
Displaced memory: Oscar Micheaux, Carlos Bulosan,
and the process of United States decolonization

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Pierce, Linda M.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 21:23:13

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280790

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/280790


DISPLACED MEMORY: OSCAR MICHEAUX, CARLOS BULOSAN, 

AND THE PROCESS OF UNITED STATES DECOLONIZATION 

by 

Linda M. Pierce 

Copyright © Linda M. Pierce 2004 

A Dissertation SubmiUed to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

2 0 0 4 



UMI Number: 3165788 

Copyright 2004 by 

Pierce, Linda M. 

All rights reserved. 

INFORMATION TO USERS 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the copy 

submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations and 

photographs, print bleed-through, substandard margins, and improper 

alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send a complete manuscript 

and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized 

copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

UMI 
UMI Microform 3165788 

Copyright 2005 by ProQuest Information and Learning Company. 

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against 

unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

ProQuest Information and Learning Company 
300 North Zeeb Road 

P.O. Box 1346 
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 



The University of Arizona 
Graduate Coilege 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read the 

dissertation prepared by Linda M. Pierce 

entitled Displaced Memory: Oscar Mieheaux, Carlos Bulosaiis and the 

Process of United States Decolonization. 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Annette Kolodny 

,3 r 
Suresji Raval 

date 

date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate's submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

Co-Dissertation Director: Anp^te Kolodny and Suresh Raval date 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

SIGNED: 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation could not have been completed without the guidance of my 
wonderM co-chairs, Dr. Annette Kolodny and Dr. Suresh Raval, whose collaborative 
efforts complemented one another well to guide this project to fruition. Thanks 
especially to Annette for her meticulous readings and keen editorial eye, for teaching, 
mentoring and believing in me, for providing a feminist role model, introducing me to the 
profession, pushing me beyond the boundaries of my own imagined possibilities, sharing 
her wisdom, and giving me the gift of her friendship. Thanks especially to Suresh for his 
wonderful theoretical insights, for teaching, advising, and guiding me, for providing a 
model of alternative pedagogy, for his boundless encouragement and professional and 
personal support, for sharing his stories, his wisdom, and his friendship with me, and for 
making me a part of his family while 1 was away from my own. I have found lifelong 
friends and colleagues in Annette and Suresh. and I owe them both a debt of gratitude. 

Throughout this process I was inspired by committee member Dr. Melinda 
deJesus, who reached out across departments and campuses to offer much needed 
support, solidarity and mentoring. Thanks especially to Melinda for providing a critical 
Pinay Peminist eye. for introducing me to the Association for Asian American Studies, 
for her tireless work to provide invaluable spaces for women of color in the Arizona 
academy, for her commitment to readings which theorize, historicize. and examine issues 
of gender and sexuality in Filipino/a American Studies, for filling a void that existed on 
my own campus, and for her activism, energy, and friendship. Salamat Po! 

Countless individuals at the University of Arizona contributed to the success of 
this project. Thanks especially to Dr. Naomi Miller and Dr. Maria Theresa Velez, whose 
advice and support were invaluable during the dissertation process and beyond. Naomi 
and 'MTV were my mentors and advocates, my cheerleaders and my safe space. Thanks 
to the core members of the University of Arizona Women of Color Organization and the 
statewide Arizona Women of Color Conference Steering Committee for providing 
empowering intellectual spaces. Thanks to Dr. Vermonja Alston and Sahee Kil for 
reading drafts of my work and offering useful feedback in our Dissertation Reading 
Group. Thanks to the Arizona faculty and staff members who assisted me along the way, 
including Dr. Irene D'Almeida, Dr. Daniel Cooper-Alarcon, Marcia Marma, and 
countless others who provided advice, support, and scholarly direction. Thanks to my 
many wonderful friends and colleagues at Arizona for cheering me on, especially Dr. 
Heidi Breuer, whose support was instrumental in the completion of this project. Heidi's 
reciprocity, generosity, and feminism during this process were truly unparalleled. 

I also owe my thanks to the Association for Asian American Studies community 
where I tested some of the earlier theories in this dissertation, and to Dr. Rosanne Kanhai, 
my Master's thesis director, with whom this project originated. Rosanne was my original 
model for feminist pedagogy and women of color activism; she is a true warrior, and has 
impacted my life and my scholarship in immeasurable ways. 

Finally, I owe a debt of gratitude to my family, most especially my mother—my 
ultimate supporter, my model for womanhood, and the impetus for all of the work that 1 
do. None of this would have been possible without her. 



5 

DEDICATION 

This work is dedicated to my parents, Marion Ann Douglas Pierce and the late Alan 
Lloyd Pierce, Sr., the hardest workers I have ever known. Your unflinching belief in me, 
your generosity, and unconditional love have moved me to give back in service to others. 
Your dedicated work ethic has inspired me as much as your idealism; you provided me 
with the seeds of a dream and gave me the confidence to pursue it aggressively. You have 
always been my models of perseverance and triumph, instilling in me a fierce sense of 
social justice and a desire to take action, to make positive change in the world. You 
convinced me that all worthwhile dreams should be pursued vigorously, even the 
daunting and unfamiliar territory- of a college education. 

I dedicate this work to my mother, who has been there with me every step of the way; 
and to the memory of my father, who has long been awaiting the arrival of a Dr. Pierce in 
the family. 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT 7 
INTRODUCTION: TOWARDS A READING OF COMPARATIVE 
COMMUNITIES 9 

Considerations of Genre 11 
A Postcolonial Hermeiieiitic 27 

CHAPTER I: CRITICAL RESPONSES TO AMERICA IS IN THE HEART 32 
CHAPTER II: CONTEXTUALIZING BULOSAN: INTERSECTIONS OF 
FILIPINO FACT AND U.S. FICTION 67 

Early American Mythologies 67 
Re-membering Crevccoeur's America 74 
The Forgotten Letters: Revisiting the Nantucket Series 92 
Inscribing Early "American" Ideologies onto the Frontier 100 

CHAPTER III: READING CARLOS BULOSANASA POSTCOLONIAL .......... 110 
The Exportation of "American" Ideologies 110 
Reading America is In the Heart 133 
Foundations of Colonial Education 135 

CHAPTER IV: MEANWHILE, BACK AT THE RANCH. 170 
Constructing a Vision ..173 
A Vision Interrupted ...183 
Understanding Micheaux's Obsession 195 
Licensing a Postcolonial Subjectivity 202 
Re-reading Micheaux as a Postcolonial Subject 208 
The Conquest Revisited 212 
The Significance of The Conquest 216 
Resuscitating a Vision: The Homesteader 221 
The Significance of The Homesteader .226 
Movie Magic 233 
Returning to the Page 238 

CONCLUSION 248 
WORKS CITED 253 



ABSTRACT 

"Displaced Memory: Oscar Micheaux. Carlos Bulosan, and the Process of U.S. 

Decolonization." uses new applications for existing colonial and postcolonial theories in 

order to explain common incongruities in ethnic minority autobiographies in early 

twentieth-century America. Using Carlos Bulosan (1914-1956) and Oscar Micheaux's 

(1894-1951) •'fictional autobiographies" as case studies. I argue that the seemingly 

contradictor}^ coexistence of assimilationist and subversive narratives can be explained 

when understood as textual representations of the process of decolonization. Reading 

these narrators as postcolonial subjects, however, would require both a radical rethinking 

of colonial and postcolonial theory and careful revaluation of early American mythology. 

While recognizing the United States as a former (or neo-) colonial power poses no 

insuperable problem for scholars in Philippine American studies, analyzing other 

disenfranchised ethnic communities in terms of a U.S. colonial context is more 

problematic. My project addresses precisely this problem: part one begins with the 

Philippine context and asks why even this overt example of colonizatioB remains 

unacknowledged within U.S. cultural memory. The answer to this question is grounded in 

the literary, political and ideological national foundations emergent during nascent U.S. 

development. In the second part of my project. I stress the necessity of comparing multi

ethnic experiences within parallel historical trajectories, addressing questions about how 

a U.S. postcolonial theory would become complicated when applied to slavery and its 

aftermath. I argue that the imique position of displaced colonials occupied by African 

slaves and the colonial memory instilled in their offspring suggest the applicability of 
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postcolonial theoiy to the African American community. Questions of U.S. 

postcoloniality are invariably tethered to multiple perspectives from early literature, from 

captivity to emancipation and reconstruction. Thus, understanding the ways in which 

African Americans have been colonized is important not only for re-reading African 

American literature like that of Micheaux. but for revising American ideological 

holdovers from the seventeenth century to the present. Read together within the 

postcolonial context, Bulosan's and Micheaux"s views on nation, race, masculinity and 

women take on new significance. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

TOWARDS A READING OF COMPARATIVE COMMUNITIES 

Oscar Micheaux's (1884-1951) achievements as the first African American 

feature-length filmmaker marks his notable place in American film history. In fact, his 

stature has only increased with the recovery and restoration of some of his "lost" films 

during the past decade. Likewise, Carlos Bulosan's (1911-1956) place in the canon of 

American literature has been fairly well secured since the recovery of his work by ethnic 

studies scholars in the 1970s. At different points in their careers. Oscar Micheaux and 

Carlos Bulosan each turned to the unique genre of autobiographical fiction, focusing 

thematically on ethnic minority males dealing with racist, racialized and gendered 

conceptualizations of self and nation. While their signature texts have yet to be examined 

in concert with one another, the parallels found in Micheaux's fictional autobiography 

and Bulosan's autobiographical fiction are striking. Both narrators are ethnic minority 

males in early twentieth century America who attempt to carve out a space for themselves 

within the context of lingering frontier mythologies. In the face of legally sanctioned 

racial discrimination and violence, both are then confronted with the false promises of 

professed American ideals such as equality, opportunity and freedom. Their impotence 

against a racist, dominant white society manifests itself in the form of desire for the white 

woman, and both are frustrated in this desire. Both authors struggle to negotiate their 

need to break through racial barriers in order to access the American Dream, and their 

struggle is evident in the multiple patterns of contradiction throughout their narratives. 

For each this dream is different, grounded in specific cultural histories and contextual ized 
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by language and national identities. Both authors also initially react to their own struggle 

by scapegoating minority groups, including but not limited to their own. In an effort to 

resolve these conllicts. then, both authors begin re-visioning their place in American 

culture; Micheaux revises his own life story in order to grant himself access to the 

American Dream, while Bulosan revises the American Dream in order to grant access to 

himself. In the end, Micheaux and Bulosan's literary works offer radical, racialized re-

readings of American mythology, effectively exploding the promise of the American 

Dream. 

Despite these connections, Oscar Micheaux and Carlos Bulosan are not 

traditionally paired on syllabi or in studies on multiethnic American literature. Although 

they lived in the same era, they existed on opposite ends of the country, belonged to 

distinct communities and entirely different countries of origin, and wrote about seemingly 

very unique experiences. Moreover, although each author is slowly making his way into 

the American literary canon, they were first recovered and embraced by their respective 

disciplinary communities: African American studies and film studies in the case of 

Micheaux, and Filipino American studies and Asian American studies in the case of 

Bulosan. The single group studies focus that has dominated the academy over the past 

thirty years has been useful in highlighting difference, demanding historical specificity, 

empowering groups engaged in local struggles, and foregrounding the general needs 

common to particular communities.' Yet, just as the history of civil rights activism" is 

littered with examples of solidarity across racial and ethnic lines, an examination of the 

literature born from that struggle must also acknowledge the similarities between issues 
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faced by individuals from contemporary ethnic minority communities. The histories of 

African Americans and Filipino Americans are absolutely connected, as are their 

struggles, and it is useful to examine where these histories converge and diverge. The 

autobiographical fictions of Oscar Micheaux and Carlos Bulosan exemplify the 

importance of multi-ethnic approaches to literary and cultural histories, and a 

comparative reading of their work suggests that a cross-cultural approach to ethnic 

minority literature is necessary in order to develop a more holistic understanding of U.S. 

cultural history. 

Considerations of Genre 

While Micheaux is remembered primarily for the vast number of films he 

produced, he also authored seven books, the first and most significant of which. The 

Conquest, has since been recognized as a fictional autobiography. Similar to Micheaux. 

Bulosan's most substantial literary text, America is In the Heart,^ is a work of 

autobiographical fiction. The generic difference between their accounts is that in 

Micheaux's case, the text was initially presented as a fictionalized account and 

subsequently discovered to be largely autobiographical: Micheaux would simply invert 

letters in the names of characters and locations in order to disguise elements of his life 

story. Bulosan's case was nearly the opposite: his text was initially marketed as an 

"autobiography" and subsequently discovered to be somewhat fictionalized. In order to 

tell the true story of an entire diaspora of Filipinos on the West Coast of the United 

States, Bulosan adopted an autobiographical narrative voice. In an opposite move, 
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Micheaux attempts to disguise his autobiographical narrative voice; yet, because his first 

book was more autobiography than fiction, it has come to be known as "fictional 

autobiography." The generic definition of Bulosan's first book, however, is somewhat 

more complicated. Although technically recognized as "autobiographical fiction," the 

label of "fiction" should not suggest that Bulosan's accounting of events is false. 

Although the narrative is more a collective history than an individual autobiography, the 

details in AlH are based in fact. 

Like Bulosan, Micheaux's first book is also based in fact; long since discovered to 

be Micheaux" s autobiography. The Conquest presents the closest measure of a factually 

accurate account of his life story Yet, his many subsequent revisions, most notably The 

Homesteader and The Wind from Nowhere, so altered the actual events of his "true life 

story" that they increasingly became more fiction than autobiography. Departing from 

the more accurate details of his original publication, Micheaux abandoned his fictional 

autobiography and turned to the genre of autobiographical fiction. Distinctive for the 

liberties it takes with "the truth" as we know it. autobiographical fiction is only inflected 

with autobiographical elements. Loosely based on various events from the author's life, 

the autobiographical story actually becomes a fiction that is only partially grounded in 

personally lived reality. It is in this "partial grounding" that the genre lends itself to 

exaggerated representations and, oftentimes, outright contradictions. When these 

contradictions arise, they create a space between lived reality and invented fiction that is 

fraught with ambivalence—marred by inconsistencies or inaccuracies, yet filled with the 

promise and possibilities of the author's creative vision. Contradiction thus becomes a 
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marker of the genre, and a foil for many literary critics attempting to interpret these 

works within the parameters of a traditional linear narrative form. Both authors 

effectively subvert traditional form, as Bulosan's narrative continues to contradict itself 

from page to page, and Micheaux's narrative is contradicted with each successive book. 

Because Micheaux and Bulosan both turn to autobiographical fiction, they have both 

been inappropriately accused of the very narrative inconsistencies that are the hallmark of 

the genre. 

In actuality, the genre of autobiographical fiction served these two authors well, 

as each was struggling to represent versions of "real life" that otherwise did not exist 

outside the realm of fiction. Bulosan's narrator slips back and forth between two 

contradictor} realities that are able to coincide only within the space of the text itself. As 

his narrator. Alios, alternates between affirming and critiquing U.S. national mythologies, 

the narrative flow of the text begins to fissure. For example, in recalling his journey from 

the Philippine Islands to the United States, Alios describes his passage in "the dark hole 

of the steerage" where he lay "for days without food, seasick and lonely" (97). Based 

partially on a recollection of events as Bulosan experienced them, and combined with a 

recollection of events as Bulosan witnessed them, Alios" experiences in the steerage 

signify more than just one individual's experience. As he begins to wonder, "Why had I 

left home" (97), Alios remembers being called a "half-naked savage" by "a young white 

girl wearing a brief bathing suit" (98). Her words wound him, and he recounts, "I was to 

hear that girl's voice in many ways afterward in the United States. It became no longer 

her voice, but an angry chorus shouting: ' Why don't they ship those monkeys hack where 
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they came from?'''' (99). Upon finally arriving in Seattle, on his first day in America. 

Alios and his companions are then robbed of all of their money. Penniless and 

vulnerable, he is then immediately manipulated into exploited labor. He writes, "we were 

sold for five dollars each to work in the fish canneries in Alaska"' (101). After sleeping in 

"bunkhouses [...] unfit for human habitation" (101), and "working in the semi-darkness 

[...] severely affected by the strong ammonia from the machinery" (102), Alios explains 

how "a cutter above me, working in the poor light, slashed off his right arm with the 

cutting machine. It happened so swiftly he did not cry out. I saw his arm floating down 

the water among the fish heads" (102). Overwhelming the reader with such disturbing 

and depressing images in the space of just a few pages, Bulosan then describes Alios" 

return to Seattle; swindled and exploited. Alios is shocked to receive a mere thirteen 

dollars for his labor. Finally he says, "1 could do nothing" (104), and the reader is 

resigned to Alios' frustrated impotence. 

