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The Tribulations of Assimilation


Filipino Immigrants have been a common occurrence ever since the first wave of Filipinos to the United states in the 1900s.  These Filipino immigrants, legal or not, are faced with several troubles and problems in the American culture such as racism, citizenship, deportation, and assimilation.  The real question is why?  Why do Filipinos come to the United States knowing of the hardships and struggles they will be going through?  Sometimes the mere thought of striking it rich or say living the “American Dream” of a good life is all it takes for one to come to the United States.  For Filipino Immigrants seeing other fellow Filipinos with all these materialistic things such as cars, huge T. Vs, and nice homes is all it takes for them to choose to come to the United States and assimilate within the culture to attain what they want, but in the process lose their own sense of Filipino identity.  This is the problem that I set out to explore.


To get information and tackle the problem at its forefront I conducted an interview with Francis Reyes.  Reyes is a Filipino American who grew up in a primarily white dominated neighborhood in which he spoke Tagalog that he learned from his immigrant parents.  He is also part of several different Filipino organizations such as the Kababayan Program and Filipino Student Union at Skyline College in San Bruno, California I interviewed him to attain insight on life  in Daly City, a city with a large Filipino community, and what he went through being a  Filipino such as the interviews that Benito Vergara conducted in his book Pinoy Capital.  Reyes primarily spoke Tagalog growing up being able to speak it quite fluently until he started going to school.  “It wasn't until my first day as a Kindergartner when I learned that I was the 'black sheep.'”(Reyes)  Even at his early age he was already faced with a difficult problem of being an outcast at school because of his lack of English speaking and the way he actually spoke English.  


“I felt the need to assimilate even though, at the time, I didn't know what assimilation was in order to make friends, I was forced to speak English more on a daily basis.  Because of that, I started to lose the ability to speak Tagalog until it almost completely disappeared.”(Reyes)

  This in-turn caused Reyes to somewhat want to hide his culture and assimilate into the American culture to fit in and make friends.


Language always has been a huge barrier between cultures that has been prevalent throughout the ages.  From every Asian culture to European culture and every culture in-between has at some point had its fair share of language problems in the U.S, but Filipino language is often viewed at in many ways.  In America for example many people choose not to speak or teach their children the Filipino language because of the fears of racism and etc.  These Filipino-Americans choose to lose their own Filipino language and assimilate to the American  language just to be able to fit in more and not be ostracized by the community.  Then on the other hand there’s the Filipinos who see it as being a Filipino  who does not speaking a Filipino language is a disgrace.  One example from Linda A, Revilla was “Filipino American soldiers born and raised in Hawaii recall being labeled as disgracia ( a disgrace) while on duty in the Philippines because they could not speak a Filipino language.”(Revilla, 105)  These two clashing ideals are at a constant war between each other in America, but it seems as though the initial ideal is winning the battle.


Another struggle that presented itself during the interview was that of physical appearance.


“Ever since I can remember, I was always mistaken as another race for some reason.  Mostly Samoan or Tongan but I get the occasional Khmer, Cambodian, Hawaiian, New Zealand and even Black and Mexican.  Hearing this at a young age, this sort of created or added on to the ethnic identity issue that was sprouting or already developing.  I was already receiving remarks from family members and family friends because i didn't speak Tagalog but now even strangers were contributing to this problem that i know, for a fact, many other Filipinos and Filipino Americans are facing even to this day.”(Reyes)

Reyes really brought up a great point on the Filipino physical appearance and that both Filipinos and Filipinos Americans are faced with this problem.  Revilla brings up a great point in her article that, “There seems to be a prototypical Filipino physical appearance that many Filipinos do not meet.”(107)  Surprisingly, he chose not to hide his culture through his appearance primarily because of the fact that he was being mistaken for another ethnicity.  Reyes stands at 5'11-6' tall with long thick curly hair dark skin and a build fit for football which doesn't fit the typical Filipino appearance, but he was proud to be the way he looked.


In the United States and in the Philippines, Filipinos views on physical appearance are radically different.  Most  Filipinos here such as the younger generation that have seemed to have assimilated a lot drastically more than the first generation tend to be more Americanized and view appearance as being more geared toward whats popular in American culture such as clothing and etc. not as much what you look like physically.  The Philippines however, has such a huge glorified view of America that they want to be American.  They pride themselves on being as white as possible going to extremes such as skin bleaching and etc.  These cases of Filipinos going to such great lengths to somewhat hide their identity is really shocking to say the least.  Are Filipinos really ashamed of their actual appearance?  I feel as though some are while some are more prideful in their appearance.  I view appearance as being a big part of assimilating into the American culture because of the fact of what people perceive you to be as playing a key role in how you are treated like Francis Reyes.


From my interview with Mr. Reyes and through my readings I came to the conclusion that Filipinos attitudes toward assimilating into the American culture really depends on their situation.  For Reyes he was sort of forced into assimilating at a young age when he didn't even know what assimilation was.  It really wasn't an option to do it or not and it was more of an obligation.  This all lead up to a statement that I found interesting by Vergara in which he says 
“Pinoy immigrants in the United States, in their repeated turnings toward the homeland, have created places like home, but even in all the stubborn, fickle loyalty, they have still chosen to consume home from a safe distance.”(Vergara, 205)

This seems as though the case for most Filipinos in which they have chosen to assimilate into the American culture, but still are able to connect with their culture in more of an indirect way through things such as television and newspapers and having their sense of cultural identity slightly intact.  In the end this interview was extremely insightful into the life of a Filipino American and that assimilation is a vital part of being part of a different community.


