with sneakers at a bar, with a bow tie at a wedding. It’s also something of a sartorial feint. A crisp blazer signals to colleagues that, yes, I can absolutely lead this meeting, even hungover. A fresh suit gives my dates the impression I do have my life together, even though I could only afford an appetizer at dinner. Suits exude power. I wear Americana as armor.


So to take off a suit feels especially intimate. Whether in my bedroom or the bedrooms of other men, disrobing leaves me vulnerable, my body exposed without the eye-guiding seams of a well-tailored garment. But, just like armor, a suit’s component parts remain useful as separates. I once made good use of a tie and Theo’s bedposts, while Gareth knew exactly what to do with a leather belt. Equally romantic are the rituals of the thing. Stephen liked to fix my pocket squares, and Adam would take my jacket, drape it over my shoulders like a cape. He admired it, he once told me, my confidence when I wore a suit, how it made me untouchable.


Barong Tagalogs, in contrast, are translucent. Piña fabric is chiffony, like organza; all the better to catch a cool breeze in the Philippines’ humid climate in Southeast Asia. The garment evolved from precolonial clothing, as illustrated in the Manila Manuscript, a codex that dates to about 1590. It describes how local ethnic groups appeared to their Spanish colonizers. The manuscript says social status among natives was color-coded. For example, blue was the color of the nobility, while red was reserved for royalty.


I first saw these illustrations in a Wikipedia spiral about Filipino history. I’d just finished college and moved to New York, feeling untethered, particularly from my homeland. So I was ecstatic to learn about the manuscript, to see how vivid the ink and paint were still, even half a millennium later, digitized in a library archive. Here were my ancestors, catalogued like animals, but gallant nonetheless, draped in their silks and wielding their swords. How proud they looked, armed with jewelry and dripping in gold, opulent.


That was stolen from us. The Spaniards turned our various tribes, rajahnates, and kingdoms into a single colony, an appendix to their far-reaching empire. They brought their weapons, their own customs and class systems, and enforced them for over three hundred years. Unverified legends say that, under Spanish rule, men below the ruling class were forbidden from tucking their shirts into their trousers or wearing anything with pockets. This edict prevented Filipinos from stealing goods or cloaking weapons. Their Filipino clothing affirmed their status as subjects without agency.


There’s no proof of such an imperial decree. Historians have not found any law in colonial Philippines that forbade men from tucking, as it were. And contemporary photographs exist of tucked Filipino men. José Rizal, a writer and our national hero, is often pictured with his shirt in his trousers, wearing European clothing—including suit and tie. This Western dress came to be known as Americana when, after war with Spain, the United States took possession of the Philippines, where white men in power wore their suits and coats, roasting themselves in the equatorial sun.


But then again, lived experiences of discrimination don’t always find proof in official documents or laws, often scrubbed or never recorded. Whatever the truth, I like the reports of how Filipinos responded, allegedly decorating their barongs with bright colors—noble blue and royal red—an homage to precolonial ancestors to protest the Spanish social order. I’ve come to love this idea, redeeming Filipino clothing, the barong Tagalog as resistance.


The barong gained its status as the national costume after Philippine independence from the Americans at the end of World War II. In the 1950s, President Ramon Magsaysay wore a barong at all official and personal events, reframing the garment as a badge of honor. It has evolved with the times and the people: long-sleeved silhouettes as formal dress, short-sleeved versions as office wear. After centuries of dressing for others, my country reclaimed the barong Tagalog as a symbol of our developing identity outside the long shadows of empire.


I never wear it though. Occasions for Filipino formal wear are rare in my life in New York. Even in the Philippines, I’m more inclined to don a suit in a heat-friendly linen. I prefer the sharp creases of a tailored pant, the sleek shape of a suit jacket. The lines of a suit are in complete opposition to the classic barong Tagalog: where a blazer is tapered, the barong is loose; where a waistcoat is trim, the barong is long; where a suit is impenetrable, the barong is permeable. Since it’s see-through, you must wear an undershirt, which, to me, defeats the one exciting thing about the whole outfit. It’s just as well though, as piña fabric can be rough and scratchy.


The first time I wore a barong Tagalog, I was age three going on four, attending my uncle’s wedding. My barong was itchy, so I ran and cried to my mother. She put me in a chair next to her, at a faraway table, reserved for those who were considered exiles at this court. She wore a tan silk dress and pearls that day. I remember because there’s a picture of us, one of my favorites, one of the few I have left from the Philippines, before we immigrated to the United States. In it, she’s leaning down to press her cheek against mine, so I can throw a tiny arm around her neck. Years later, we’d re-create that photo in Las Vegas, where we’d moved to by then. In both versions, I’m biting my lip, slightly cross-eyed, and my mother is flashing her unshakeable picket fence of teeth.