This lengthy description occupies a distinct space in Bulosan's text. Yet, in the 

very next paragraph following Alios" frustrated resignation, he states, "I was already in 

America, and 1 felt good and safe. I did not understand why" (104). This 

conclusion—incommensurate with the prior series of events—occupies a second, 

contrary space in Bulosan's text. The fa.ct Alios "did not understand" the reason behind 

his feeling "good and safe" points to some awareness of the fact that his reaction makes 

little sense. The merging of these two spaces—the site of Alios" resignation and the site 

of his hope—creates a third space, a curious and somewhat inexplicable space, where the 

contraries are able to coexist. The third space is constantly in flux: jarred by the clash of 
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oppositional ideas, it is a space of fluidity, movement, and transformation. But the third 

space is also at times marked by an explicit denial of e ven the presence of the 

contradiction itself. Bulosan has Alios continue: "I wanted to see other aspects of 

American life, for surely these destitute and vicious people were merely a small part of it. 

Where would I begin this pilgrimage, this search for a door into America?" (104). 

Talking himself into believing that "surely" his experiences were "merely a small part" of 

America, Alios attempts to withdraw into the third space, seeking comfort in denial. Yet 

he is refused refuge, finding only discomfort in the obvious incommensurability of his 

conflicting experiences. His confusion, apparent in his admission that he "did not 

understand" his own reaction, marks the third space with a dis-ease that recurs frequently 

throughout the text, creating fissures in the narrative progression. 

These fissures are also readily apparent in Micheaux's work: much like Bulosan's 

Alios, Micheaux's narrators also slip back and forth between two contrary realities. The 

difference in Micheaux's work is that most of his contradictions actually surface in the 

space in between his texts, as he revises his own life story in at least two subsequent 

published texts. With each revision of his original autobiography, his narrator becomes 

increasingly more fictionalized. As Micheaux's autobiographical narrator morphs from 

Oscar Devereaux. to Jean Baptiste, to Martin Eden," he becomes farther removed from 

Oscar Micheaux himself. Jean Baptiste and Martin Eden stand in opposition to the more 

"realistic" account of events delivered by Oscar Devereaux in The Conquest. For 

example, the narrator's failure on the frontier is epitomized by the birth of a stillborn 

baby in The Conquest. Micheaux writes: "The next day, when about five miles from 
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home, we met one of the neighbors, who informed me [...] that my wife had been 

awfully sick and that the baby had been born, dead [....] It was to have been the first 

colored child bom on the Little Crow, and we thought we were going to make history" 

{Conquest 262). It is the death of his child, Micheaux's real life tragedy, which finally 

breaks up his marriage and ends his homesteading days in ruin. Unable to "make 

history," the narrator's sojourn on the frontier ends in failure. 

Micheaux's subsequent revisions significantly alter his presentation of this tragic 

event. In The Homesteader, the narrator at first seems to simply recount this painful 

experience. Michcaux explains that Jean Baptiste "had covered about half the distance 

when he met a man who lived neighbor to him on his wife's claim, who told him [...] 

that his wife had given birth to a baby which had come into the world dead, on a 

Saturday" {Homesteader 256). Although this tragic event is recast in a similar light in 

this version, its significance is entirely altered as Micheaux fabricates a successful ending 

so the stillbirth does not epitomize his failure on the frontier. In the end of The 

Homesteader, the narrator is still able to find both romance and pioneer success; the 

death of his child comes to symbolize merely the failure of his first marriage, rather than 

the failure of the entire frontier venture. 

Although The Homesteader proved to be an "improvement" over the original 

tragic story of The Conquest, Micheaux remained unsatisfied w ith this representation of 

events as well. By his third revision. The Wind from Nowhere, he had erased the 

significance of the stillbirth entirely—by actually erasing the stillbirth itself. Micheaux 

describes Martin Eden's delight, "When about half way. he met [his wife's] neighbor 
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who pulled up and said [...] 'Your wife had a baby Saturday [...] A great big boy, 

weighed over ten pounds'" {Wind 202). As the narrator rushes to check on his wife and 

child, delivered through a Caesarian operation by a doctor from a neighboring town, he 

finds them "asleep, both she and the baby which lay by her side. He uncovered the little 

one and looked at it. It was too young and funny looking for him to understand much 

about it, but he saw with pride that it favored him. His son" (Wind 204). Literally writing 

the tragedy out of his life, the narrator is finally able to become reborn on the frontier 

through his namesake, "Martin, Jr." Despite the fact that his marriage .still fails in the end. 

the fictional narrator is redeemed by his newborn son. his new (second) wife, and his 

determination to succeed in the face of seemingly insurmountable odds. Significantly, 

however, his rebirth is only possible in fiction. 

The fact that Micheaux exercises such great license to rewrite his life story, yet 

continues to depict the painful failure of his marriage, is important. Micheaux does not 

simply rewrite his first marriage as a success, as he does for so many other dismal events 

in his life; in fact, the failure of this marriage seems to be the lynchpin on which his 

narrative always turns, in The Conquest, the end of Ms marriage signifies the end of his 

days as a pioneer, the end of the book, and a tragic end to his life story. In The 

Homesteader, the end of the marriage coincides with the death of his wife and her father, 

who serves as the narrator's arch-nemesis throughout every version, thus signifying a 

triumphant end to the story. Similarly, in The Wind from Nowhere, the end of the 

marriage signifies the narrator's freedom; freedom to remarry his true love, freedom to 

build a successful commune on the frontier, and freedom to raise his newborn son 
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without worry or interference from his in-laws. Rather than rewriting himself into a 

happy and successfii! first marriage, he writes himself vindicated and redemptive after the 

fallout of the marriage. Micheaux attempts to transform himself into a true frontier hero 

with his newest revisions in The Windfrom Nowhere. It is the failure of his first 

marriage—literally depicted as a battle between himself and the "forces of evil" (Wind 

176)—that ultimately initiates his rebirth. Yet, he is redeemed only in fiction, and never 

quite satisfied with his vindication, as evidenced by his obsessive need to continue 

revising his story in his many films. Moreover, the increasingly fictional nature of his 

narrative accounts are ever underscored by the existence of the original, autobiographical 

model that contrasts sharply with all subsequent renditions 

Oscar Micheaux's thinly veiled autobiographical narrator. Oscar Devereaux in 

The Conquest, occupies a distinct space in Micheaux's oeuvre, while all of his 

subsequent revisions of the Devereaux/Micheaux self-portrait occupy a second, contrary 

space. Similar to the fissures created within Bulosan's text, the merging of these two 

spaces—the site of his tragic failure and the site of his triumphant success—produces 

ruptures in the narrative that create a third space. For Micheaux, this is not only a space 

where the contraries are able to coexist, but one in which their very existence is defined 

in opposition to one another. Jean Baptiste and Martin Eden, heroic protagonists, are able 

to exist in the third space because of the disjunctures between themselves and the failed 

Oscar Devereaux. At the same time, Baptiste and Eden's overwhelming success actually 

creates friction in this space: because their heroism is defined by the ways they are not 

like Devereaux, their heroism is overt fiction. Micheaux's revisions are contextualized 
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by the reader's meta-consciousness that denies the revisions themselves as realistic 

possibilities. Readers accept the heroic new protagonists only conditionally— with an 

understanding that reality must be suspended for Micheaux's fantasy to come true. While 

a temporary suspension of disbelief might be commonplace for readers of fiction, the fact 

that these novels are all fictionalized revisions of his autobiographical account colors the 

revisions. Readers naturally become caught up in Micheaux's championing of Baptiste 

and Eden, at the same time they are critical of Baptiste and Eden's plausibility as heroes. 

It is precisely this simultaneous acceptance and rejection of each of Micheaux's 

protagonists that serves to create the sense of disease that marks the third space. 

The coexistence of two seemingly oppositional ideologies creates spaces in these 

texts that critics have long misread as inexplicable disjunctures in the narrative thread. 

While Bulosan's narrator contradicts himself often within the pages of a single 

autobiography, Micheaux's narrator contradicts himself more often with each new 

revision of his autobiography. But the genre of autobiographical fiction uniquely lends 

itself to the production of these disjunctive spaces: between the realms of autobiography 

and fiction lies this third space, where textual fissures are not only able to exist, but 

actually signify important developmental conflicts within the narrators' psyche. It is in 

this third space that Alios' seemingly contradictory reality lies, and in this same space 

that Micheaux's revised narrators coexist freely —painfully aware of their former selves 

that haunt the re-telling of their story. These spaces interrupt the text as cracks that 

simultaneously help and hinder the protagonist on his journey. 
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In Ms groundbreaking book. The Location of Culture, promineot postcoionial 

critic Homi K. Bhabha explains the third space as "the emergence of the interstices—the 

overlap and displacement of domains of difference" (2). The interstices—the cracks, 

fissures, and ruptures in the text—do indeed constitute "domains of difference" for 

Micheaux and Bulosan, whose texts are infused with contrary notions. In these spaces, 

Bhabha writes, "strategies of representation or empowerment come to be formulated in 

the competing claims of communities where [...J meanings and priorities may not always 

be collaborative and dialogical, but may be profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even 

incommensurable" (2). The ruptures in the texts of both Micheaux and Bulosan occur as 

a direct result of the competing, ideological claims of communities. For Micheaux, the 

claims of frontier ideologies, established in early American communities, are competing 

with his actual lived experience on the frontier. For Bulosan, it is also the promise of 

America—land of equality and opportunity—that competes with the claims of his 

experiences with racial discrimination and exploitation in the community of migrant 

workers on the West Coast. These competing claims establish domains of difference that 

are, in fact, "profoundly antagonistic, conflictual and even incommensurable" for 

Micheaux and Bulosan's narrators. 

Of course, Bhabha writes about "Third Space theory" as it applies to 

postcoloniality. For the postcoionial subject, the third space is actually a necessity in the 

process of cultural translation. That which is produced in the interstices "renews the past, 

refiguring it as a contingent 'in-between' space, that innovates and interrupts the 

performance of the present. The 'past-present" becomes part of the necessity, not the 
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nostalgia, of living" (7). This "in-between space that inHovates and interrupts the 

performance of the present" is best exemplified by Micheaux's continual invocation of 

''The Conquest" in his subsequent revisions. In addition to the literal references to the 

title, Micheaux's revisions are consistently interrupted by the performance of the past that 

is always already present. When Martin Eden's baby son is born on the frontier, the 

"present" act is already interrupted by prior knowledge that reveals the birth as a 

reconfiguration, an "innovation" of past events. So too, Bulosan's autobiographical 

fiction is laden with spaces that interrupt the narrative. In fact, Bulosan almost seems to 

force the interruption of the present, with the rapidity and frequency with which he 

depicts Alios' incommensurate ideological conclusions to acts of racial trauma. Alios' 

assertion that he "felt good and safe in America," inexplicable even to himself, forcibly 

interrupts his narrative of racial persecution in the United States. Rhetorically 

juxtaposing ideological posturing with a conflicting "reality," Bulosan's seemingly 

awkward interruptions actually create a useful site of disjuncture that serves to critique 

U.S. national mythology. For both Micheaux and Bulosan, the act of the past interrupting 

the present is necessary in the creation of the third space. The interjection of Micheaux's 

immediate past, here embodied by the dead child, is symbolic of a larger past of slavery 

and Reconstruction. Alios' past recollections of racial violence are similarly 

coEtextualized by a wider history of colonial violence and subjugation. 

It is the interruption of the present with the performance of the past that actually 

facilitates the act of repetition found in both Micheaux and Bulosan's texts. As Bhabha 

explains. 
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The enimciation of cultural difference problematizes the binary division 

of past and present, tradition and modernity, at the level of cultural 

representation and its authoritative address. It is the problem of how, in 

signifying the present, something comes to be repeated, relocated and 

translated in the name of tradition, in the guise of a pastness that is not 

necessarily a faithful sign of historical memory but a strategy of 

representing authority in terms of the artifice of the archaic. (35) 

Bulosan's narrative is repeatedly ruptured by the binary division of ideological 

representation and cultural experience—a division created by his colonial ambivalence. 

Unable to present a resolution to his internal struggle, Bulosan's narrator remains haunted 

by lingering U.S. mythologies through the last .sentence of the text—mythologies 

embedded in the history of colonialism. Micheaux is similarly haunted by the memory of 

his tragic failure on the frontier—a failure that becomes all the more devastating because 

of its relationship to the hi.story of slavery and lynching in the United States. Similar to 

Bulosan, Micheaux's internal conflict remained unresolved in the spaces between and 

beyond his texts. As he repeatedly attempts to translate his failure into success and 

relocate his past in an innovative present, he foregoes any "faithful sign of historical 

memory" by altering past events almost beyond recognition. Significantly, however, past 

events are altered almost beyond recognition, but not quite; the knowledge of the re

vision always already precedes the act of re-iteration. As his artifice comes to be repeated 

with each subsequent revision, so too does the act of translation and relocation itself. 
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The liminal spaces that inherently occupy autobiographical fiction serve as cloudy 

windows into the narrator's troubled psyche. The contraries that seem to coexist, as well 

as collide within the third space, point to the larger problem of the "unhomed" narrator. 

Bhabha explains that "To be unhomed is not to be homeless" (9); rather, in the 

"unhomely moment," "the borders between home and world become confused; and. 

uncannily, the private and the public become part of each other, forcing upon us a vision 

that is as divided as it is disorienting" (9). For Alios, the borders between American 

ideologies learned at home and his experiences in America after he goes out in to the 

world do become confused. His vision is undoubtedly divided, as the split between 

public information and private experiences becomes completely disorienting. Upon his 

return to Seattle, after his disturbing experiences in the fishing canneries of Alaska, Alios 

witnesses a violent shooting in a dance hall. Frantic and scared, he notes that he "was 

glad to get out of Seattle—to anywhere else in America" (106). Arriving in Yakima, he 

stayed close to other Filipino farm workers "because the white people of Yakima Valley 

were suspicious of us" and he had heard about vigilante violence in the area. He explains 

how he "knew that beyond the wails of our bunkhouse were our real enemies, waiting to 

drive us out of Yakima Valley" (107). Eventually he is taken "by surprise," hearing "a 

gun crack from the dirt road not far from the house" (110). White men with "clubs and 

the iron bars in their hands" had come to run the Filipinos out of town. Alios remembers 

how he had "wanted a weapon—anything to hit back at these white men who had leaped 

upon us from the dark" (110). "Blinded with anger and tears." he is forced to flee, led by 

his friend Julio. "'This is the beginning of your life in America,' Julio said. 'We'll take a 
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freight train from Sunnyside and go to nowhere'"' (111). Descriptions such as these litter 

the pages of AIH, relating the traumatic experiences of Alios" life in America. On their 

way out of town, Alios notices his friend's disposition: "Suddenly [Julio] became sad and 

said: 'It is hard to be a Filipino in California'" (112). Yet again, Alios" response to his 

friend's despair is to claim non understanding: "Not comprehending what he meant. 1 

began to dream of going to California" (112). 

It seems inexplicable that Alios could "not comprehend" Julio's frustration, given 

that he himself expressed such similar frustration in his preceding description of events. 

Yet, this failure to comprehend can be explained once Alios" unhomely condition is 

recognized. As Bhabha explains, "The unhomely moment relates the traumatic 

ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of political 

existence" (11). Alios is unhomed by the illogic of the colonial promise: unable to come 

to terms with the way in which his personal trauma does not fit into the wider political 

ideology which he had so fervently adopted under U.S. colonial rule, he remains caught 

in this disjunctive space. 

Micheaux is similarly disoriented by this division, perpetually attempting to 

publicly reinvent his private life in order to fuse the split between America's egalitarian 

promise and its racist realities. Oscar Devereaux is forbidden by anti-miscegenation laws 

and strict race codes to marry his true love, "a beautiful blonde maiden of twenty 

summers" known only as "the Scotch girl" in The Conquest (153). Micheaux utilizes the 

disjuncture between his wider political existence—confined by laws and codes—and his 

personal experience—here defined by the loss of his true love—in order to revisit and 
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perhaps attempt to heal his trauma. In his first revision, Jean Baptiste is able to reunite 

with his true love, the Scotch girl (here named Agnes), at the end, "because Agnes' 

mother had not been a white woman at all, but in truth was of Ethiopian extraction" 

{Homesteader 530). Instead of the tragic finale of The Conquest, which ends with the 

failure of his doomed marriage to another woman who is decidedly not his true love. The 

Homesteader presents an amorous ending. Whereas the last line of The Conquest 

signifies Devereaux's failed romance; "That was the last time I saw my wife" (311); in 

The Homesteader, the protagonist is redeemed by the potential for the one true romance 

that was initially forbidden. This revised version ends with Agnes saying to Baptiste: 

"You know I never loved any one in the world but you" {Homesteader 532). By the third 

version, the account is both overstated and revealing. 

In The Wind from Nowhere, upon discovering that the Scotch girl—later Agnes, 

and now Deb—has black ancestry, Martin's narrative becomes interrupted by the 

acknowledgement that this must all be a dream. Micheaux writes: 

"'Then—then—Deborah, you—you are not a—white girl after all?' She 

shook her head this time. "And that—that makes you—you,7w.Yr like me, 

Deborah?' said he pointing a finger at himself. She nodded her head, 

almost bursting with anxious restraint. 'Just like you, Martin....' 'Oh, 

Deborah [...,] I—I'm all confused. I don't believe I'm awake. This must 

all be a dream. But if it is a dream, Deborah, and you hear me and can 

answer, may I say something, dear; something that I have wanted to say 

for years but didn't think I would ever have the chance to say it.' 'Please 
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do say it now, Martin. Anything you want to say. If it is a dream, it is a 

happy dream; the dream that I, too, have waited for so long. The dream 

will come true, it will come true now\! If you speak, Martin.' 'I want to 

say, Deborah, that I—I love you, dear. Oh, how much I do love you; how 

much I have loved you. I have waited for you, cried for you. I love you, 

Deborah, I love you, oh, so much, my dear." [...] As he looked at her he 

was so overcome he seemed to have lost his speech" {Wind 382; italics in 

original). 