My stepfather took the re-creation; his shutterbug habits came in handy when we applied for US citizenship. I’m not sure who took the original. It was likely one of my aunts, that cohort of women who knowingly took the Ortile name, who pledged allegiance to sisters first.


After the photo was taken at the wedding, I whined to my mother. I was itchy, sweaty, and upset; why was she sitting so far away from me and my father?


Her smile did not waver as she told me it was all right. My mother took off my barong, wedged a clean dinner napkin into the back of my undershirt, and sent me off to play. I returned to my cousins and we tossed pisos into the koi ponds, making wishes, as the adults danced their usual dances, pivoting around and away from each other. I never told anyone, but when I tossed my coins, I wished for my mother to be happy, to no longer move in these balletic adagios—graceful, though exhausted, feigning composure. I was eleven when she told me we were going to live in the United States, putting an ocean between her and my father. Wishes come true, I believed then, when you want them badly enough.


I keep that original photo of us—my mother in her pearls and me in my barong Tagalog—as a reminder of how far we’ve come from where we began, for better or for worse. It’s always with me, displayed in every bedroom I’ve ever had. In my early days with Stephen, when I’d just graduated college and moved to Manhattan, he picked up the photograph from my dresser. He noted how beautiful my mother was, that I’d inherited good genes.


He asked where she was. In the Philippines, I told him; she’d moved back to our birth country. As he undid my cufflinks for me, Stephen said, surprised, “Oh, I thought you were born here.” This, to me, was a compliment. I said “thank you” with a kiss.


The other reason I never wear a barong Tagalog is that I’ve been habituated to suppress all signs of where I come from: accent, language, cultural habits. If I appear seamlessly acculturated, it’s because I was diligent. I practiced my American accent in the bathroom mirror, rarely spoke Tagalog in public, and insisted on wearing my “outside clothes” at home. I grew up a run-of-the-mill immigrant, believing it gets better in America.


I fit in here, Christian once observed. We were at a table outside, summer in Harlem, before we went back to his place, before he peeled off my linen trousers and kindly placed them on a hanger. At brunch, I sipped rosé with bravado and an unchecked ID in my wallet. Christian brushed his leg against mine and told me, “You make this city seem easy.”


I was twenty years old, just shy of a decade into my American life and gratified by his words. That year, I was interning at a magazine with virtually no pay but halfway through my education at an elite college, which wrote me a blank check. I was digging tunnels up to a glossy life, working as hard as I did when I first arrived to make it seem impossible that I was once designated by the US government as a “permanent alien” in this land.


“You need to relax,” Adam said to me one night. I was tense, overworked. He was massaging my shoulders in the privacy of his dormitory before leaving me for his boyfriend, yet again. Adam removed my blazer and teased me, “We get it. You’re brilliant.”


At college, I had two majors, wrote two theses, earned double the honors at graduation. I was part of several student and faculty organizations, writing and dancing and extremely proficient in Google Docs. I applied for and won grants and prizes, decorated myself to the point of absurdity. In all aspects of my life, I did what I could to prove my merit. Take off the tailored suit purchased on credit, and you get an insecure kid who grew up in two countries, was bullied for being different in both, felt less-than for simply being himself.


Immigrating to the US at any age is difficult enough. Immigrating as a twelve-year-old, as I did, meant that middle schoolers, those so eagerly learning to brandish slurs with ease, were the peers I had to face. In Las Vegas, where we landed as new Filipino immigrants, I was target practice for everyone at school. To the white kids, I was a “wetback,” and to my fellow students of color, I was a “faggot.” Sometimes they called me both; there was one insult that involved me sucking dick, but the dick was a burrito. Though their hate lacked finesse, it was a powerful weapon, and they placed me in the crosshairs.


They were unable to name my Filipinoness. I was often mistaken for Mexican and once as “Arabian.” They landed on the more general but accurate Asian only rarely. Since they were correct about my undeniable flamboyance, I had to come out at thirteen. That didn’t stymie the bullying, but coming out early meant one less identity crisis for me to handle. I’d figured out I was gay in Manila; classmates at my Catholic all-boys school had figured it out as well, made it clear they knew my secret when they told me I was going to hell for being a sissy. In the Philippines, I’d already known what it meant to be a persecuted queer. In America, it took me a while to learn what it meant to be a Filipino—even longer to be both.


To dodge my middle school tormentors, I ate my lunch—usually rice and a slice of Spam—in classrooms, thanks to teachers who were kind, if confused by me. A guidance counselor placed me in ESL classes, assuming I needed them because of my accent. I transferred to honors English within a few days; at semester’s end, I was awarded top marks. Once, in another class, the teacher called on me to recite a passage from a book aloud. So I did, in my fresh-off-the-plane accent, which was only starting to unspool. When I finished, I looked up to see her smiling face, beatific and wrinkled. She asked me when I had moved to the US. A few months ago, I said.