This lengthy passage exemplifies the narrator's fraught position within the third space. 

Although he is happy with the news of Deb's ancestry, this news renders him "all 

confused." Like Alios, Martin does not understand how this could all be true; his only 

explanation, that "this must all be a dream," invokes a meta-knowledge of the practical 

impossibility of it all. The possibility of marriage to Deb is interrupted by an awareness 

of all that came before— an awareness of anti-miscegenation laws. Jim Crow 

segregation, and specific racial and gendered dynamics constructed between Black men 

and white women from the period of chattel slavery onward, thai had interrupted his 

romance in The Conquest. It is here—in Micheaux's imagined space of possibility, 

interrupted by practical impossibility—that Martin is able to dream about his fantasy 

despite his awareness that it is, in fact, only a dream. In this spacc, he has license to say 

anything he wants to say. His dream "will come true now!!" if only he speaks—or 

writes—the possibility into being. The irony is that, while he docs speak, he also 

"seemed to have lost his speech''—rendering his dream both possible and impossible at 
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the same time. This is the very site of contradiction that provides insight into the creation 

and maintenance of the "unhomed" narrator. The "traumatic ambivalences" of Martin's 

"personal history to the wider disjunctions of his political existence" are exemplified in 

his dream of Deb. Martin is unhomed by the impossibility of his imagined possibility. 

Unable to come to terms with the way in which his dream is bound by the constraints of 

fantasy, he remains caught in this disjunctive space where he speaks, but remains 

speechless. 

A Postcoionial Hermeneutic 

Oscar Micheaux and Carlos Bulosan wrote about their struggles; yet, the racism 

which they had internalized, coupled with the way in which they have both scapegoated 

other minority groups in their writing, has led literary critics to problematic 

interpretations of both of their works. These problematics begin to make sense, however, 

in the context of the works of Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon,^ for example, which 

leads to my contention that established postcoionial theories are necessary to 

understanding U.S. ethnic minority autobiographical fictions of the early tweniieth-

century. Many critics have discussed the colonial ideologies at play in Micheaux and 

Bulosan's desire for the white woman and their often staunch defense of America. 

Although contradictions between apparently assimilationist and resistant ideologies in 

both The Conquest and its sequels and in America is In the Heart have been heavily 

debated, I suggest that the most pivotal aspect of this debate does not lie on one or the 

other side of this dichotomy; rather, the significance lies in the contradiction itself. Long 
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before the advent of "postcolonial theory," Micheaux and Bulosan's autobiographical 

fictions provide textual representations of the process of decolonization, mapping the 

construction of an acute consciousness of race after "the closing of the American 

frontier." Whereas most scholarship focused on the apparent contradictions found 

throughout these texts has attempted to argue whether they espouse patriotic idolatry or 

advocate social revolution, I propose that the incongruities can in fact be read as evolving 

states of consciousness. 

While the readings of these texts as either assimilationist or resistant have been 

both insightful and necessary, it is the internal contradictions within the texts that I find 

most interesting. What is perhaps more important than the fact that they contradict 

themselves is the reason why. I suggest that just as the similarities between the two texts 

are not mere coincidence, neither are their common inconsistencies. Current cultural 

studies scholarship and critical race theories have offered important, and often 

groundbreaking readings of Bulosan as a Filipino immigrant author while situating 

Micheaux strictly within the African American literary canon. While the commonalities 

they share based on their cultural disenfranchisement as racial or ethnic minorities help to 

explain the similarities in their texts, they do not explain their common inconsistencies. 

Bulosan's contradictions arc steeped in his inability to detach his lived experiences from 

explicit and powerful propaganda infused into his psyche by U.S. colonial institutions, 

whereas Micheaux's contradictions are steeped in his struggle to extricate himself from 

internalized notions of racial inferiority. Because Bulosan "voluntarily immigrated" to 

the United States and Micheaux was never ''technically'" colonized, neither is 
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traditionally read as a post-colonial subject;^ however, I argue that both authors are 

reacting to colonial andpostcolonial cultural memories that warrant their treatment as 

post-colonial subjects. Such treatment is important because it helps to explain their 

apparent inconsistencies. The contradiction between Micheaux and Bulosan's ideal vision 

of America and their "real" experience is the very site of decolonization: it is both the 

location of their struggle to negotiate practical and theoretical inconsistencies and the 

defining experience of the colonial moment itself. Critics from Fanon to Bhabha have 

helped to explain the apparently contradictory nature of the colonial (and post-colonial) 

condition; by extension, narrative which is written in the (post)colonial moment— 

particularly autobiographical narrative— often expresses seemingly irreconcilable ideals. 

Micheaux and Bulosan's autobiographical fictions represent such contradictions as 

necessarily endemic to the condition of the displaced colonial subject, as well as the very 

process of decolonization. It is within their contradictions that one can trace their 

perpetually altering states of consciousness as displaced colonial subjects. To examine 

their texts in concert, then, provides important analysis of the postcolonial condition of 

ethnic minorities and the construction of racial identity in turn of the twentieth-century 

America. 

That a postcolonial hermeneutic applies so well to the experiences of Micheaux 

and Bulosan is not coincidental. In addition to the "Third Space of enunciation," Bhabha 

explains that "the 'unhomely' is a paradigmatic colonial and post-colonial condition'" (9). 

The divided narrator, existing in a realm caught between past and present, displays a 

distinct postcolonial ambivalence. This ambivalence is best represented within genres 
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that allow for such a disjunctive subjectivity. Micheaux and Bulosan's chosen genre of 

autobiographical fiction is thus particularly appropriate, as the divisions between 

autobiography and fiction create the necessary space of ambivalence for the postcolonial 

subject. The narrators' individual traumas are exacerbated as they struggle with being 

unhomed. The ruptures, representing the struggles of the unhomed, are markers of the 

vicissitudes of decolonization. Autobiographical fiction best allows for the space crucial 

to the process of decolonization—the third space of fluidity, movement, and 

transformation. 

' The growth of Women studies, Chi can o Studies, LGBT studies. American Indian 
Studies, Africana Studies and Asian American Studies programs and departments in 
colleges and universities across the country has been accompanied by concerns that 
separate, "single group studies" programs might serve to ghettoize already traditionally 
marginalized areas of study. 
^ 1 use this term here to denote the long history of "civil rights" activism, which began 
variously in response to the first infringements on civil and human rights as early as first 
contact, and continues well beyond the period of the 1960s now known as "the civil 
rights era." 
^ Hereafter referred to as AIH. 
1 say "closest to factually accurate" here to acknowledge that every written 

representation, even "strictly autobiographical" productions, are marked by the author's 
subjectivity and, in many cases, by strategic attempts to manufacture variously motivated 
images of self and others. Because of the rhetorical manipulation involved in any 
discursive account of "real life events," there is really no such thing as a "true story." 
Micheaux's The Conquest, however, is the "closest-to-true" story that remains of his life. 
^ Oscar Devereaux is the narrator in Micheaux's autobiography. The Conquest, deemed 
"fictionalized" due to its initial billing and the altered names of people and places in the 
text. Jean Baptiste is the self-same narrator, revised in The Homesteader, and Martin 
Eden is the same narrator, again revised in The Wind from Nowhere. 
" See Mernmi, The Colonizer and the Colonized and Fanon, Black Skin White Masks. 
^ Sheng-Mei Ma began this discussion by reading Bulosan as a postcolonial in his article 
"Postcolonial Feminizing of America in Carlos Bulosan." Ma's book. Immigrant 

Subjectivities in Asian American and Asian Diaspora Literatures also addresses at length 
what he calls "an overlapping lacuna in current scholarship on ethnic, postcolonial, and 



31 

area studies" by "exploring the intersecting space of the three disciplines—immigrant 
subjectivities, with a particular focus on Chinese-speaking immigrants" (1). 
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CHAPTER 1: 

CRITICAL RESPONSES TO AMERICA IS IN THE HEART 

Filipino author Carlos Bulosan (1911-1956) was canonized relatively early within 

the fields of Asian American and, more recently. "American" literature, placing him at 

the forefront of significant Filipino American literary figures. Bom to a large family in 

the small village of Mangusmana, Binalonan. Pangasinan, the Philippines, Bulosan grew 

into adulthood as a member of the dispossessed peasantry during the period of American 

occupation (1901-1946). As Tim Libretti explains in The Resource Guide to Asian 

American Literature, faced with little socio-economic opportunity because of "United 

States colonialism, absentee landlordism, and industrialization" in the Philippines, 

Bulosan migrated to the United States in 1930 (21). Initially seeking only a temporary 

removal, he went in search of the justice and freedom of economic opportunity advertised 

by the U.S. government-facilitated public education he had received. 

Bulosan came to the United States already a promising literary artist. In his 

biography of Bulosan, John Jae-Nam Flan points out, "While in the Philippines, 

[Bulosan] had been a voracious reader and active student writer, lie had read all the 

books and magazines from America that were available to him, worked on the school 

literary magazine, and wrote for the school newspaper" (28). By 1932, only two years 

after his arrival in the United States, his writings had appeared in numerous poetry 

magazines and he was listed in Who's Who in America. By 1940, Bulosan was published 

in several national literary journals and, according to Ferdinand M. de Leon of the Seattle 
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Times, in 1943 he "was handpicked by President Roosevelt to write one of the four essays 

in 'The Four Freedoms,' a popular wartime collection that appeared in the Saturday 

Evening Post" (2). In her foundational book, Asian American Literature, Elaine Kim 

emphasizes the significance of this essay, which "was illustrated by Norman Rockwell 

and displayed in the examination room of the Federal Building in San Francisco as an 

example of an immigrant's faith in American democracy" (45). His popularity only 

continued to increase during the wartime years, as his 1944 collection of short stories, 

The Laughter of My Father, was translated into more than a dozen languages, became a 

national best-seller, and "was broadcast to the American armed forces around the world 

during the war in an attempt to encourage sympathy for American allies in the Pacific" 

(Kim 45). In 1946, he published what has come to be known as his signature text, 

America Is in the Heart, a fictional autobiography which traces the Filipino immigrant 

experience in early twentieth century United Stales. By 1947, he was featured in Current 

Biography and published in the New Yorker. Harper's, Arizona Quarterly and the 

Saturday Evening Post. ̂ Kim reminds us that during the 1940s, Bulosan was regarded 

"as one of the most prolific writers in America. His face appeared on covers of national 

magazines. Look hailed America Is in the Heart as one of the fifty most important 

American books ever published" (45). 

Bulosan's literary popularity was undoubtedly connected to the political climate 

of the time. In her book, Carlos Bulosan and his Poetry, Susan Evangelista explains, 

as the Depression lifted and the country headed toward war with Japan, 

the status of the Filipinos in the United States changed, if ever so slightly. 
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Now they were the different Asians, the ones who might be expected to 

hold the line against the Japanese, as American allies. Not surprisingly, the 

war also marked the turning point in the acceptance by the American 

public of Carlos Bulosan as a writer. In the first year of the war. he 

published two volumes of poetry. Letters from America and Chorus for 

America. (14) 

In her article, "Subversion or Affirmation," Marilyn Alquizola concurs that "It was the 

political alliance between the United States and the Philippines during World War 11" that 

contributed to Bulosan's literary success (202). When the political tides began to change, 

however, so did Bulosan's public reception. As his scathing indictment of racist 

institutions in a presumably egalitarian United States of America collided with the 

McCarthyism of the 1950s, Bulosan's popularity waned precipitously. In his article, 

"Searching for the Heart of America," E. San Juan explains how Carlos Bulosan became 

"a blacklisted writer, perhaps the only Filipino writer in the FBI hit list [...] he was 

scheduled for deportation as a dangerous subversive" (1). In fact, Libretti attributes the 

erasure of "much of [Bulosan's] achievement from the pages of United States literary 

history" to "Ms blacklisting in the 1950s" (22). Once one of the country's most 

celebrated artists, handpicked to publish his ideas by a United States president, Bulosan 

was "vanished" from U.S. cultural history for the next two decades. His magnum opus 

fell out of print, its literary significance lost in the meantime, and Bulosan was forgotten 

just as quickly as he had exploded onto the intellectual scene in the U.S. He died in 
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obscurity on a Seattle street in 1956; his death, attributed to "exposure," was 

compounded by years of physical and psychological suffering. 

That one novel, in particular, could be lauded for symbolizing a nation's patriotic 

ideals in one decade and be scorned as a traitorous text in the next demands scrutiny. 

America Is in the Heart (AIH) is the tale of a (post)colonial^ Filipino migrant whose 

oppressed economic state motivates him to leave his homeland, bound for what he calls 

•'America.'" The narrator's "America," more accurately described as the domestic United 

States, is imagined as a nation inspired by the promise of freedom, equality of 

opportunity, and justice for all. Based loosely on Bulosan's own life and experiences 

(hence, sometimes labeled an autobiographical text), the story is actually told through the 

fictionalized narrative voice of "Alios" (hence, it is sometimes labeled a fictional novel). 

Significantly, the narrative begins with an extended description of life in colonial 

Philippines, highlighting economic hardships and the limitations of "free U.S. education" 

in the aftermath of the Philippine-American War. The remainder of the narrative then 

depicts the protagonist's struggles against race and class-based obstacles in a Depression-

era U.S. where opportunities were scarce and resources limited. Alios is an idealistic 

youth whose fervent belief in "the American Dream" is repeatedly tested by race riots, 

vigilantism, police brutality and hate crimes. At one point in the narrative, after having 

already experienced countless acts of racial violence. Alios' testicles are crushed by 

vigilantes. Alios' attempts to reconcile these difficult struggles with the promises of 

democracy comprise the central theme of the novel. The lengthy text eventually 

concludes with an ending that is open to conflicting interpretations. The last chapter, in 
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particular, has been interpreted quite differently through the years by critics who disagree 

on the text's resolution. 

Debates over whether the narrative advocates or critiques U.S. national 

mythologies have centered around the somewhat ambiguous final paragraphs, wherein 

the narrator seems to reaffirm his utopic interpretation of the United States, despite three 

hundred-plus pages of apparent evidence to the contrary. After countless acts of brutal 

racial violence teach the protagonist the value of inter-cthnic solidarity, prompting him to 

become a union organizer and social activist, he appears to conclude his story by simply 

reinscribing popular U.S. myths. In the final paragraph, Alios explains his faith in "the 

American dream," calling it "something that had grown out of my defeats and successes, 

something shaped by my struggles for a place in this vast land, digging my hands into the 

rich soil here and there, catching a freight to the north and to the south, seeking free 

meals in dingy gambling houses, reading a book that opened up worlds of heroic thoughts 

[...] I knew that no man could destroy my faith in America that had sprung from all our 

hopes and aspirations, ever" (326-327). Not only does Alios seem to conclude with an 

affirmation of the promise of the U.S.. he cites his "defeats" amongst the reasons for his 

prevailing beliefs. Calling attention to the richness of the soil, the freedom involved in 

transcontinental mobility, the feeling of solidarity among the urban poor who provide 

"free meals in dingy gambling houses," and the transformative power of education. Alios 

reinscribes the myths of exceptionalism, mobility, democracy and opportunity which had 

been slowly unraveling throughout his narrative. Countless critics have struggled to 

make sense of this ending, interpreting it as the ultimate conclusion of his narrative of. 
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alternately, assimilation or resistance—depending on one's critical interpretation. The 

final paragraphs create an ambiguous space wherein readers on both sides of the debate 

are able to justify either interpretation with multiple textual examples. I suggest that the 

persistent contradictions between assimilationist and resistant ideologies throughout the 

text, up through the conclusion, is in fact the strongest textual representation of the 

process of decolonization. 

Published, significantly, in immediate post-war United States (1946). the text was 

not initially read as ambiguous or open to interpretation. In fact, AlH was received as an 

affirmation of U.S. democracy, a celebration of equal opportunity and melting pot 

ideology, a patriotic tome from a racial minority perspective. As Catherine Porter 

explained in her 1946 Pacific Affairs book review of AIM, the wonder of the narrative is 

that the protagonist is "able to educate himself and emerge from his unfortunate 

experiences with a genuine feeling of understanding and appreciation of America" (332). 

Porter lauds the novel for demonstrating that, despite numerous obstacles. Filipinos are 

able to "become useful members" of society (332). 