“But your English is so wonderful!” she replied.


In the moment, all I could manage was, “Well, our primary language of instruction in the Philippines is English.” I felt my face grow hot. In the tense silence that followed, I excused myself to the bathroom. I stayed through recess, eating my lunch of Spam and rice in a toilet stall, determined to lose my Filipino accent as soon as I possibly could.


Add her to the list of many white adults who glowed at me with similar remarks. The silent implication was, I already knew, “for an immigrant.” Because I was raised as a brown kid in America, taught to not cause trouble, I tried to bite my tongue when they patronized me. I didn’t tell them that English language education in the Philippines was a vestige of their colonization of my country, after they won our archipelago of over seven thousand islands from Spain at the end of the Spanish-American War, which saw the rise of America’s empire, a colonial history that cast the United States as defender of a world order that, in truth, was exploited to further US imperialism.


Here was an early lesson in my education as a young queer and brown immigrant: our talents and abilities are diminished when seen in the context of one or many marginalized identities. When you’re in the minority, praise from the majority is too often laden with not-so-complimentary assumptions. It’s because of attitudes like this that we have to work twice as hard to get half as far—a feature, not a bug, of centuries-old systems of power.


And I did work hard, certainly. Hard enough to gain admittance into a performing arts high school. As a theater major, being out was in. My graduating class was a veritable Benetton ad, varied in race, class, and sexualities, united in gleeful aspirations to dramatic stardom. Difference and diversity were celebrated here, but still I remained, to them, nominally perplexing. In what would become a recurring theme in my life, everyone had trouble with the name Ortile.


Thanks for asking: it’s pronounced Or-TEE-lay. Sounds like how it looks—just like me. But intentionally or not, most people have corrupted my name ever since I could introduce myself. I have my favorite mispronunciations. In the Philippines, there was the accidental Or-tuli, which translates from Tagalog to “or-circumcised,” and the nickname my bullies gave me, Or-titi, which translates to “or-penis.” I was harassed, pranked and pantsed, passed over for teams in PE class. Only when the day’s sport was volleyball was I chosen, and my skills envied; something to do, I think, with the limp wrists.


In the US, white people would chop my name into a shortened Or-til, or go for the obvious phonetics: Or-tile, as if choosing between granite, marble, or tile. A colleague once overcompensated, pronounced it Or-till-yay, and stuck with it. I liked the way it sounded—French, but not really—so I didn’t say anything. I usually let these honest mistakes slide, rather than bear the exhaustion that came with correcting them. Though I was freed from the dick-related sobriquets to which my name lent itself in Tagalog, the harmless mispronunciations in the States could be equally embarrassing.


People sometimes made a show of my name’s difficulty: “You know what, I’m not even gonna try.” Even with those who meant well, their difficulty with my name made me feel guilty. I didn’t want to be a burden. Over time, with enough tears and dick jokes and stifled exasperation, my name grew to carry the weight of all that marked me as different: my queerness, my foreignness, the color of my voice and my skin. I wanted liberation from being Other, from being Ortile.


Some years into our life in Las Vegas, my mother divorced my father. She dropped Ortile and reclaimed her maiden name. Then she married my stepfather, who made his usual Pacific crossing for the big day. He was still living in Manila, where he met and fell in love with my mother, where he was caring for what’s now my extended family, where he is still a practicing surgeon in pediatrics. He’s good with kids and me. For the occasion, he offered to gift me a barong Tagalog. But their American wedding, I insisted, required American style. So, while my mother shopped for a gown and made an appointment at the MAC makeup counter, my stepfather and I browsed the rental tuxedos.


My mother and I hate the pictures from that day. The white makeup artist ineptly painted my Filipino mother a burnt shade of orange. And while my stepfather was the perfect gentleman in his tux, I looked like I’d just come from a regional choir competition in mine. At fourteen years old, I made for a precocious picture: a little boy in a man’s suit, giving a too-long toast in a hybridized transpacific accent. My parents humored me when I asked if we could have a do-over. They would get married two more times, in Filipino and Catholic ceremonies.


After the first wedding, I asked my mother if I could change my name, like she did. She laughed, and then again when I said I wanted to take my stepfather’s name. She leveled with me: with all the paperwork and the fact that even she didn’t take it—she kept her maiden name—it wouldn’t be worth it. Besides, she said, when I grew up, I would thank her for saying no.


As a kid, I swore fealty to my mother (and still do, for the most part). I never did anything without her permission—except once. At the mall one day, my mother gave me an hour and thirty dollars to buy clothes for my last year of middle school. Normally, I’d have gone straight to American Eagle or Abercrombie & Fitch, those Mom-approved purveyors of suburban prep. But I was crushing on a boy who wore eyeliner and listened to My Chemical Romance. I wanted him to like me; I wanted to be like him. So I went to Hot Topic. I got a studded belt with a bracelet to match.