A United States Quarterly Book List review of the same year lauds Bulosan's text 

for representing faith in 'American' ideologies despite all odds. It reads, "Through the 

years of struggle and disappointments, of illness and abuse, he sought to find that 

America in which he still believed, a land of 'liberty and justice for all'" (96). Conflating 

author with narrator, this review suggests that Bulosan eventually finds a space for 

himself in the U.S. by reading "literature which revealed to him the America in which he 

had been denied personal participation" (96). Attributing Bulosan's success to "an 
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intellectual awakening which ultimately gave him a sense of his role in his group and in 

America" (96), the review concludes with a reading of AIH as an affirmation of U.S. 

ideals. The Christian Science Monitor's 1946 review of AIH similarly concluded that 

literature was Bulosan's saving grace, explaining, "Occasionally, Mr. Bulosan, under 

extreme provocation, confesses to leaving the straight path. But he finds his way again, 

and with a little help (...) gains sufficient command of literary English to write poetry 

himself (20). 

In The Saturday Review of Literature that same year, William Lynch's analysis 

acknowledged the racist attitudes of which Bulosan writes, claiming these as examples 

"which should make Americans ashamed of themselves" (7). Despite his claim that 

Bulosan's experiences "parallel those of thousands of others"' (7), however. Lynch limits 

Bulosan's examples to the "rotten apples" of the United States and maintains the "ideal 

American" as the norm. Lynch declares, '"California's attitude towards Orientals, and to 

Filipinos in particular, is something out of the stone age" (7). Although calling for 

people to drive "from America the scourge of intolerance" and "bring to an end the 

vicious nonsense of racism" (7), Lynch explains that "Carlos Bulosan knows that there 

are civilized people in the world. He has met some of them. He knows, too, that given a 

chance, the average person would prefer to be decent" (7-8 ). Lynch ultimately finds the 

appeal of AIH in the fact that, "Most of all there is dedication of self to the recognition of 

the fundamental dignity of the humble American in general and of the Filipino in 

particular" (7). He concludes with the suggestion that Bulosan's text could be useful for 

"assimilating" other Asians into the U.S., writing that "There is unquestionably a new 
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vigor in the Orient. We need Carlos Buiosan to translate it for us and to help us assimilate 

the attitudes and persons it sends to our shores" (8). 

The one book review that was unusual at the time appeared in The New Republic 

in 1946. Max Gissen labeled AIH "part of the growing literature of protest coming from 

dark-skinned peoples all over the earth" (420), and described the narrative as one that 

rejects the "repressive economic imperialism of the Western democracies'' (420). Gissen 

encourages readers to interpret AIH in its "true context" (420), meaning the context of 

Philippine-U.S. relations including "the peonage we encourage in the Philippines" (420). 

Gissen reads AIH as a text that disrupts the U.S. sense of benevolence. He writes, "What 

[Buiosan] tells of those early years will be a shock to any number of people who have 

always imagined a land of little, happy, brown brothers being helped toward 

independence by handsome Americans like Paul McNutt and Douglas MacArthur" (421). 

Even Lynch, spurred by his sense of racial justice and by Philippine participation in the 

second World War, admits that Filipinos have been mistreated by the U.S. government. 

Lynch explains, "To most of us the Philippines means only Manila, legends of the 

Spanish American War, the promise of independence, and the feeling that there must be 

good roads and schools since American occupancy always means good roads and 

schools. Buiosan's Philippines knew few of these benefits" (7). In fact. Lynch points to 

Philippine participation in the war as one of the reasons that AIH should be of interest. 

He explains, "Probably, too, the fresh respect for the people of the Philippines resulting 

from their magnificent war record has made us curious to know more about them" (7). 
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Despite Lynch's asides and Gissen's distinctive reading, however, AIH continued to be 

celebrated for its apparent representation of 'American' virtues. 

Contemporary readers would no doubt find it curious that standard 1946 reviews 

interpreted AIH in nearly the opposite way from which it is read today. Marilyn 

Alquizola attributes this reception in part to the fact that Bulsoan may have been forced 

to mask his more radical ideas with a double voice. She explains, "In 1946, the 

publishing apparatus would have had no stake in producing a text that ultimately 

conspired to subvert the American system" (202). When AIH was first published, the 

attention it received was particularly enmeshed with the patriotic, post-war political 

climate of the time. Following the book's original positive reception, however, popularity 

eventually declined until the text was all but erased from cultural memory. It remained 

out of print until recovered by scholars in the 1970s. 

The subtitle to AIH, "A Personal History," combined with numerous similarities 

between the narrative and the author's life, helped initially to label AIH an 

autobiography. This label remained until the 1973 republication of the text, when critics 

began to complicate the application of this term after discoveries that the text's first 

person narrator was actually constructed as a strategic rhetorical device. While all of the 

events described in Bulosan's "autobiography" are indeed fact-based, the text teils the 

story of an entire diaspora of Filipinos on the West Coast of the United States rather than 

the story of Carlos Bulosan alone. For this reason, the term autobiography must be 

contextualized; Elaine Kim characterizes AIH as "a personalized social document." 
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Susan Evangelista calls Bulosan"s text a "collective history," E. San Juan has dubbed it 

"ethnobiography," and Gregorio S. Castilla describes it as "autobiographical fiction."^ 

Margarita Orendain suggests that autobiographical fiction is useful in telling the 

story of "Every worker," at once personalizing the reality of oppression and unifying the 

oppressed. She explains, 

Realism is also to be found in the literary form of the book which is 

fictionalized autobiography. It is the urgency of the subject matter which 

has demanded it. The autobiographical "I" renders the telling of the 

Bulosan story as true in fact [...] But Bulosan added the fictional 

dimension by being Everyworker. (369-70) 

Although the text may appear to read as a traditional, "coming of age" bildungsroman, 

the collective nature of the narrative, as opposed to one that highlights individual 

reflection and action, situates AIH within the unique genre of fictional autobiography. 

Active in labor unionization efforts on the West Coast, Bulosan often wrote about giving 

voice to those who were struggling by telling their collective stories. In fact, various 

ideological justifications for the form of autobiographical fiction appear in some of his 

early short stories. For example, in "The Thief," Bulosan writes of how natural it is to 

interweave fragments of his life story into another's. Writing about an old man. he 

explains: "He started to tell me about his life, and for the first time I began to understand 

him. I tried to piece the fragments together, and suddenly I discovered that I was also 

piecing the fragments of my life together. I was then beginning to write, and I felt like 

writing the complete story of his life" (98). In AIH, Bulosan picks up on this thread 
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through the voice of the narrator. Recalling a conversation with his friend Jose, Alios 

explains, "He began to tell me the story of his life, which was similar to mine" (186). 

Although the discovery of the fictionalized elements of the autobiography did not 

occur until the novel's 1973 recovery, Bulosan's contemporaries were able to ascertain 

the ideological justification behind this new genre, if not the genre itself. As a review in 

the United States Quarterly Book List explained, "Although addressed to the general 

reader, this autobiography is also the kind of'life history document" which provides the 

flesh for the bones of social theory" (96). In The New Republic, Gissen admitted, "This 

reviewer has heard Carlos Bulosan's story from other Filipinos. Told, not written, and not 

so well understood, but the same in its essentials of color discrimination, economic 

persecution and ceaseless battering down of human dignity" (Gissen 421). Even 

Bulosan's contemporaries had the sense that the story was bigger than his alone. 

The genre of fictional autobiography allowed Bulosan to tell stories similar to his 

own—a method that reveals the systematic nature of oppression. Yet, because it is 

"everyworker's" story rather than simply his own, Carlos Bulosan the author must be 

treated as distinctive from, while still of course related to. Alios the narrator. Even as 

Alios' name changes to "Carlos" in America, Bulosan offers a narrative far beyond the 

scope of one man's retrospective. His rhetorical strategies, style and authorial choices 

must be analyzed for their literary value as well as their personal or historical relevance. 

Once readers understand the author as separate and distinctive from his narrator, we 

begin to appreciate the brilliance involved in structuring the non-linear, often 

contradictory narrative of decolonization that is Alios' story. 
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Not only was the genre reassessed with the republication of AIH in the 1970s, the 

text itself was also newly interpreted. Two decades had passed, during which time 

Bulosan's texts appeared to be banished from literary circles; the time was ripe for 

rediscovery. In 1972, Epifanio San Juan, Jr. established himself as the premier Bulosan 

scholar by publishing his landmark study, Carlos Bulosan and the Imagination of the 

Class Struggle. This study became the first of many revolutionary, critical essays on 

Bulosan written by San Juan, and it argued for the importance of remembering (and re

reading) his works. San Juan explains that Bulosan 

is useful to the degree that his works enable us to perceive that nature and 

direction of the class struggle in the Philippines and our historic mission as 

participants in it [...] As long as the class struggle continues in the 

Philippines, Bulosan's poetry and fiction will serve as dynamite to 

explode the unjust neocolonial system which he strove to destroy when he 

was alive, (xii/ 

Following San Juan's study, in 1973 the University of Washington Press republished 

AIH with a new introduction by Carey McWilliams. the noted writer and farmworker's 

rights activist who had been a close personal friend of Bulosan. This press was well 

situated in its location in the heart of Seattle, home to a critical mass of Filipino 

Americans and the city where Buiosan spent Ms first and last days in the U.S. After two 

decades in relative obscurity, AIH was recovered, re-released and re-interpreted at a time 

when the political climate in the United States was of course drastically different from 

that of the earlier publication. 
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The re-release of AIH generated a reception that posed a distinct contrast to that 

of the 1940s. "Used in Asian American Studies classrooms as a critique of American 

society" (204), Alquizola explains, the text was no longer received as an avowal of the 

United States as the land of equal opportunity. Alquizola provides a useful review of the 

changing reception of the text, explaining; 

From the vantage point of 1990, we can see that the complexities of 

meaning in America Is in the Heart, along with historical changes, 

fluctuations in the socioeconomic context, and the restructuring of 

political alliances—which all effect personal politics—have allowed and 

still allow its readers to generate contradictory interpretations. This 

becomes apparent when one looks at the critical response that the text 

received after it was re-published in 1973 by the University of Washington 

Press. Unlike its reception directly after the war years, this more recent 

critical response and reader reception indicated that Buiosan's work was 

read as something other than a statement that concludes in the ultimate 

affirmation of the American system. Because of the historical period, and 

the fact that the university readership had a more politically radical point 

of view, critical interpretation focused on the text primarily as a 

subversion of the system. The general reception of America Is in the Heart 

after its second publication was one that subverted the pro-democratic, 

pro-American 1946 reception of the text. After publication in the 1970s, 

book sales were aimed at a university audience, particularly an ethnic 
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studies university audience, which meant that the target market stood to 

the left of mainstream political sensibilities. This lies in contrast to a 

postwar American audience that was smug in its complacent sense of 

American democracy. (206-207) 

Since these revised interpretations tended to read AIII in quite the opposite fashion as 

that of the original reviews, contemporary critics have spent much time explaining how 

Bulosan's text actually concludes in a subversive way. and why he might want to at least 

appear to advocate "American ideals" at first glance. Most popular readings of this text 

have contextualized the contradictions between Utopian visions of racial equality and 

graphic examples of racial violence within a theoretical framework that situates 

"assimilationist" interpretations in opposition to "resistance" literature. These readings 

have been both insightful and necessary, laying the groundwork out of which current 

interpretations can further develop. For example, I suggest that the most pivotal aspect of 

this debate does not lie on one or the other side of this dichotomy; rather, the significance 

lies in the contradiction itself. What is perhaps more important than the fact that Buiosan 

appears to contradict himself is the reason why: these incongruities can in fact be read as 

markers of evolving states of consciousness. 

The presence of such contradictions has been largely conceded by Buiosan 

scholars, but much of the critical debate after the republication of the text has focused on 

the tendency to read the ending as either assimilationist or resistant.' In her 1991 essay, 

"Subversion or Affirmation," Marilyn Alquizola unpacks the most enigmatic question of 

AIH: does the text ultimately affirm or subvert U.S. ideologies? She begins with the 
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central interpretive problem, that "it is, at first, not clear whether [Bulosan] is celebrating 

American individualism or encouraging social agency" (206). Despite this confusion, 

Alquizola admits that "Certainly, taken by itself, the protagonist's tone in the conclusion 

seems more suggestive of romantic idealism" (206). The fact that the text concludes with 

what appears to be a strong affirmation of American ideals is unsettling for Alquizola, 

who believes that Bulosan should, essentially, "know better."" Explaining that the 

problems of an "assimilationist interpretation" should be "basic knowledge to any 

socialist-oriented union organizer, such as Bulosan" (202), Alquizola conflates author 

and narrator and argues against the logic of Bulosan concluding with a renewed faith in 

the "American Dream." Contending that Bulosan"s political awareness would prevent 

him from concluding the novel on such a note, she writes, "Applying an assimilationist 

interpretation would generate more problematic contradictions, both within the pages of 

the text and outside it, from its immediate sociohistorical context to its global 

implications" (200). 

In order to explain the contradictions, then, Alquizola theorizes a split 

narrator/protagonist: Bulosan is the omniscient narrator, set against Carlos, the naive 

protagonist. Alquizola writes: 

Bulosan, the author, is aware of glaring contradictions between American 

ideals and racist American reality; Carlos, the naive protagonist, expresses 

undying hope in an immigrant" s American dream, the fulfillment of which 

is precluded by racism. Having made this important distinction, one can 

then arrive at a more subversive reading of the text, given that an 
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assimilationist interpretation, strongly implied in the text's conclusion, is a 

problematic one. (199) 

Alquizola explains that such a strategy was necessary in 1946, when publishing houses in 

the United States were less likely to support texts that were critical of U.S. politics. She 

suggests that this "dual narrator" strategy "is teleologically effective, for it disguises and 

nullifies the subversive content of the book, ostensibly leaving the final impression that 

there is hope for America" (207). Moreover, this explanation is meant to explain textual 

inconsistencies, including realizations that "Bulosan makes apparent in part One of his 

text, but which the protagonist apparently ignores in the text's conclusion" (202). 

Alquizola's reading is useful both for its important historical context, and for 

redirecting critical attention to the inscrutable contradictions in Bulosan's text. The 

suggestion of a "dual narrator" is problematic, however, for several reasons. First, it 

limits Bulosan's creative, authorial license to only that which is deemed essential and 

"acceptable politics." The fact that Bulosan himself might not have concurred with his 

semi-fictional narrator is not enough, in and of itself, to dismiss the ending of the text. 

Although readers commonly regard the protagonist as Carlos Bulosan himself, 

discoveries about the text as a fictional autobiography and a collective history limit 

critics" ability to conflate author and narrator. While it might seem that Alquizola is 

doing quite the opposite, in her move to divide "aware" author and naive narrator she 

includes the author as an active character in the text. Carlos Bulosan the author thus 

becomes yet another narrator—an omniscient narrator whose politics are in line with 

essentia] expectations. According to Alquizola. the presence of this omniscient narrator 
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conveniently explains away all of the objectionable politics of the second, naive narrator 

who is simply used as a cover for Bulosan's more subversive message. While I believe 

Alquizola has definitely pinpointed the central question in Bulosan's text, I am less 

convinced that the split narrator is exactly the answer. She has, however, provided a 

useful starting point for further analysis. 

In 1992, Shirley Geok-lin Lim developed the idea of the narrator's apparent 

duality by articulating it as an "ambivalence [...] rooted in the immigrant experience" 

(26). In her essay, "The Ambivalent American," Lim argues that this ambivalence is 

intrinsic to the experience of the new immigrant. Lim further contends that the first-

generation immigrant experiences multiple, often contradictor}' perspectives, and that 

these spaces of ambivalence operate mutually exclusively. She writes: 

This double, even triple or multiple perspective exists simultaneously for 

the same figure, but we cannot see both simultaneously: only through a 

switch in focus can one envision one or the other figure. Though we know 

both figures exist in the optical illusion, we can only see one at a time. 

Human sight cannot hold both contradictory visions in one glance. So too 

with the identity of alien and American. For while immigrants are both 

simultaneously alien and American, they are conscious of only one or the 

other at any one time. (22) 

Lim concludes, "In Bulosan's case, this ambivalence, while further negotiated, is never 

completely resolved" (28). 
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Lim's theories on ambivalence are quite useful in developing readings of AIH. 

The idea that Bulosan's protagonist is ambivalent about his subjectivity in the United 

States is commensurate with both the socio-political context surrounding the text, and a 

close analysis of the text itself. The notion of "immigrant ambivalence," however, reads 

as oddly displaced from its origins in postcolonial theories of "colonial ambivalence." 

The very suggestion of an '"immigrant ambivalence" begs the question of theoretical 

applicability: are theories of colonial ambivalence so easily transferred to the U.S. 

immigrant context? Maybe, but if such a transference is to be considered, it must be 

theoretically and methodologically justified. I would argue that Bulosan strategically 

constructs the ambivalence of his protagonist, such that the reader can see contradictory 

perspectives operating simultaneously. AIH is replete with contradictions that appear in 

rapid succession—as if in intentional juxtaposition to one another. The apparent 

simultaneity of the protagonists' contradictory states of consciousness is not accounted 

for by theories of immigrant ambivalence; it is, however, explained by theories of 

colonial ambivalence. 

As one of the foundational Filipino American Studies literary critics, Oscar 

Campomanes has long argued for the necessity of reading Filipino American literature as 

(post)coloniaL In his 1995 essay, "The New Empire's Forgetful and Forgotten Citizens," 

Campomanes exposes how 

Postcolonial studies, while transnational in scope, have remarkably 

excluded the United States Empire (and, corollarily, Filipino 

postcoloniality ) by heavily emphasizing Anglophone and Francophone 
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formations during and after decolonization, or, by actually elevating the 

U.S. as the originary model of postcoloniality after its celebrated 

Revolution against after the British Crown. (9) 

Campomanes provides an astute analysis of the historical, national and ideological 

reasons why Filipinos have become the forgotten (post)colonials. He argues that allowing 

U.S. discursive enterprises to erase the history of U.S.-Philippine relations from cultural 

memory only serves to reaffirm and regenerate notions of "American Exceptionalism." 

The affect of this "powerful amnesia" (12) is that Filipinos are expunged, not only from 

history books and cultural memory, but from (post)colonial discourses.^ In her acclaimed 

1996 book. Immigrant Acts, Lisa Lowe concurs that Filipino immigrants must engage in 

a process of "negation" which "involves 'forgetting' the history of war in Asia and 

adopting the national historical narrative that disavows the existence of an American 

imperial project" (27). Acknowledging Filipinos as (post)colonial, then, is the first step 

toward reclaiming the colonial history of Filipinos in the United States. 

As the leading Bulosan scholar in the field of Filipino American Studies, San Juan 

began to read the contradictions as the site of decolonization in his 1996 essay, "Violence 

of Exile, Politics of Desire: Prologue to Carlos Bulosan." San Juan argues that 

"Bulosan's species of 'magical' or 'fantastic' realism allegorizes this radical 

transformation from the old to the new—that is, from colonial bondage redeemed via 

analysis/critique to witness/testifier of that history of decolonization: the project of 

becoming-Filipino" ("Violence" 144). Bulosan scholars are indebted to San Juan for the 

vast body of foundational scholarship he has provided, especially his insight on 
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decolonization in AIH. The idea that Buiosan is narrating a history of decolonization is 

crucial to deciphering the contradictions throughout AIM; I contend, however, that the 

process of decolonization does not occur in such a linear progression—from "bondage to 

analysis to critique to testimony." Buiosan's narrative continues to contradict itself even 

after apparent breakthroughs in Alios' self-awareness that might otherwise suggest a 

forward movement in his ideological development; in fact, the contradictions and 

ambiguities persist through the very last sentence, with no type of resolution that might 

allow for a clear "witness/testifier." 

I suggest that the persistent contradictions between assimilationist and resistant 

ideologies throughout the text, up through the conclusion, are in fact the strongest textual 

representation of the process of decolonization. Decolonization does not occur in a linear 

progression, so the fact that the narrator can "finally see" the institutionalized racism 

operating in the United States, only to seem blind to it once again just a few pages later, 

is evidence of his struggle to reconcile a strong, albeit unconscious, colonial mentality 

with a slow and painfully emerging awareness. To understand the intricacies of his 

narrative, then, Buiosan must be read as a (post)colonial subject. Current cultural studies 

scholarship and critical race theories have offered important and often groundbreaking 

readings of Buiosan as a Filipino immigrant author; yet, because Buiosan "voluntarily 

immigrated" to the United States, his experiences in America are not traditionally read as 

post-colonial.^ I argue that because Buiosan is in fact reacting to colonial and 

postcolonial cultural memories, he warrants treatment as a post-colonial subject. Such 

treatment is important because it helps to explain his text's apparent inconsistencies. The 
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contradiction between Bulosan's ideal vision of America and Ms "real" experience is the 

very site of decolonization: it is both the location of his struggle to negotiate practical and 

theoretical inconsistencies and the defining experience of the colonial moment itself. 

Authors from Frantz Fanon to Homi Bhabha have helped to explain the 

ambivalent nature of the (post)colonial condition, wherein both the colonizer and the 

colonized experience simultaneously-occurring conflicting reactions to colonization; by 

extension, narrative which is written in the (post)colonial moment— particularly 

autobiographical narrative— often expresses seemingly irreconcilable ideals. Bulosan's 

fictional autobiography represents such contradictions as necessarily endemic to the 

condition of the displaced colonial subject, as well as to the very process of 

decolonization. It is within these contradictions that one can trace his perpetually altering 

states of consciousness. These ruptures in the narrative naturally facilitate what Edward 

Said has termed a "contrapuntal reading." where the text instinctively casts a critical eye 

upon itself. Said explains that a "contrapuntal reading must take account of both 

processes, that of imperialism and that of resistance to it" (66). Such a reading is 

facilitated by "a simultaneous awareness of both the metropolitan histor>' that is narrated 

and of those other histories against which (and together with which ) the dominating 

discourse acts" (51). Bulosan's text is framed by both a larger context of imperialism as 

well as representations of resistance to it, all within a single narrative. Moreover, by 

writing within the genre of autobiographical fiction, the diverse stories of an entire 

diaspora are contained within a single character. As the narrator's collective stories 

accumulate, conjoin and diverge, a contrapuntal reading is further facilitated. As such. 
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the contradictions are important not only as the site of decolonization, but as the site of 

contrapuntal analysis and critical self-reflection. Rather than reading them as 

inexplicable contradictions, a (post)coloiiial hermeneutic can help to elucidate these 

textual fissures as important locations of psychological struggle. 

In the fluid spaces of decolonization. Alios employs specific strategies to help 

negotiate his ambivalence. One such strategy is to deconstruct the idea of nationalism and 

subvert colonial formations that exclude the Other. In her article, "The Politics of Space, 

Time and Substance: State Formation, Nationalism and Ethnicity," anthropologist Ana 

Alonso explains the distinction between country, nation and state. Understanding that the 

term country delineates the land itself, or the actual physical space, nation refers to the 

collective people and the state is comprised of the government and its legal infrastructure, 

Alonso defines nationalism as "partly an cffect of the totalizing and homogenizing 

projects of state formation. These projects produce an imagined sense of political 

community that conflates peoplehood, territory, and state" (391).® The task of separating 

country, nation and state becomes important when dealing with immigrant claims to 

nationalism in the adopted country. Although the three are conflated in the national 

imagination, their distinctions are especially central to any reading of subjects in exile. In 

the controversial ending to AIH, critical debate has centered on whether Alios lays claim 

to "America"; however, the distinction between country, nation and state is central to this 

question. In the final paragraph of the novel. Alios writes, 

I glanced out of the window again to look at the broad land I had dreamed 

so much about, only to discover w ith astonishment that the American earth 
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was like a huge heart unfolding warmly to receive me. 1 felt it spreading 

through my being, warming me with its glowing reality. It came to me that 

no man—no one at all—could destroy my faith in America again. It was 

something that had grown out of my defeats and successes, something 

shaped by my struggles for a place in this vast land, digging my hands into 

the rich soil here and there, catching a freight to the north and to the south, 

seeking free meals in dingy gambling houses, reading a book that opened 

up worlds of heroic thoughts [...] I knew that no man could destroy my 

faith in America that had sprung from all our hopes and aspirations, ever" 

(326-327). 

Alios is not claiming the collective people, the government or legal infrastructure. The 

racist vigilantes, exclusion and anti-miscegenation laws are not part of his imagined 

community. Alios claims the country, not the nation nor the state.'^ It is the land itself, 

"the American earth [that] was like a huge heart unfolding warmly to receive" him to 

which Alios lays claim in the end. His claim is steeped in "something shaped by [his] 

struggles for a place in this vast land," and legitimated by "digging [his] hands into the 

rich soil here and there." Moreover, Alios outright rejects the collective people of the 

nation by claiming, "no man could destroy my faith in America that had sprang from all 

our hopes and aspirations, ever" Alonso explains, "the self-identity of nations has been 

secured partly through the construction of internal Others, whose markedness assures the 

existence of a national identity that, remaining invisible or unmarked, is successfully 
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inscribed as the norm" (390). By rejecting the nationalist conflation of land with people 

and government. Alios is able to subvert a racist U.S. identification. 

Although it is somewhat conventional for immigrants to want to claim a piece of 

iand, this was a revolutionary statement in 1946 when Asian immigrant rights to purchase 

land were restricted by the state. For a (post)colonial subject to claim a piece of the 

colonizing country while rejecting its nation and state offers a radical reversal of colonial 

politics. As Alonso explains, questioning the "naturalness of nationalism," which 

conflates country, nation and state, helps to challenge traditional notions of colonialism. 

She writes, "Calling the naturalness of nationalism and the primordialness of ethnicity 

into question involves a critique of the impact of the precepts of nationalism and 

colonialism on the concept of culture" (400). That Alios' ties to the land begin in feudal 

Philippines where his father is exploited by absentee landlords, and are transplanted to 

U.S. soil along with colonialism, is not coincidental, and will be explored at length in 

chapter four. 

While this reading may account for the ending of the novel, it leaves unanswered 

the central question surrounding Bulosan's many textual contradictions. Throughout the 

text the narrator fluctuates between narratives of brutal racial violence directed against 

Filipinos in America, and sentimental musings on utopic American scenes; and he often 

does so in consecutive paragraphs. For example, descriptions of stark racial hostility are 

often followed immediately with declarations of love for America that seem inexplicably 

disconnected from the prior context or all of its implications. In one scene. Alios 

describes "talking to a gambler when two police detectives darted into the place and shot 
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a little Filipino in the back" (129). After the officers "dumped the dead Filipino in the 

street," Alios searches for a reason behind this shocking event. He explains. 

It seemed that the victim was new in the city. I was bewildered.' Why was 

he shot?' I asked a man near me. 'They often shoot Pinoys'" like that," he 

said. 'Without provocation. Sometimes when they have been drinking and 

they want to have fun, they come to our district and kick or beat the first 

Filipino they meet.' (129) 

In addition to highlighting the stark cruelty of the situation, this explanation is notable for 

its seeming incommensurability with young Alios" vision of America. In keeping with 

notions of egalitarian justice. Alios responds first by suggesting redress within the system 

of U.S. law enforcement. But his suggestion is met with resistance, as his companion 

asks him, "'Are you kidding? Why, when we complain it always turns out that we 

attacked them! And they become more vicious. I am telling you! That is why once in a 

while a Pinoy shoots a detective. You will see it one of these days" (129 ). Faced with a 

system of "justice" that is meant neither to serve nor protect him. Alios finally seems to 

resist, declaring. "Tf they beat me I will kill them." Yet. on the very next page he 

returns to his question and asks his brother Macario for an explanation of the events in 

question. Alios begins; 

'Why was the Filipino shot?" I asked, pretending not to notice his mental 

anguish. 'Someday you will understand. Carlos,' he said. Carlos! He had 

changed my name, too! Everything was changing. Why? And why all this 
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secrecy about the death of one Filipino? Were the American people 

conspiring against us? (130) 

The repetition of Alios' question, requesting a reason behind the slaying of the Filipino, 

is important for several reasons, the first of which is Alios' acknowledgement of his 

brother's "mental anguish," and his decision to "pretend not to notice." It is this 

pretense—despite some level of awareness to the contrary—that will continue to mark 

Alios' narrative throughout the remainder of the text. This pretense is, in part, a self-

defense mechanism that protects Alios from the shattering of his own hopeful illusions; it 

is also, however, a marker of how slow and cautious the initial process of decolonization 

can be. 

Foundational postcolonial theorist Albert Memmi has acknowledged the 

phenomenon of the "provisional" revelation on the path towards decolonization. Memmi 

explains that the colonized have "two historically possible solutions" to their oppressive 

situation: assimilation or revolt (120). Concluding that assimilation is impossible to 

sustain within the colonial context, given that the colonized would have to "adopt his 

own condemnation" in order to assimilate (121), Memmi analyzes the path toward revolt 

that marks the process of decolonization. This path is not quite linear, as the new levels 

of consciousness for the colonized are often accepted only provisionally at first. Memmi 

explains, "So then, no doubt provisionally, the colonized admits that he corresponds to 

that picture of himself which the colonizer has thrust upon him. He is starting a new life 

but continues to subscribe to the colonizer's deception" (Memmi 137). The "start" of 

decolonization, then, is often coterminous with contradictor}- colonial ideologies. In 
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Alios' case, the colonial myths to which he holds steadfastly are both comfortable and 

ideal. His pretense marks an early decision to question—provisionally— and to slowly 

investigate the promises that seemed to be unraveling before him. That this choice 

coincides with an overt realization of the impacts of (post)colonial assimilation, marked 

by the name change from Alios to Carlos, is not coincidental. Alios is only beginning to 

piece together the connections between his perhaps unconscious decision to "pretend," 

his imposed name change, and the American "conspiracy" against Filipinos. 

Although this may seem to launch Alios' journey on the path towards 

decolonization, on the very same page, barely three short paragraphs later. Alios muses. 

"I think 1 like it here. I will buy a house here someday" (130). This naivete evokes a 

sarcastic response from one of Macario's friends, a response that is cut short as Macario 

facilitates his own "pretense." Alios explains, '"Buy a house?' a man near me said, his 

face breaking into a smile. But when he noticed my brother was looking hard at him. he 

suddenly changed his tone and offered me a glass. 'Good, good!" he said. 'Buy all the 

houses you want. And if you need a janitor—' He turned around to hide the cynical twist 

of his mouth" (130-131). The "hard look" Macario offers his friend only serves to enable 

Alios' illusions about racial equality and opportunity in America. Yet, it is more than 

simple naivete at work amidst Alios' idealistic musings. The fact that Alios could declare 

his desire to settle in America mere sentences after he asks, in a cry of frustration, 

whether the American people were "conspiring" against Filipinos, and mere sentences 

after his enraged confession that he would kill any police officer who beat him, points to 

a brilliant authorial rhetorical strategy. By juxtaposing two such blatantly contradictor)-
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belief structures in rapid succession, Buiosan both visually and textually represents the 

difficulty involved in the struggle to decolonize. 

Prominent postcolonial critic Homi K. Bhabha has attributed this simultaneous 

existence of contradictory ideologies and experiences to the colonial condition itself, 

rather than solely the end-stages of decolonization. Writing about Bombay poet Adil 

Jussawalla, Bhabha describes a literary element of the colonialism in one of Jussawalla's 

poems, characterized by the fact that "'you' are continually positioned in the space 

between a range of contradictor^' places that coexist. So that you find yourself at the point 

at which the Orientalist stereotype is evoked and erased at the same time" (48). It is this 

"space between a range of contradictory places that coexist" that Alios occupies in AIH. 

This space, described by Bhabha as the "Third Space of enunciation," allows for an 

"assimilation of contraries" necessary for the survival of the colonial subject (38). When 

the process of decolonization begins, however, the "contraries" begin wnassimilating and 

the postcolonial subject experiences a breakdown in his or her ability to merge worlds. 

While both economic and racial politics in colonial Philippines were contrary to Alios' 

understanding of "America," he had fewer problems assimilating these divergent 

ideologies as a pre-adolescent. After migrating to the United States and being brutally 

shocked into a new understanding of "America," incompatible with what his colonial 

education had helped him to internalize, Alios begins to experience serious difficulty in 

the assimilation of contraries. The successive, seemingly contradictor}' narratives of 

brutality and "home," stark in both their apparent ignorance of one another and their 

sequential textual positioning, betray this breakdown in assimilation—a breakdown that 
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marks the vicissitudes of decolonization. Alios' contradictions occupy the Third Space of 

enunciation as it collides with decolonization, wherein the postcolonial subject begins to 

unassimilate the contraries. 

With a postcolonial theoretical understanding of Alios' psyche. Bulosan's 

'"contradictor)' representations" begin to make sense. Later in the narrative. Bulosan 

describes another of Alios' encounters with racial brutality, again juxtaposed 

immediately with an example of Alios' fervent belief in the myth of America. Alios 

narrates a scene in Klamath Falls, Oregon, explaining, "I was eating in a small restaurant 

when two policemen entered and grabbed me. It was so sudden and unexpected that the 

spoon in my hand went flying across the room" (156). Alios narrates the sequence of 

events that follows after he is transported to the local jailhouse and answers "yes" to the 

query, "are you Filipino?" He explains, 

"Crack! It was that quick and simple. His right fist landed on my jaw, 

felling me instantly [...] He kicked mc twice in rapid succession, rocking 

my body and plunging me into a dark ocean that drowned me in sleep.... 

Then from far away, I heard voices. Ms the son-of-a-bitch dead?' T don't 

think so.' 'Did you find any money on him?' 'Only two dollars in his 

shoes.' 'We could have a round of bourbon on it.' ' We might be able to 

bypass another brown monkey in town.' 'Yeah!' They left. I heard them 

laughing outside [...]! was aware of the acrid smell of blood, but could 

not feel anything. I looked at my hand. It was smashed! I rubbed my face 

with my left hand, feeling the lacerations where the man's fist had struck 
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[...] The next morning the policemen dragged me from my ceil. Their 

breaths were strong with whisky. I knew they were through with me. They 

told me to walk to the border of California, while they followed me in 

their car. When I stopped to remove the pebbles from my shoes, they 

drove the car a little faster so that the bumper kept hitting me. My feet 

were bleeding when I reached California soil [...] The policeman who had 

terrorized me the previous night struck me sharply across the face, 

laughing when he saw the blood coming out of my nose. 'That will teach 

you not to come to this town again.' he shouted. 1 fell on my knees. 1 

heard them laughing. There was a sadistic note in their voices. Was it 

possible that these men enjoyed cruelty?"' (156-157) 

This lengthy example provides a vivid description of the racist malice the narrator 

endures. Positing policemen, supposed officers of justice, as "sadistic," drunk thieves and 

brutes who "enjoyed cruelty" makes a distinct statement about Alios' experiences in his 

"ideal" America. The laughter of the officers, the racial slur they invoked, the use of 

state resources to enable and institutionalize their racism, and the comment they make at 

the end indicating that "this town" is no space for Filipinos, all point toward deep seated 

notions of white privilege on the part of law enforcement. Given the young age of the 

nation at the time, and still today, the fact that this privilege appears so ingrained as well 

as embedded in extreme feelings of entitlement is telling, and ripe for discussion in 

another study. What is interesting here is that after being viciously beaten by police for 
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simply being Filipino, Ms hand smashed and swelling, face lacerated and feet bleeding, 

Alios then lapses into pretense. 