My mother lost it when she saw what I’d bought—accessories that were “punkista,” as she called them—the most livid I’d ever seen her. It was a waste of money, she seethed, on our tight budget. Even though we were in public and, as was the credo in our family, forbidden from making a scene, she was so visibly furious, so terrifying, that I made one anyway. The choice was fight or flight, and I chose to flee my body. I fainted.


When I came to, I saw bystanders, a pair of mall cops, and my very embarrassed mother. The cops sat me down, told me to put my head between my legs, and asked my mother what happened. It was summer in Las Vegas, so she said I was dehydrated. We didn’t speak on the drive home, but she let me keep the punkista leather. I never wore it.


We laugh when we tell this story now. My mother attributes her reaction to menopause and her taste. She hated the counterculture aesthetic I attempted to try on. It was incongruent with her style—classic and elegant, all crisp linen and sleeveless turtlenecks—and mine too. My fashion choices at the time were best described as “Nantucket on a budget.” I’d dive into clearance bins at Polo Ralph Lauren and Tommy Hilfiger, at the Las Vegas Premium Outlets, in an attempt to keep up with my richer, whiter classmates with their double-popped collars.


Looking back on the Hot Topic incident now, I understand my mother’s reaction. Those purchases were my little transgressions, a glitch in our coherent image as good immigrant mother-and-son, dressed like a diversity initiative at J.Crew, acculturating to our new country as best we could. The irony was that I had just bought what the other, cooler white kids were wearing.


Though I only attempted the studs and chains to impress a boy, I also admired that aesthetic—punk, emo, skater, whatever you want to call it. To me, it signified a resistance to authority I could never manage as a teenager. I was much more comfortable seeking the approval of the powers that be, wearing the prep-ista fashions my mother preferred. Though both styles were access points into pockets of American culture, being a prep was less objectionable, more compatible with the A-plus Asian fantasy that came naturally to me. I could assimilate by being the best, being undeniably worthy of my place in America.


My mother encouraged the method. Do your best so you won’t be teased, I was instructed. Get good grades, get into good schools. Be a model student. Of all the high roads, it was the one where I’d meet the least resistance. Merit, it stood to reason, would prove my worthiness. Excellence, like armor, would make me bulletproof.


I think that’s the confidence Adam saw in me, the sense of invincibility I tried to radiate while wearing a suit. Even when relaxed dress codes in Brooklyn, where I now live, deemed slacks and a pressed shirt sufficient for a Williamsburg wedding, I persisted with velvet blazers and trousers in Glen plaid. I graduated from rentals and bought a tuxedo; I wore it to an office holiday party because I try too hard.


My colleagues and friends were, always have been, generous. You look amazing, they say, always so polished. What I neglect to mention is that it’s all costuming. I work diligently to play the part. The goal was, always has been, to appear qualified, to present my excellence.


According to my mother, I got my personal style from her. True, in the way a young gay boy divafies women who’ve faced adversity and whose femininity was also a source of strength—like Judy Garland or Princess Diana—I modeled myself after my mother, a paradigm of grace under pressure. But it’s hard to say if my predilection for oxfords at dinner or linen in the summer was entirely my mother’s influence.


It was certainly something I doubled down on as an immigrant attempting to assimilate. I emulated my peers in Las Vegas, the ones who offered me a seat at the table and in their cars, in the sporty Audis and Mercedes SUVs their parents bequeathed them. Benevolent though they were, paying for my french fries at the Burger King drive-through before rehearsals, I was always conscious of how I occupied a caste below. At the outlet mall, I once bought a white cashmere sweater—something that, to me, screamed affluence—even though it was a size too big and we lived in the desert. I never wore it, only hoped for a day when I could at last fill it out.


If I had nice things, I thought, I would eventually grow into them. To Filipino immigrants who’ve gone stateside, nice things meant American things. When my mother and stepfather had their second wedding, this time in Manila, I skipped the rental tux and had a suit made. They took me to my stepfather’s usual place, a haberdasher he had on retainer.


The shop owner asked if I wanted a barong Tagalog. I shook my head and said no. Instead, I requested, “Pwede po magpagawa ng Americana?”
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THE BOSTON GLOBE published an interesting comic in 1899. It ran on March 5, barely ninety days after the Treaty of Paris was signed the year before, the provisions of which included Spain’s relinquishment of Cuba and its cession of Puerto Rico and Guam to the United States. Additionally, as part of the treaty, the US purchased the entire archipelago known as Las Islas Filipinas from the Spanish crown for a cool $20 million (roughly $600 million in 2018 money, after inflation). History books, when they care to remember it, see the ratification of this treaty and the US victory in the Spanish-American War as the point where the nation began its ascent as a world power.