As if talking himself into believing that his ideal vision of America is still intact, 

he lauds the beauty of the land and imagines himself at "home." In the paragraph 

immediately following the last details of the pitiless assault, a mere three sentences after 

commenting on the brutality of the policemen, Alios muses, "I sat on top of an empty 

boxcar and watched the beautiful land passing by. I saw places where I thought I would 

someday like to build a home" (157). The very next sentence resumes the narrative 

after a small break between paragraphs; it reads. "My hand was swollen when I arrived in 

San Francisco." Here Bulosan has employed a fascinating rhetorical strategy: he quickly 

reminds his readers that Alios was of course experiencing great pain throughout the train 

ride by returning to the image of the smashed hand, now swollen. By foregrounding 

Alios' physical pain, and textually juxtaposing it with the narrator's musings on "the 

beautiful passing by" where he might "someday like to build a home," Bulosan 

demonstrates the strangle-hold that colonial ideologies have placed over Alios. Yet, the 

fact that Alios once again focuses on "land," rather than government apparatuses, belies 

his strategy of rejecting the racism of the nation-state in favor of his claim to country. 

The entire time Alios reflects on the passing landscape, his hand is throbbing. As he 

imagines building himself a home, his "smashed" hand continues to swell. Despite these 

searing physical contradictions. Alios clings to his illusion of "America" as an ideal 

space, but he is not referring to America in the nationalist sense. Although his lived 

experiences are often at odds with his idealistic beliefs, these seemingly conflicting 
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episodes are able to coexist within the space of his imagination. Alios wants to build 

himself a home, "fit himself in" to the promise of America, despite its apparent 

inaccessibility. It is this coexistence of contradictor)- assimilationist and resistant 

ideologies that marks the process of decolonization—a process which is indeed a 

struggle, as it rarely occurs in a linear progression. Because colonial ideologies have 

been historically imbibed with both symbolic and institutional discursive power, it is 

difficult to deconstruct them with one sweeping realization. Building on the theories of 

cultural critic Stuart Hall, Bhabha explains that the productivity of colonial power derives 

from its "regime of truth." or the normative claims that have gained social and cultural 

value within discursive formations (67). Due to the ideological hold of such hegemonic 

discourses, the (post)colonial subject must undergo multiple, often repetitive epiphanies 

in the process of decolonization, habitually fighting against his own revelations while 

simultaneously embracing them. 

This phenomenon is nicely represented in Bulosan's text, as many times the 

reader feels led to a resolution, or a turning point in the narrator's journey, only to have 

the resolution contradicted immediately thereafter. Bulosan overwhelms the reader with 

conclusive, definitive statements by Alios throughout the text, whose contradictions at 

first seem to undermine the credibility of any individual claim. The text is replete with 

Alios' phrases beginning "I finally saw.."at last I was beginning..." "for the first 

time," and "I never again..." only to be followed by examples which negate the 

preceding statement of understanding or resolution." Here again, this example of 

seemingly conflicting statements coexisting within the (post)colonial imagination is a 
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marker of the process of decolonization. Bulosan's semantic choices here suggest that the 

narrator's identity formation is anything but linear. The fact that the text's infamous 

ending does not provide closure to this debate is more interesting for the reason why, than 

for a need to resolve exactly where "closurc" might, or should lead. 

The heavily debated ending highlights the contradictions between the Utopian 

vision of America as a land of equal opportunity and the racial violence and 

discrimination that is the narrator's lived experience. Initially having been exposed to 

Western propaganda. Alios struggles to move from internalized racism to racial pride. 

Then, after having moved beyond the inter-ethnic rivalries and stereotypes that 

accompanied the new immigrant worker, he shifts from cthnocentrism to intercultural 

solidarity. Finally, according to Marilyn Alquizola, in order to reconcile the "real" with 

his "ideal" vision of America, he reconceptualizes the land of opportunity as one that has 

been "built by Third World hands." Yet it is important to note that these evolutions in 

Alios' consciousness do not occur linearly or absolutely: each new realization is 

enmeshed in a psychological struggle with lingering colonial ideologies that have been 

"seared" into the narrator's psyche. It is because of these (post)colonial struggles that 

Alios' narrative is laden with apparent contradictions. 

' See San Juan "Searching" 1 and Libretti 22. 
^ In his book. Blood Narrative, Chad Allen explains his use of the term "(post)colonial, 
which employs parentliesis to emphasize the irony of an often-asserted post-colonial 
situation (where the hyphenated "post-" implies "beyond") that is never quite one for 
indigenous minorities" (8).I employ the same technique here to similarly indicate that the 
"post-" is also never quite one for those engaged in neocolonial relationships with their 
colonizing countries. 
' See Kim 48; Evangelista 27; San Juan "Searching" 2; and Castilla 20. 
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In his 1993 essay, "Searching for the Heart of America: Reintroducing Carlos Bulosan," 
San Juan again revisits the author and echoes his earlier call for re-reading Bulosan, 
insisting that "As long as the Philippines remains a U.S. neocolony and the Filipinos an 
oppressed nationality here, Bulosan's texts remain as necessary as instruments for 
exploring the articulation of Filipino identity and its complex, often ambiguous 
maneuvers of self-affirmation within the political economy of U.S. imperial domination" 
(6). 
" Cutting-edge analyses, offered most recently by critics Rachel Lee, Kandice Chuh and 
Meiinda deJesus, have taken Bulosan's signature text in new and important dimensions. 
In her1999 book. The Americas of Asian American Literature: Gendered Fictions of 
Nation and Translation, Lee offers an insightful reading of sex and gender in AIH, 
providing a long-overdue survey of representations of women in the text. Lee's 
perceptive analysis of the "disruption of brotherly unity by the presence of a sexualized 
woman" (17), represented repeatedly in AIH, reads Bulosan's problematic depictions of 
women against his privileging of fraternity. Lee contends: "Though the novel exposes the 
falsity of America's egalitarian rhetoric by pointing out the United States' exclusion and 
active persecution of Filipinos, Mexicans, Indians, and African Americans, it perpetuates 
a similar (gender-based) exclusion in its imagining of an alternate community" (34). In 
Chuh's book, Imagine Otherwise, she explores "the tension between 'Filipino America' 
and 'Asian America'" (31), and situates Bulosan's narrative within the context of U.S. 
nationalism, American studies and postcolonial studies. Chuh provides an insightful 
reading of "'alternative' sexuality" in AIH, arguing for the links between nationalism and 
white masculinity. deJesus' 2003 article, "Rereading History, Rewriting Desire: 
Reclaiming Queemess in Carlos Bulosan's America Is in the Heart and Bienvenido 
Santos' Scent of Apples," develops this exploration of the privileging of the fraternal, 
homosocial, and "alternative" sexualities even further. Arguing that Bulosan's text has 
been "given short shrift by literary critics and historians alike because Asian American 
investment in compulsory heterosexuality" (93). deJesus astutely argues for "dismantling 
heteronormativity" through "the act of reclaiming queemess in Bulosan" (108-9). 
^ Sheng-mei Ma has also applied the notion of FiHpino postcoloniality in order to explain 
the contradictions within AIH in terms of the colonial complex. In his 1997 essay, 
"Postcolonial Feminizing of America in Carlos Bulosan," Ma describes the narrator's 
ambivalence as an element of postcoloniality. He explains, "These two seemingly 
contradictory dimensions, in fact, complement each other in a postcolonial consciousness 
such as Bulosan's" (129). While the focus of this particular article is how this 
consciousness "embrace[s] the escapist icon of Caucasian woman" in the text. Ma's work 
lays important groundwork for a reading of Bulosan as a postcolonial author. Ma's 1998 
book, Immigrant Subjectivities also addresses at length what he calls "an overlapping 
lacuna in current scholarship on ethnic, postcolonial, and area studies" by "exploring the 
intersecting space of the three disciplines—immigrant subjectivities, with a particular 
focus on Chinese-speaking immigrants" (1). 

Campomanes began this discussion by reading Bulosan as a postcolonial in 
Compomanes and Gonzales 74. 
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® I am indebted to Vermonja Alston for suggesting the importance of this distinction, and 
for steering me towards the analysis of postcolonial anthropologists on 
country/state/nation. 
^ Here again, I am grateful for advice from Vermonja Alston, who opened my argument 
up to new dimensions with her insightful reading of the boundaries of nationalism in the 
critical ending to AIH. 

"Pinoy" is a Tagalog (Filipino language dialect) term used to describe Filipino 
Americans. 
" I am indebted to Christopher Vials for providing this insight at the 2003 Association for 
Asian American Studies conference in San Francisco. Vials offered interesting analysis 
on the "'decisive terms" that are laden throughout AIH which, when repeated often 
enough, serve to undermine the finality of each statement. 
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CHAPTER II: 

CONTEXTUALIZING BULOSAN: 

INTERSECTIONS OF FILIPINO FACT AND U.S. FICTION 

Early American Mythologies 

In order to resolve some of the questions raised by the changing critical responses 

to AIH. and to make sense of the process of decolonization reflected in the text's 

inconsistencies, readers must understand the historical context in which Bulosan's 

fictional autobiography is anchored. The original 1946 reviews of AIH do more than 

simply adhere to the current party line: they suggest the motivation behind Filipino 

emigration to the United States in the 1920s. Several critics identify American 

mythologies in general, and frontier myths in particular, as the ideological foundations 

that entice both Bulosan's and Alios' migration. The United States Quarterly Book List 

describes Bulosan's protagonist as one who is searching for "that America in which he 

still believed, a land of 'liberty and justice for all'" (96). In The Saturday Review of 

Literature, William Lynch claims "The familiar magic of America drew the boy to this 

continent" (7). This familiar magic is located in the West, or more specifically the "West 

Coast," which a reviewer for The Christian Science Monitor describes as "the land which 

to [BulosanJ had been the symbol of freedom and soaring ideals" (20). For Filipinos 

migrating to the United States, it was the West Coast, rather than New York Harbor, that 

housed the primary ports of entry; whereas "the West" had been historically viewed as an 

open land of promise and possibility, after the turn of the twentieth century, the West 
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Coast acquired new significance for its possibility as a portal to empire in the East. 

Traditional frontier ideologies were reinscribed onto the West Coast, which soon 

epitomized the promise of opportunity, growth and development. Although notably 

uncritical in their interpretation, Bulosan's contemporaries recognized the significance of 

"American" ideologies in drawing migrant laborers to the U.S. 

In his 1973 introduction to AIH, Carey McWilliams refines the idea that migrants 

were "drawn" to the familiar magic of the West, adding that Filipino immigrants were 

those "who were attracted to this country by its legendary promises of a better life or who 

were recruited for employment here" (vii emphasis added). U.S. recruiting techniques 

strategically utilized American mythologies to make the country seem attractive to 

potential migrants. Recruiting was an active enterprise, especially during the waves of 

Asian immigration in the early twentieth century when new groups of ethnic laborers 

were in constant demand, to replace older groups who had begun to unionize and "feel 

settled" in the U.S. In Strangers From a Different Shore, Ronald Takaki writes of the 

"tales told" to Filipinos in order to recruit them as laborers in the United States. Takaki 

explains, 

Called "drummers," labor agents sent to the Philippines by the Hawaiian 

sugar planters helped to spread the fever. They traveled from town to 

town, showing movies that depicted the "glorious adventure and the 

beautiful opportunities" awaiting Filipino workers in Hawaii. "One scene 

(in one of the movies] shows the handing out of checks," said a provincial 

school officer. "The movie is free and is usually shown in the town plaza, 
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so that everyone has a chance to see it." The labor agents "dazzled the 

Filipino eyes" with the sum of two dollars a day. an attractive wage 

compared with the fifteen cents a man could earn daily by hard labor in 

the Philippines [...] Lured here in the 1920s. Ted Tomol told an 

interviewer half a century later, when he was eighty-three years old: "Back 

home, we thought California was the Eldorado." (61) 

As drummers dazzled Filipinos with images of Eldorado, the promise of economic 

opportunity became a compelling lure. This promise relied upon an important ideological 

foundation that had been well established by the 1920s. The representation of the United 

States as the land of opportunity was steeped in early "American" ideologies of freedom, 

justice and equality that have been invariably tied to the land throughout U.S. literary 

history. By the time the drummers reached the Philippines in the 1920s, "American" 

mythologies had already been woven into the fabric of Philippine culture for nearly two 

decades. With U.S. ideologies already firmly entrenchcd, immigrant recruitment did not 

prove difficult. Although Alios'' faith in these myths has been recognized and debated by 

critics, a thorough explication of the origins of his faith is central to understanding A lll. 

How and when were early American mythologies transferred overseas to a Philippine 

context? And how and when does Alios learn about these displaced mythologies? 

Ronald Takaki turns to Filipino migrants themselves to begin to answer these 

questions. He writes, 

Many [Filipinos] had been educated in schools established by Americans. 

"From the time of kindergarten on our islands," said Salvadore del Fierro, 
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"we stood in our short pants and saluted the Stars and Stripes which 

waved over our schoolyards." In their classrooms they looked at pictures 

of Washington and Lincoln, studied the Declaration of Independence, and 

read about the "home of the free and the brave" in their English-language 

textbooks. "We said the 'Pledge of Allegiance' to the American flag each 

morning," recalled Angeles Amoroso, who emigrated to the United States 

in 1923. "We also sang 'The Star Spangled Banner.' All of the classes 

were taught in English." Hundreds, thousands of American teachers had 

gone there to Americanize the Filipinos. "I studied under American 

teachers [in the Philippines], learning American history and English, being 

inspired by those teachers and American ideals." a Filipino told an 

interviewer in California in 1930. "It's no wonder that I have always 

wanted to comc here." (57-8) 

With symbols of U.S. patriotism replicated in the Philippines, from the flag waving in the 

schoolyard, portraits of the founding fathers hanging in classrooms, and the study of the 

Declaration of Independence as part of the curriculum, Filipinos were learning to view 

themselves as subjects of the United States. Pledging allegiance to the United States only 

solidified U.S. patrimony, and singing daily of her beautiful and spacious skies helped to 

entice migration. The experiences of immigrants interviewed by Takaki coincide with 

Bulosan's own memories of American education in the Philippines. "American ideals" 

established during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and exported to the 

Philippines in the early twentieth century, were critical to Bulosan's development as a 
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(post)colonial writer. In a letter written to Dorothy Babb in December 1937, Bulosan 

claims. 

Western people are brought up to regard Orientals or colored peoples as 

inferior, but the mockery of it all is that Filipinos are taught to regard 

Americans as our equals. Adhering to American ideals, living American 

lives, these are contributory to our feeling of equality. The terrible truth in 

America shatters the Filipinos' dream of fraternity. I was completely 

disillusioned when I came to know this American attitude. If I had not 

been born in a lyrical world, grown up with honest people and studied 

about American institutions and racial equality in the Philippines I should 

never have minded so much the horrible impact of white chauvinism. 

(Bulosan "Sound" 3-4) 

That Bulosan is "taught" American ideals, that he "studied about American institutions 

and racial equality" and grew to internalize a feeling of American "fraternity" is 

especially significant because he learned these notions while still living in the 

Philippines. The ways in which U.S. culture was being exported after the turn of the 

twentieth century, and an understanding of the events precipitating this exportation are 

central to an informed reading of AIH. Bulosan's cultural and literary training are 

important because they shape his development as a writer; his education, along with his 

conceptualization of the world around him, influence the types of characters he imagines 

and the stories he feels compelled to tell. His utter disillusionment, coincident with his 

discovery of the "terrible truth in America," is particularly jarring because of how deeply 
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imbedded the myths had already become. It is this moment of disillusionment that is 

treated extensively in AlH. For three-hundred plus pages, the moment of Alios' 

disillusionment is elongated, repeated, second-guessed, rejected and internalized. In 

order to appreciate the text, then, it is critical for readers to understand the origins of the 

"illusion." The construction of American national mythology and the imagining of a 

United States community have long been the focus of critical literary discussion; 

however, the exportation of U.S. national mythologies, central to an historic!zed reading 

of AIH, remains understudied. 