The comic from the Boston Globe is called Expansion, before and after. The central figure is a grotesque brownface caricature of a Filipino. He’s smiling toothily in a suit, a stars-and-bars Americana, and labeled “The Filipino After Expansion.” The crude “before” image has him in a grass skirt, bare-chested and barefoot, wielding a spear and bow. The surrounding panels portray him in similar befores-and-afters, that is to say, pre- and postcolonial makeover. In one, the description goes, “He could exchange his war club for the baseball bat readily.” Another: “From the war dance to the cake walk is but a step.” It’s a slur in visual language, calling the Filipino population “savage” and “barbaric” without ever saying the words.


It’s racist, obviously. That’s not the interesting part. What’s noteworthy is the comic’s portrayal of Filipinos as uncivilized, which completely disregards Spain’s role in Filipino history—that they had occupied the archipelago for over three hundred years, had already colonized, “civilized,” and injected their DNA into the people who called that archipelago home, and organized them into a territory named after a boy who would become their king. By the time the Mayflower set sail, Las Islas Filipinas had been part of Europe’s most powerful monarchy for a century.


But white America has long wanted to believe in its own manifest supremacy. The Globe cartoon pushed the notion that the United States had happened upon an exotic and previously unknown land, had baptized it with the name the Philippine Islands, and was divinely equipped to do the generous work of taming its unwashed ruffians (“His old habit of running amuck will aid greatly on the football field,” jeered the cartoon) and bringing them into the fold of the Western world. In short, it was propaganda. It made a punch line of Filipinos and provided a model for how we must comport ourselves to belong in American society.


We’re offered a path to acceptance and “civilization” by assimilating, shedding our Filipinoness, apparently so boorish and uncouth, and bolstering the greater American project. It remains the advertised path to this day, which can be seen in the promotion of English at the expense of Filipino languages. Common are the Filipino Americans who do not speak their family’s mother tongue because their parents did not teach them. Such is an immigrant’s gambit: speak only English at home to hone your speech and better fit into American contexts, to prevent the inheritance of impediments—hurdles we have jumped and don’t wish upon our children.


Even teachers in the Philippines have greatly reduced the number of classes taught in Filipino languages. In 2003, the year I immigrated, the president issued an executive order that required no less than 70 percent of school hours be conducted in English. Given the over one hundred distinct languages spoken in the country—like Tagalog, Ilocano, and Hiligaynon—wider English education helps to develop a lingua franca among all Filipinos. It’s also a tool of colonialization. The American colonial government used English education in the territory to homogenize its subjects under one flag. The United States promised the Philippine Islands a delayed independence, then made over this colony into a commonwealth in its own image, promoting myths of Western superiority that influence the Filipino diaspora to this day.


With my double-popped collars and penchant for the Americana, I used this colonial grooming to my advantage. But I made my choice under threat of violence. In the States, I was already targeted for being a “faggot”—peers threatened to beat me up if I so much as made eye contact with another boy. Even before a teacher grimly suggested that I research the killing of Matthew Shepard, I had known that to be gay was to be in constant danger. On top of that, my skin color—not white, but not black—made me a confusing Other in America and exposed me to racist stereotypes beyond the tropes commonly linked to Filipinos, or Asians broadly. A man once spat at my mother and grandfather in a parking lot, accused them of stealing jobs, and told them to “leave my country.”


My mother had told me, when we were moving to the US, “You’ll have a better life there.” I had been indoctrinated to think that this American life was the favorable one. It was the refrain I’d heard growing up, from immigrants like me and those unlike me, too: from the undocumented and their families, from refugees and the stateless. We all came here for “a better life.”


But to witness such prejudice, in my own time and in my history books, has taught me that racism, homophobia, and xenophobia are fixtures of life in the United States. The list of evidence is exhausting: The Asian Exclusion Act of 1924. The bombing of the Filipino Federation of America. The internment of Japanese Americans in World War II. Antimiscegenation laws. Jim Crow laws. Slavery. The AIDS crisis. The shooting at Pulse in 2016. The Muslim travel ban. The teargassing of Central American migrant caravans at the southern US border. The existence of US Immigration and Customs Enforcement. That fucking Boston Globe comic. That this country exists at all on land stolen from indigenous peoples and nations.


Every day—even on the best of them, especially on the best of them—we despair at the possibilities of what might be stolen from us next: our homes, our loved ones, our lives, our dignity. They threaten to nullify the citizenship we have—as in, the quality of being seen as a citizen, a being with rights and ensured humanity. It is that citizenship of ours on which white supremacy has waged war.


And in war, I decided to do what I thought was best. When the enemy firepower was too great, I avoided being attacked entirely. I opted for camouflage. I chose safety by blending in. I chose to be invisible.
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THE MODEL MINORITY theory is a myth. It suggests that Asian Americans are the ideal foreigners: they are productive and respectable, proving that, in America, anyone can succeed, regardless of ethnicity or race, as long as you pull yourself up by your bootstraps. It is a popular fallacy that hangs its believability on the fact that Asian Americans have achieved significant levels of socioeconomic mobility in the United States: above-average household incomes, high rates of educational attainment, overrepresentation at the top forty universities and among US honorees of Nobel Prizes.


This is related to contemporary stereotypes of Asians: the studious, diligent Asian; the upwardly mobile, law-abiding Asian; the inoffensive and unremarkable Asian. It positions Asian Americans as minorities of merit. I played into this model stereotype while growing up in Las Vegas, at Vassar, in New York. It was a safe role to play, one that flew under the radar.


In the framework of the Boston Globe comic, it’s the “after” in the assimilationist makeover for Filipino, Korean, Japanese, and Chinese Americans. From being seen as lower-class and uneducated blue-collar workers, in the age of exclusionary acts and the so-called Yellow Peril, we became, by the latter half of the twentieth century, paradigms of middle-class mobility, well educated with white-collar jobs. Quite the progress we’ve made, said white sociologists in the 1960s. One of the earliest mentions of the model minority theory was in an article in the New York Times titled “Success Story, Japanese-American Style.” A positive stereotype if there ever was one!


But the idea of a model minority pits minority groups against one another. If one group can do it, the thesis asks, why can’t another? It’s a construction that views Asian Americans as a success story and regards, for example, Black Americans—among other demographics—as lazy or irresponsible. It’s an apples-and-oranges comparison that flattens the distinctions among the experiences of nonwhite people, erases the specific challenges of different groups in the US.


Though we are all subjected to white supremacy in America, the ways we face it are informed by divergent histories. How the institutions of slavery and racial segregation have impacted Black Americans—and continue to do so, as proven by the prison-industrial complex and pervasive police brutality—can’t be easily equated with how the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the mythic War on Terror have fed Islamophobia and violence against Muslims, just as the lasting effects of centuries-old genocide campaigns against the native peoples of North America are different from the consequences of American imperialism and the country’s Orientalist meddling in “The East.”


Even within the umbrella term “Asian,” we are ethnically diverse and thus experience America differently, have built our lives here with varying rates of what’s considered “success.” US census data from 2017 slices the Asian American pie chart by ethnicity and markers of social mobility: about 74 percent of Taiwanese adults and 72 percent of Korean adults have a bachelor’s degree or higher, compared to 26 percent of Vietnamese adults and 13 percent of Laotian adults who do; average annual incomes range from $100,000 in an Indian household to $83,000 in a Filipino family and $53,000 in a Laotian home.


Pointing to the educational or financial achievements of Korean or Indian Americans, for example, and decreeing all Asians a model minority masks the socioeconomic struggles of groups like Vietnamese and Laotian Americans—many of whom first came to the US in the 1970s as refugees during the crises set in motion in part by American military involvement in the Indochinese Peninsula. To homogenize us and put us in a neat “Asian” box is to discount the varied privileges and difficulties we have in this country, what America’s past has charted for our present. Not all Asians are Taiwanese. Not all Asians are Filipino.


However, because I was unreadable to the white majority, I jumped at the chance to be a model minority. Any legible, more “positive” stereotype would be an improvement, a safer kind of othering, so I elected to be a success story, a poster boy for the American Dream. I consented to have others write my narrative for me, but I didn’t fully understand the terms. I believed that if I did well in school and looked the part and kept my head down, I would be protected and elevated by a meritocracy, that I would belong—in and to America. An easy lie to believe when your ancestral inheritance is an inferiority complex.


From 1521 to 1946, Filipinos were the property of empires, subject to colonial conditioning, the systems and codes that drilled into us our subalternity. As Las Islas Filipinas, Spain placed us into castes based on how Spanish one’s blood was, colorism by DNA. It’s why Filipino pop culture today still puts light-skinned celebrities on a pedestal (just look at our Miss Universe winners). To help the census and tax collection, a Spanish colonial decree in 1849 required all Filipinos to take on Spanish surnames, chosen from the Catálogo alfabético de apellidos, a book of 61,000 options provided by the empire. Our clothing, our bodies, and even our names were reframed as inferior to those of our colonizers.


This “mis-education,” as the late Filipino historian Renato Constantino called it, retrains colonized peoples into thinking that survival under imperial rule is achieved by behaving as a model subject. “The ideal colonial was the carbon copy of his conqueror,” Constantino writes. “He had to forget his past and unlearn the nationalist virtues in order to live peacefully, if not comfortably, under the colonial order.” After the US purchase of the Philippines, Constantino describes how the colonial conditioning was remixed: “The new Filipino generation learned of the lives of American heroes, sang American songs, and dreamt of snow and Santa Claus.”