In 1911, over nine years after the United States system of education had been well 

established in the Philippines. Carlos Bulosan was born in the Philippines. His formative 

years were thus influenced by U.S. colonial education, until he migrated to the States in 

1931. Understanding what constituted that education, then, and what other historical and 

political factors occurred in the Philippines immediately preceding and following 

Bulosan's birth provides vital insight into the way we read the enigmatic contradictions 

in AIH. The United States national ideals espoused during U.S. colonization of the 

Philippines were comprised of a belief in manifest destiny, an imperial desire for global 

geographical expansion, and notions of "American Exceptionalism" that originate as 

early as the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and are applied in new and significant 

ways in the nineteenth century. Even before the U.S. Bureau of the Census declared the 

internal frontier officially "closed" in 1890, the United States had already begun its 

policies of imperial expansion. As Stuart Creighton Miller notes, some historians 

recognize Jefferson's purchase of the Louisiana Territory as the beginning of U.S. 
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imperialism'; according to Howard Zinn, the United States had set a precedent for an 

overseas presence long before the annexation of the Philippines. Zinn explains; 

Expansion overseas was not a new idea. Even before the war against 

Mexico carried the United States to the Pacific, the Monroe Doctrine 

looked southward into and beyond the Caribbean. Issued in 1823 when 

the countries of Latin America were winning independence from Spanish 

control, it made plain to European nations that the United States 

considered Latin America its sphere of influence. Not long after, some 

Americans began thinking into the Pacific: of Hawaii, Japan, and the great 

markets of China. (297)" 

But the national ideologies that justified—in fact, insisted upon—imperial expansion 

were initially rooted in colonial literature as early as John Winthrop, Hector St. John de 

Crevecoeur. Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. While it is difficult to know 

exactly which texts Bulosan himself read during his colonial education in the Philippines, 

it is certain that his education was driven by the general philosophies and dictates of these 

early Americans. Although Franklin and Jefferson are remembered in "American" 

cultural history, and Winthrop is often quoted by contemporary conservative politicians, 

Crevecoeur did not go on to become a household name. His work merits closer scrutiny, 

however, given its substantial role in developing U.S. national ideologies. 
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Re-membering Crevecoeur's America 

One of the most significant early popular constructions of America developed out 

of Hector St. John de Crevecoeur's 1782 publication. Letters From an American Farmer. 

Crevecoeur is most remembered for his letter three, "What is an American?"^ which 

contains one of the most oft quoted passages in U.S. literature.'^ Crevecoeur's third letter 

is significant not only for its contribution to the development of "American" ideologies, 

but specifically for the ways in which these ideologies would affect ethnic migration to 

the United States. Renowned as the first printed work to invoke the "melting pot" 

ideology and one of the earliest to espouse the ideology of manifest destiny, this letter 

defines America as a land of equal opportunity, a place where impoverished immigrants 

can work to become successful. Crevecoeur first invokes the melting pot ideology when 

his narrator, fanner James, explains, "Here individuals of all races are melted into a new 

race of men, w hose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world" 

(44). He goes on to say that "The Americans were once scattered all over Europe. Here 

they are incorporated into one of the finest systems of population which has ever 

appeared'" (44). But this idea of a new race of men was explicitly limited to people of 

European descent, a stipulation which farmer James makes abundantly clear as he states, 

"The next wish of this traveler will be, to know whence came all these people? They are 

a mixture of English, Scotch, Irish, French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes. From this 

promiscuous breed, that race, now called Americans, have arisen" (42). In fact, 

Crevecoeur limits all of the promises and virtues of "America" to an European audience, 

a detail which he makes abundantly clear through the voice of farmer James. 
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Whenever James offers what appears to be a generally applicable statement on the 

merits of life "America." he either precedes or follows his comment with a context that 

betrays an European exclusivity. When James boasts that "We know, properly speaking, 

no strangers; this is every person's country; the variety of our soils, situations, climates, 

governments, and produce, hath something which must please every body," he follows 

his statement by explaining that. 

No sooner does an European arrive, no matter of what condition, than his 

eyes are opened upon the fair prospect; he hears his language spoken, he 

retraces many of his own country manners, he perpetually hears the names 

of families and towns with which he is acquainted; he sees happiness and 

prosperity in all places disseminated, he meets with hospitality, kindness, 

and plenty, every where: he beholds hardly any poor, he seldom hears of 

punishments and executions; and he wonders at the elegance of our towns, 

those miracles of industry and freedom. (56) 

Readers quickly surmise that "every person's country" really means every European 

person's country, as it is the familiarity of European languages, manners and family 

names that is arguably so welcoming. The letters, published in 1782, were written during 

the long period of African slavery in the colonies; that farmer James '"seldom hears of 

punishments and executions" really means that he seldom hears of punishments and 

executions of Europeans. Similariy, when James declares that "There is room for every 

body in America" (56), he does so only after explaining that those who migrate to the 

colonies do "not find, as in Europe, a crouded society, where every place is over
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stocked" (56 emphasis mine). Again, the translation seems to read: there is room for 

"every body" in the colonies, unlike in Europe, whence, presumably, "every body" 

comes. 

Letter three is scattered with these references to Crevecoeux's European audience, 

as James boasts that a man migrating to the colonies is "paid four or five times more than 

he can get in Europe" (56 emphasis mine), explains that "The rich stay in Europe, it is 

only the middling and poor that emigrate," muses that "It is no wonder that the European, 

who has lived here a few years, is desirous to remain; Europe, with ail its pomp, is not to 

be compared to this continent, for men of middle stations and labourers," explains what 

happens to "An European, when he first arrives." that people "flock here every year from 

all parts of Europe" encourages immigrants by saying, "let them come from whatever 

part of Europe" and concludes, "Thus Europeans become Americans" (57 emphases 

mine). Moreover, Crevecoeur posits the colonies as a haven for those in distress, in a 

move that predates Emma Lazarus' later 1883 sonnet, famous since it was affixed to the 

base of the Statue of Liberty in 1903. Crevecoeur writes. 

After a foreigner from any part of Europe is arrived, and become a citizen, 

let him devoutly listen to the voice of our great parent, which says to him, 

"Welcome to my shores, distressed European; bless the hour in which thou 

didst see my verdant fields, my fair navigable rivers, and my green 

mountains!—If thou wilt work, 1 have bread for thee; if thou wilt be 

honest, sober, and industrious, I have greater rewards to confer on 

thee—ease and independence (65-6). 
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Unlike Lazarus, who writes, 'Give me your tired, your poor./ Your huddled masses 

yearning to breathe free,/ The wretched refuse of your teeming shore;/ Send these, the 

homeless, tempest-tost to me," Crevecoeur specifies precisely whom he is "welcoming to 

our shores": ''distressed Europeans." Thus, the symbolic '"melting pot" that originated in 

Crevecoeur's prose was meant to melt diverse Europeans together. 

In addition to the symbolic melting pot, early notions of manifest destiny are also 

represented in Crevecoeur's letters—notions that would become important for their 

lasting influence on American culture. He writes, "Many ages will not see the shores of 

our great lakes replenished with inland nations, nor the unknown bounds of North 

America entirely peopled. Who can tell how far it extends? Who can tell the millions of 

men whom it will feed and contain? for no European foot has. as yet, traveled half the 

extent of this mighty continent'" (41). Here again, it is a specifically marked European 

foot that is destined to "travel the mighty continent." The significance of the "extent of 

the mighty continent" itself is also noteworthy because, as the colonies begin to expand 

westward, the idea of land becomes critical to developing national identity. Crevecoeur 

explicitly connects the idea of land ownership with freedom, explaining 

The instant I enter on my own land, the bright idea of property, of 

exclusive right, of independence, exalt my mind. Precious soil, 1 say to 

myself, by what singular custom of law is it that thou wast made to 

constitute the riches of the freeholder? What should we American farmers 

be without the distinct possession of that soil? [... j This formerly rude soil 

has been converted by my father into a pleasant farm, and, in return, it has 
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established all our rights. On it is founded our rank, our freedom, our 

power, as citizens; our importance, as inhabitants of such a district. (27) 

That the possession of the soil is the basis for "all our rights." "rank," "freedom," and 

"power as citizens" is what farmer James calls "the true and the only philosophy of an 

American farmer" (27). Again speaking specifically of Europeans, James claims that a 

central part of "American" uniqueness lies in the fact that "this fair country alone is 

settled by freeholders, the possessors of the soil they cultivate, members of the 

government they obey, and the framers of their own laws, by means of their 

representatives" (55). 

Not only are freedom and citizenship rooted in the soil, but feelings of 

independence, mastery and masculinity also come with property ownership. Describing a 

European migrant who works industriously, farmer James explains that 

he now feels himself a man, because he is treated as such; the laws of his 

own country had overlooked him in his insignificancy; the laws of this 

cover him with their mantle. Judge what an alteration must arise in the 

mind and the thoughts of this man; he begins to forget his former servitude 

and dependence, his heart involuntarily swells and glows; this first swell 

inspires him with those new thoughts which constitute an American. (57-

58) 

Property ownership and citizenship are thus gendered masculine, as the migrant "begins 

to forget his former servitude and dependence" and "now feels himself a man, because he 
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is treated as such." To be a man, then, is to be a free man, with rights, rank and land. 

This opportunity is afforded solely to the European migrant who moves 

From nothing, to start into being; from a servant, to the rank of a master; 

from being the slave of some despotic prince, to become a free man, 

invested with lands, to which every municipal blessing is annexed! What a 

change indeed! It is in consequence of that change that he becomes an 

American. (58-9) 

Ironically, the "change" "from a servant, to the rank of master" was considered one of 

the defining characteristics of "Americans." This ideology persists today in the rhetoric 

of the U.S. as a land of opportunity, where immigrants who arrive with nothing can make 

a successful life with hard work, and determination. It is the American Dream, to come 

"from nothing." and rise "to the rank of a master." Significantly, this move from servant 

to master is also gendered; Farmer James underscores the "the glow of manly pride 

excited by vivid hopes and rising independence" that accompanies "the progressive steps 

of a poor man, advancing from indigence to ease; from oppression to freedom" (67 

emphasis mine). In letter seven James reinforces this connection between the 

development of masculinity and the land of labor. He explains. 

If New-Garden exceeds this settlement by the softness of its climate, the 

fecundity of its soil, and a greater variety of produce from less labour, it 

does not breed men equally hardy, nor capable to encounter dangers and 

fatigues. It leads too much to idleness and effeminacy; for great is the 
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luxuriance of that part of America and the ease with which the earth is 

cultivated. (130) 

In warning against "too much to idleness and effeminacy," Crevecoeur genders 

industriousness masculine. Dismissing "soft" climates and "fecund" soil as that which is 

produced from "less labor," he then reinforces this gender hierarchy, relegating women's 

work to "idleness" and "ease." It is interesting that Crevecoeur goes to such lengths to 

gender the cultivation of the soil masculine, as he struggles to remove "labour" and the 

"breeding of hardy men" from the feminine domain. Thus notions of masculinity, 

freedom, independence and citizenship are tied uniquely to "American" soil, rendering its 

sons exceptional. 

Since not everyone was reared on "American" soil, however, Crevecoeur allows 

for a migrant's transformation into "exceptional" status. Underscoring the fact that it is 

the soil that transforms men, farmer James employs the metaphor of a transplanted plant 

taking root, in order to describe the European immigrant experience. James explains. 

Every thing has tended to regenerate them. New laws, a new mode of 

living, a new social system. Here they are become men. In Europe they 

were as so many useless plants [...] by the power of transplantation, like 

all other plants, they have taken root and flourished [...] here they rank as 

citizens. (42-43) 

These "regenerated," transplants are Europeans "become men," freemen, adopted by their 

new land and "rewarded for their labours." Farmer James continues. 
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By what invisible power hath this surprising metamorphosis been 

performed? [...] The laws, the indulgent laws, protect them as they arrive, 

stamping on them the symbol of adoption; they receive ample rewards for 

their labours: these accumulated rewards procure them lands: those lands 

confer on them the title of freemen, and to that title every benefit is affixed 

which men can possibly require. (43) 

This "symbol of adoption." stamped on immigrants as they arrive, is part of the 

"American" promise. Farmer James believes this transformation so desirable that in letter 

four he predicts that future migrants will "seek for the means of transporting themselves 

here, in spite of all obstacles and laws" (83 emphasis mine). Of course, despite 

Crevecoeur's caveat that "It is not every emigrant who succeeds; no. it is only the sober, 

the honest, the industrious" (59), his rhetoric limits his audience even further, solely to 

emigrants of European origin. Yet it was not, and is not solely European migrants seeking 

to transport themselves here in spite of all obstacles and laws. Crevecoeur's invitation to 

all sober, honest, industrious emigrants was not meant for all to hear; nonetheless, the 

invitation was received far and wide. 

While Crevecoeur's letter was published long before the first wave of Filipino 

migration to the States, it certainly does not make room for Americans other than white. 

Thomas Jefferson would later apply the melting pot ideology to Native Americans, 

writing "In truth, the ultimate rest & happiness for them is to let our settlement and theirs 

meet and blend together, to intermix, and become a new people. Incorporating 

themselves with us as citizens of the U.S., this is what the natural progress of things will 
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of course bring on, and it will be better to promote than retard it" (1115). Thus blended, 

people become "new," or assimilated— "incorporating themselves with us as citizens of 

the U.S." As Cheryl Zarlenga Kerchis and Iris Marion Young explain in their article, 

"Social Movements and the Politics of Difference," "the politics of assimilation defines 

group difference in a negative way, as a liability or disadvantage to be overcome in the 

process of assimilating into mainstream society" (379). Although Jefferson's notions 

may appear to adhere to the principle of equal treatment, encouraging people to "meet 

and blend together, to intermix, and become a new people" supports the idea of 

assimilating to some sort of normative standard. Since normativity is most often defined 

by those in positions of privilege and power, assimilation entails less "blending together" 

and more sacrificing of group difference. Kerchis and Young explain, "ignoring group 

differences allows the norms and values that express the point of view and experience of 

privileged groups to appear neutral and uncontroversial" (378). Although Jefferson's 

ideas here diverge from Crevecoeur's,^ by favoring Native assimilation into United States 

culture, he is similarly privileging whiteness. 

What is interesting about Crevecoeur's work is that farmer James' privileging of 

whiteness seems almost instinctive or automatic. James' judgments about the racial Other 

are influenced by elements of colonization in his environment. Writing literally about the 

New England colonies, James adopts the colonizer's perspective and imagines his ideal 

society thoroughly whitewashed, with Natives mostly vanished, slaves content with their 

position of servitude, and all other non-white races never even considered. In letter four, 

he describes various Indian tribes as "a race doomed to recede and disappear before the 
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superior genius of the Europeans [....] The few families now remaining are meek and 

harmless; their antient ferocity is gone" (102). Crevecoeur's descriptions become more 

adamant, as he declares, "They are gone, and every memorial of them is lost [...] They 

have all disappeared either in the wars which the Europeans carried on against them, or 

else they have mouldered away, gathered in some of their ancient towns, in contempt and 

oblivion" (103). Naming Indians merely "scattered remains of nations once populous" 

(103-04), Crevecoeur concludes that "nothing remains of them all" (103). and "Such has 

been the fate of many nations, once warlike and independent; what we see now on the 

main, or on those islands, may be justly considered as the only remains of those ancient 

tribes" (104). Native Americans do not figure into Crevecoeur's interpretation of the 

colonial promise; Farmer James dismisses them until he needs assistance in letter twelve, 

when he feels that colonial authority has failed him and imagines a friendly Indian village 

willing to take him in while he slowly "civilizes" them. Just as Crevecoeur does not 

include American Indians in the formula that equates land with freedom, nor does he 

include them in the notion of "American Exceptionalism." 

The idea that New England colonists and later U.S. citizens were, or are 

"exceptional" is tethered to early Puritan notions of a chosen people, inheritors of a 

divine destiny, entitled to the land and many of its corollaries. In his now famous speech 

aboard the Arabella en route to the Americas circa 1630. Jonathan Winthrop described 

New England "as a Citty [sic] upon a Hill, [where] the eyes of all people are uppon [sic] 

us" (304). Winthrop invokes notions of exceptionalism and messianism as he explains 

that New Englanders "shall fmde that the God of Israeli is among us, when tenn of us 
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shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies" (303-304). The suggestion that New 

Englanders are a "chosen people,'" is complemented by Benjamin Franklin's insistence in 

1784 that "America is the Land of Labour" (751). Franklin argues that the reason 

"Americans" serve as the model for the rest of the world is based on their exceptional 

industry. He explains, "Strangers are welcome, but they must work and be industrious to 

live," which is of cour.se what is most persuasive for Crevecoeur's American Farmer. 