“Benevolent assimilation,” as President William McKinley put it, was the premise of American colonization. He was convinced by God, so he said, that the Philippine Islands would descend into anarchy without Western guidance. By annexing the archipelago, he took on what the imperialist poet Rudyard Kipling called “the white man’s burden.” Across the newly claimed territory, the American government rolled out judicial structures, legal codes, and public schools modeled after those in the United States. In and out of classrooms, Filipinos were “mis-educated,” to use Constantino’s term, to believe “Spain was the villain, America was the savior,” to see their history through the eyes of their new teachers. As governor-general in Manila, William Howard Taft presumed that Filipinos needed fifty to a hundred years of American oversight “to develop anything resembling Anglo-Saxon political principles and skills.” He saw Filipinos as America’s “little brown brothers.”


As I later found in the US, as a well-behaved little brown brother, I was permitted a path to get ahead, but only up to a point. Worse, I was used as a tool to bolster an agenda that kept my fellow people of color oppressed, an agenda that says those unlike us—and unlike the white authorities and culture from which we seek validation—are our competitors. The model minority myth tells us as people of color that we must fight among ourselves for seats at the table in America and cages us in roles as unthreatening yellow, brown, and black folks in predominantly white spaces. It gilds and promotes a tokenized position that keeps us minor, subservient to the majority. To keep white people at the top, we were divided and conquered.


I wore the model minority costume too proudly. As I walked through the lasting effects of US imperialism, I traded my Filipino clothing for Americana, armor I smithed under fire in the country of my colonizers. This was how I survived in my youth, by leveraging the allowances permitted me as an Asian in America. I relied on my honors, looked toward better futures, better lives, and neglected to honor my past, what continues to shape me today. It’s no wonder I felt disconnected from my homeland when I arrived in New York. Decorated and overworked, I’d come perhaps too far. I planted my flag in fifty square feet of my own with no regard for the name under which I claimed it.


By then, I’d given up my Filipino citizenship to be naturalized in the United States, to acquire a status with which I wasn’t born. To this day, though my mother filed all the paperwork and paid all the right people to make our place in this land inalienable, her rights and mine to simply be in the US remain under assault. For a great many of us, our citizenship in America is seen as contingent on the acceptability of our customs and faiths, our humanity on the legibility of our skins and our names.
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THERE’S A LITTLE Manila in New York. In the Woodside neighborhood of Queens, along a roughly ten-block stretch of Roosevelt Avenue, stands a collection of restaurants, grocery stores, salons, driving schools, and shipping centers that cater to the city’s Filipino community. There’s also a Pinoy neighborhood in Jersey City, but it’s too far from my apartment in Brooklyn; getting there, crossing rivers and a state line, is not an easy ride on the train.


In fairness, neither is Woodside. Though Queens and Brooklyn are literally next to each other, they’re notoriously difficult to traverse using public transport. Two to three transfers are mandatory to get to the land of Jollibee, Ihawan, and the Phil-Am grocery. Whenever I go to Little Manila, whether for a Chickenjoy meal or on an errand to get banana ketchup, I go with Mia—and often her partner, Sarah—to make a day of it. On one such occasion, we went there to work together on a photography project.


The plan: we approached Filipinos in the neighborhood and asked them what they missed most about the Philippines. Then I charmed them into being photographed by Mia, as they held up a large notebook on which they wrote their answers. We got twenty-seven responses, not counting Mia’s and mine, numbers twenty-eight and twenty-nine. Naturally, most of the responses were about food and family.


A young woman, standing in front of Jollibee, said that she missed her favorite dessert, snack, and meal: “Halo-halo, kwek-kwek, bangus.” Down the street, a lady getting a pedicure replied, “I miss everything about my life in the Philippines.” A dude was heckled by his friends as he wrote, “I miss my girlfriend.” We met a woman on the sidewalk carrying a bouquet of flowers. When Mia asked her who she’d like to see when she returns to the Philippines—if she could—she wrote down six names, with the simple note: “I love my kids. From Mama with love.”


Mia and I published the photographs online in May, to celebrate Asian American Pacific Islander Heritage Month. Commenters replied with what they missed most about their own lives in the Philippines: “Chika-chika with my neighbors.” “Watching kids play patintero.” “The taho man shouting at the crack of dawn on the street—and then the balut man shouting in the middle of the night!” “The sweetest mangoes you could possibly imagine.” “My uncle’s dog and the sound of tsinelas.”


Beyond their beloveds and beloved food, they celebrated the ambient rhythms of a Filipino life. These were things I missed too—the smell of freshly cooked rice and fried fish, the singsongy cadence of the Hiligaynon language, the familiar flatness of a Tagalog accent, the feeling of my tsinelas on a wooden floor polished with a coconut husk—things I had eagerly left behind when I came to the United States. I’d traded them for what I believed were nicer things, American things—accents, tastes, clothing—that signaled my right to belong stateside.


I tried to drain myself of my Filipinoness to fit the role of a model American minority so much that I ran on a cultural deficit. Though habits and traditions and cuisines and languages alone do not comprise an identity, they make up a big part of it. Severed as I was from my family and homeland, to deprive myself of what made me Filipino only exacerbated my feelings of separation and lack, how I felt unrooted in America and uprooted from the Philippines.


It was up to me to reframe the facets of my Filipinoness as nourishing things, to reclaim them from my internalized colonialism, this parasite that made a host of me. I fed it by eating up myths that upheld the status quo, myths I accepted as truths universally acknowledged about structural inequalities that seemed natural because I was mis-educated to think so. Colonialism is a structure built on lies, tricks its subjects into being the architects of their own oppression.


Deconstructing a colonial mentality is an active and everlasting process. For me, part of decolonizing has been to hold myself accountable, to think more critically about my actions and experiences as a gay Filipino immigrant; my writing is part of that project. Crucial too is the banal and invaluable goal of learning to love myself, especially the parts of me I’ve been taught to hate—among them my skin color, my queerness, where I come from. In my life, as well as in my peoples’ histories—that of immigrants and queer people and people of color—we’ve been punished enough by powers that have benefited from our traumas. To love ourselves—and one another—is an act of resistance.


After our day of photo taking in Little Manila, Sarah, Mia, and I grabbed a drink at Jeepney, a Filipino restaurant on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Over San Miguel beers and a bowl of talangka fried rice, Sarah asked me and Mia what we missed most about the Philippines. Mia missed her lola’s kisses, she offered first, the love of her mother’s mother.


When it was my turn, I hesitated. There was so much I’d lost, I realized, so much with which I was eager to reconnect. I didn’t know where to start.


“Kuya,” Mia said to me. “Just write what you know.”


I took the notebook and wrote in huge letters, falling back on what was true, “I miss my mom.”


Days like those with Mia and Sarah—who has learned from Mia to douse everything in Datu Puti vinegar and how to eat with her hands, kamayan style—are fortifying. Here was someone on a journey like mine, and another willing and excited to walk alongside us. Such friendships have been vital in my adult life, in how I unlearn the teachings of our oppressors, both historical and contemporary. We support one another in a system that often does not support us.


“Wear more color,” Krutika loves to tell me. It’s the same advice she’s given throughout our friendship, ever since we met each other in the newsroom at work and decided, “Yes, that one.”


I do wear color, I once defended, reminding her of my camel coats, cognac pants, and chocolate suits. When she laughs, it’s contagious. She said, “No need to wear brown when you already are brown.”


For a friend’s wedding we were both attending, Krutika went into my closet and picked out a green suit for me. We could match, I said to her, thinking of her new sari in bright celadon. No, she replied, she’d only wear that at an Indian wedding; besides, she didn’t want to steal the bride’s spotlight. We laughed. She then paired my suit with a blue shirt.


“Everything else you own is blue,” she said, going through my clothes. “I guess that tracks.” It was no secret I was a Harry Potter nerd and habitually dressed myself in the house colors of smarty-pants Ravenclaw students—my A-plus Asian tendencies manifesting at a slant.


Then Krutika spotted a tuxedo jacket. It was still blue but decorated in a floral pattern of scarlet and blood orange. I put it on and we looked into a mirror. Satisfied, she said, “You should wear more red.”


Blue for nobility, noted the Manila Manuscript, but red for royalty. I’m reminded of those early colonial Filipinos who allegedly embellished their barong Tagalogs with ornate designs that harkened back to our ancestors. Though their methods and causes are unsubstantiated, these fables motivate me to reclaim my Filipino clothing too, to wear it proudly. With that in mind, I bought a pair of sneakers in red, blue, and sunshine yellow—the colors of the modern Philippine flag, fitting for a new myth I’m fashioning for myself. The toes are even spiked—a little punkista, for good measure.


When the time comes, I’d like to wear a barong Tagalog for my wedding day. I’ll still wear a suit or tux for the reception. After all, I’m Filipino American and a two-outfits kind of groom. But now, in the way that little kids dream of their wedding dresses, I’ve got lots of ideas about how my barong could be designed. I would definitely put a tailored spin on it since I’ll always love a streamlined shape. Maybe my trousers will be linen. Maybe I’ll wear a piña cape.


And I dig the idea of wearing the barong Tagalog without an undershirt. Not only would it be fucking sexy, I see it as a subversion of the idea that the barong’s translucence was a way to oppress Filipinos during the Spanish colonial period, intended to prevent my ancestors from concealing weapons, from planning resistance. It’d be an itchy outfit, without the protection between the scratchy fabric and my skin. So call it a symbol, then, of what I know I can handle, for the sake of my style, to wear my Filipinoness my own way.


To go seminaked with the barong Tagalog, to me, feels right. It conveys a sense of vulnerability, openness, even bravery: This is who I am—and I have nothing to hide.
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