Crevecoeur similarly lodges America's exceptionalism in its boundless 

opportunity for labour and industry. He writes, "Here are no arislocratical [s/c] families, 

no courts, no kings, no bishops, no ecclesiastical dominion, no invisible power giving to a 

few a very visible one, no great manufactures employing thousands, no great refinements 

of luxury. The rich and the poor are not so far removed from each other as they are in 

Europe" (40-41). He further explains, "Here, the rewards of his industry follow, with 

equal steps, the progress of his labour" (44), which is what makes upstate New York and 

New England, in farmer James" opinion, "the most perfect society now existing in the 

world" (41). The beauty of this system, according to James, is that "your future success 

will depend entirely on your own conduct; if you are a sober man, as the certificate says, 

laborious and honest, there is no fear but that you will do well" (73). Guaranteed success 

for the sober, laborious and honest, the promise that one's future is entirely merit-based 

was especially enticing for those migrating from rigid caste structures. The ideas of 

"pulling oneself up by one's bootstraps," earning one's way to the top, going from "rags 

to riches," becoming an overnight success story, and making something of oneself 

through hard work and determination—all part and parcel of the notion of a U.S. 
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meritocracy—have long survived from early colonial literature. Significantly, Letter 

Three also provides grounds for an emerging notion of manifest destiny: there is 

opportunity in America because individuals can sustain themselves by laboring on the 

land. Proclaiming Americans the "tillers of the earth," and the farmer the quintessential 

American, Crevecoeur's explains that "We arc all animated with the spirit of an industry 

which is unfettered and unrestrained, because each person works for himself (41). Of 

course, this statement is problematic given the context of African slavery prevalent at the 

time. Each slave was, indeed, not "working for himself." 

Unlike the "vanishing Indian," whom Crevecoeur attempts to dismiss outright, 

slaves are actually figured into his notions of "America Exceptionalism." In Letter One. 

farmer James recollects the conversation between himself and his minister that persuades 

him to write these letters in response to inquiries about life in the colonies. The minister 

expresses a favorable opinion of James' intended correspondent, explaining that "He 

often told me how the Americans worked a great deal harder than the home Englishmen: 

for there, he told us, that they have no trees to cut down, no fences to make, no negroes to 

buy and clothe" (21 -22). The responsibility of having "negroes to buy and clothe" thus 

becomes not only a marker of white prosperity, but a marker that distinguishes 

"Americans" from Englishmen. Moreover, having to "buy and clothe" them is read as the 

white man's burden, marking "Americans" as those who "worked a great deal harder than 

the home Englishmen" because of these added responsibilities. Slavery is read as a sign 

of "American Exceptionalism," epitomized by slaves in the northern colonies whom 

James describes as "fat and well clad" (22). 
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Farmer James' colonial frame of reference becomes jarred by Ms actual 

experience when he travels to South Carolina and witnesses first hand the brutalities of 

slavery. Letter Nine speaks to these brutalities along with the hypocrisy and duplicities 

of the ''American" promise. The experience which shocks farmer James out of his idyllic 

reverie occurs when he witnesses the appalling sight of an African slave, caged and 

suspended from a tree. James recalls, 

horrid to think and painful to repeat. I perceived a negro, suspended in the 

cage, and left there to expire! I shudder when I recollect that the birds had 

already picked out his eyes [....] From the edges of the hollow sockets, 

and from the lacerations with which he was disfigured, the blood slowly 

dropped, and tinged the ground beneath. No sooner were the birds flown, 

than swarms of insects covered the whole body of this unfortunate wretch, 

eager to feed on his mangled flesh and to drink his blood. (164) 

After giving the suffering man water, farmer James walks away from the scene. 

lamenting that he has no ball in his gun to alleviate his pain. James is confronted with the 

stark horrors of slavery and is stupefied when his dinner companions explained "'the laws 

of self-preservation rendered such executions necessary" (164). This marks a turning 

point for the narrator, whose views on "American Exceptionalism" become radically 

altered. James declares, "What little political felicity is to be met with here and there has 

cost oceans of blood to purchase" (162), and reneges his position on "the chosen people." 

James writes, "The chosen race eat, drink, and live happy, while the unfortunate one 

grubs up the ground, raises indigo, or husks the rice" (153 
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Seeing slaves working in the fields forces James to redefine the true "tillers of the 

earth" and, shifting his position entirely, he declares, "Kindness and affection are not the 

portion of those who till the earth, who carry burdens, who convert the logs into useful 

boards" (154). Written in a voice of disillusion and despair, James labels "Americans" 

tyrants and asserts, "We are certainly not that class of beings which we vainly think 

ourselves to be" (159), and in letter eleven adds, "I cannot endure to spend more time in 

the southern provinces" (183). Seeing the true laborers of South Carolina alters James' 

perspective on "the Land of Labour" as well. Now he laments, 

Here the horrors of slavery, the hardship of incessant toils, are unseen; and 

no one thinks with compassion of those showers of sweat and of tears 

which from the bodies of Africans daily drop, and moisten the ground they 

till. The cracks of the whip, urging these miserable beings to excessive 

labour, are far too distant from the gay capital to be heard. (153) 

It is "showers of sweat and tears" which till the ground, with incessant toils and excessive 

labour marking the landscape. Farmer James, the champion of the working-man who had 

markedly dismissed the "effeminate" lifestyle of ease, observes, "On the one side, behold 

a people enjoying all that life affords most bewitching and pleasurable, without labour, 

without fatigue, hardly subjected to the trouble of wishing" (153). 

James warns that this system of slavery can leave the country's future invariably 

doomed, asking "is there any thing in this treatment but what must kindle all the passions, 

sow the seeds of inveterate resentment, and nourish a wish of perpetual revenge?" His 

answer, that given the barbarity of slavery, "the natural propensities of revenge and warm 
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passions are soon kindled" (157). Five years after publishing these letters, Crevecoeur's 

sentiments would be rearticulated by Jefferson, who in his "Notes on the State of 

Virginia" predicts that "Deep rooted prejudices entertained by the whites; ten thousand 

recollections by the blacks, of the injuries they have sustained [...] will divide us into 

parties, and produce convulsions which will probably never end but in the extermination 

of the one or the other race'" (264 ). Like Jefferson, farmer James fears the foundation of 

slavery will forever divide black and white races in the Americas. In letter three, James 

noted that the oppressed European migrant, although afforded opportunity and success in 

the colonies, carries memories of his former servitude with him forever. The argument 

that "The recollection of their former poverty and slavery never quits them as long as 

they live" (60) had formerly described European immigrants. In letter nine, this rationale 

is newly applied to African slaves, "nourishing a wish for perpetual revenge." In letter 

eleven, he concludes, "I am afraid the country can never flourish under such impolitic 

government" (184). It is here that Crevecoeur makes note of non-European races other 

than the African and the American Indian, for the first time. He recognized those whom 

he calls the "most wretched people in the world," living amidst "tyranny" and "extreme 

misery" in Asia, Egypt, Diarbeck, "the fruitful fields bordering on the Tigris and the 

Euphrates, the extensive country of the East-Indies in all its separate districts" (162). The 

fact that Crevecoeur fails to mention these other cultures until he is shocked by such a 

gross display of white power in the Americas is not entirely surprising, given his own 

difficulty in reconciling his colonial delusions with his new realizations. His recognition 
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is, of course, fraught, as he then assumes the most wretched forms of tyranny abound 

outside of the continental boundaries of the new world. 

Despite the jarring revelations of plantation slavery, Crevecoeur takes care to 

exempt himself from culpability in such a brutal system. In letter nine, the very same 

letter in which he recounts the horrors of southern plantation slavery, he excepts his own 

slaveholding practices. He explains. 

We have slaves likewise in our northern provinces; I hope the time draws 

near when they will be all emancipated: but how different their lot, how-

different their situation, in every possible respect! [ ... | They are fat, 

healthy, and hearty, and far from repining at their fate; they think 

themselves happier than many of the lower class of whites: they share with 

their masters the wheat and meat provision they help to raise; many of 

those whom the good Quakers have emancipated, have received that great 

benefit with tears of regret, and have never quitted, though free, their 

former masters and benefactors. (156) 

His "hope'" that northern slaves "will all be emancipated," becomes merely an empty 

wish when followed by the discovery that farmer James has yet to follow the Quakers 

and emancipate his own slaves. Excusing his actions as "different...in every possible 

respect," betrays his desperate attempt to separate himself from the horrors he witnessed 

in South Carolina. Yet, his claims that his slaves are "fat, healthy, and hearty" and that 

they might "regret" emancipation are contrary to his own observations about the violence 
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involved in both their kidnapping and transportation overseas. When criticizing southern 

slavery, James condemns the invasion 

committed in some harmless, peaceable, African neighborhood, where 

dwelt innocent people, who even knew not but that all men were black. 

The daughter torn from her weeping mother, the child from the wretched 

parents, the wife from the loving husband; whole families swept away, 

and brought, through storms and tempests, to this rich metropolis! (153) 

The "innocent people," forcibly removed from their "harmless, peaceable" 

neighborhoods, torn violently from their families are the same innocent people counting 

among his own slaves. James even provides a comparison of "his slaves'" and southern 

salves, writing. 

were I to be possessed of a plantation, and my slaves treated as in general 

they are here, never could 1 rest in peace; my sleep would be perpetually 

disturbed by a retrospect of the frauds committed in Africa in order to 

entrap them; frauds, surpassing in enormity every thing which a common 

mind can possibly conceive. I should be thinking of the barbarous 

treatment they meet with on ship-board. (155) 

Despite James' insistence that he could never rest were he a southern slave-owner, he 

appears to be sleeping soundly as a slave-owner in the north. He admits he "should be 

thinking of the barbarous treatment they meet with on ship-board," yet somehow fails to 

appreciate how this applies to him as well. Although emancipation is an option in the 
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north, as he continually notes with references to Quaker communities who have paved the 

way in liberating their slaves, James does not opt out of his own position as slave master. 

The fact that Crevecoeur is unable to recognize his own complicity in the 

perpetuation of the systematic horrors of slavery points to the presence of his own 

colonial denial. In Letter Three, farmer James makes a rhetorical move to separate 

himself, presumably one of "the better class'" of colonizers, from the more "vicious" 

colonizer whom he tries to except from the definition of "true Americans." He writes, 

What a detestable idea such people must have given to the natives of the 

Europeans. They trade with them; the worst of people are permitted to do 

that which none but persons of the best characters should be employed in. 

They get drunk with them, and often defraud the Indians. Their avarice, 

removed from the eyes of their superiors, knows no bounds: and, aided by 

a little superiority of knowledge, these traders deceive them, and even 

sometimes shed blood. Hence those shocking violations, those sudden 

devastations which have so often stained our frontiers, when hundreds of 

innocent people have been sacrificed for the crimes of a few. It was in 

consequence of such behavior that the Indians took the hatchet against the 

Virginians in 1774. Thus are our first steps trodden, thus are our first trees 

felled, in general, by the most vicious of our people; and thus the path is 

opened for the arrival of a second and better class, the true American 

freeholders; the most respectable set of people in this part of the world; 

respectable for their industry, their happy independence, the great share of 
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freedom they possess, the good regulation of their families, and for 

extending the trade and the dominion of our mother-country. (54-55) 

This lengthy passage demonstrates the extent to which farmer James wishes to distance 

himself from the methods involved in securing his own position as "freeholder." He 

wants to separate himself from the "most vicious,'' the "worst of people." in order to 

maintain the possibility for his Utopian vision of "America." He laments that "hundreds 

of innocent people have been sacrificed for the crimes of a few" again suggesting that the 

first wave of European colonization was some sort of anomaly. Despite this lament, 

James suggests that the "shocking violations" were justified because they paved the way 

for "true American freeholders" such as he. The list of virtues of these "most respectable 

set of people" is supposed to have warranted the bloodshed that initially "stained our 

frontiers." James' efforts to rationalize his colonial position begin to disintegrate, 

however, as he re-imagines the "American Utopia" in letters four through eight. 

The Forgotten Letters: Revisiting the Nantucket Series 

Letters four begins a new series in Crevecoeur's letters, wherein farmer James 

describes life on the island of Nantucket. What is most notable about his description is 

that it has since been deemed imaginary; although farmer James takes great pains to 

provide a map, as well as precise coordinates for the location of Nantucket, he in fact 

plots a non-existent island in the middle of nowhere. In a note to the text, Susan Manning 

explains. 
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these map references are wildly incorrect, and indeed mutually 

inconsistent [...] It is unlikely that Crevecoeur, who was a competent 

cartographer, would have made such mistakes unwittingly; this, and the 

fact that he did not correct the errors in either the 1784 or 1787 revised 

edition of the Letters, suggest that he may have intended to make his 

Nantucket into a kind of mythical 'Happy Isle' unfmdable on any map. 

Thus de-realized, the island becomes as fictional as the Indian village to 

which Farmer James imagines himself escaping at the end of the book. 

(232) 

The suggestion that Crevecoeur has concocted a '"mythical 'Happy Isle'" is furthered by 

his description of life on Nantucket. Whereas his previous attempt to distinguish himself 

from earlier, more "vicious" settlers was not completely successful, on Nantucket it was 

not even necessary. Farmer James explains. "This happy settlement was not founded on 

intrusion, forcible entries, or blood, as so many others have been; it drew its origin from 

necessit}' on the one side, and from good will on the other; and, ever since, all has been a 

scene of uninterrupted harmony" (85). As he continues to describe the native population, 

he repeats, "They were not extirpated by fraud, violence, or injustice, as hath been the 

case in so many provinces; on the contrary, they have been treated by these people as 

bretheren' (99). Furthermore, in letter seven James adds yet another crucial element to 

his Happy Isle. He writes, "let me not forget another peculiar characteristic of this 

community; there is not a slave, I believe, on the whole island" (137). James imagines a 

Quaker community who, ''whilst slavery prevails all around them, this society alone. 
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lamenting that shocking insult offered to humanity, have given the world a singular 

example of moderation, disinterestedness, and Christian charity, in emancipating their 

negroes" (137). Although Nantucket is of course an actual island, and in fact archival 

evidence suggests that Crevecoeur visited the isle probably twice in his lifetime,^ James 

describes an Utopian mythology that is more fictional than real. This mythical isle 

represents a community in which Europeans may cast aside their colonial guilt and free 

themselves of culpability. That Crevecoeur went to great lengths to construct this 

mythical isle indicates his desire to maintain the "'American" ideologies that he himself 

had helped develop. 

Unlike most of the other letters, the Nantucket series has since been discovered to 

be extensively, radically revised, indicating the care with which Crevecoeur imagined his 

happy isle. In his article, "The Nantucket Sequence in Crevecoeur's Letters from an 

American Farmer," Nathanial Philbrick explains that "the Nantucket letters are 'written 

or copied as a single continuous document" with relatively few changes" (429). This is a 

singular phenomenon amongst Crevecoeur's Letters and one of several indicators that 

points to the conclusion "that the Nantucket manuscript 'superseded an earlier one, 

apparently no longer extant'" (429). Crevecoeur took great pains in constructing the 

Nantucket series, which reflects the importance of his Utopian vision of "American" 

possibility. But read within the context of the other letters in the collection, the 

Nantucket series does more than just affirm this possibility: it offers a rationale for 

"American" Exceptional ism even in the face of the colonial slavery. 
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In his article, '"Franklin's and Crevecoeur's 'Literary' Americans," Philip Beidler was the 

first to suggest that the Nantucket letters are included in order to outweigh the image of 

"America" in letter nine, "On Slavery." Beidler explains that "the gross evils of slavery 

practiced by the planters of Charlestown, are measured against the higher possibilities of 

conduct and belief suggested by the new and liberated environment America itself 

provides" (60). Several critics have since concurred with Beidler's analysis, including 

Doreen Alvarez Saar who suggests that the Nantucket series "may well have been 

introduced to balance letter IX" (200). In her essay, "Crevecoeur's 'Thoughts on 

Slavery': Letters from an American Farmer and Whig Rhetoric," Saar points to the 

"inverse" descriptions of Nantucket and Charlestown as evidence of an intentional 

juxtaposition of competing visions of "America" (200). Noted critic Sacvan Bercovitch 

calls these two visions "utopia" and "dystopia" (148), arguing that in his dystopic 

realizations, "Crevecoeur finds himself questioning the very premise of colonization" 

(144). At odds with this dystopic vision is Crevecoeur's idyllic picture of "America." 

Robert P. Winston comments on the Utopian nature of the Nantucket letters, suggesting 

that they work to "establish the potential of the idyllic world as strongly as possible" 

(257). In his article. '"'Strange Order of Things!': The Journey to Chaos in Letters from 

an American Farmer,'^ Winston argues that Crevecoeur includes Utopian qualities in the 

Nantucket series "in order to prevent its being completely vitiated by the less-satisfying 

aspects of life in America. He must do this since the next piece. Letter 9, introduces a 

society in which virtually all the earlier values of the colonies are denied" (257). 
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Although critics generally agree that the idyllic Nantucket series seeks to provide 

rhetorical balance to the harsh depictions of slavery in Charlestown, Crevecoeur's 

motivation remains in question. Critics have highlighted Crevecoeur's inability to 

reconcile seemingly contradictory ideologies, but they have yet to attribute this struggle 

to his ambivalence over his position as colonizer. Robert Winston acknowledges "the fact 

that [Crevecoeur] clings so desperately to the idyll," and argues that this desperation 

"suggests the continuing power of James's earlier vision" (260). It is this desperation 

that is most curious, given farmer James' awareness of the pitfalls of his vision. Philip 

Beidler laments the fact that this struggle remains unresolved throughout the Letters, 

noting James' inability to reconcile his Utopian vision of "'America'" with the daily 

experiences that seem to disavow it. Beidler writes, "neither James nor Crevecoeur 

himself seems to possess a comparable talent for amending a vision of individual and 

collective possibility which is progressively contradicted by the changing conditions of 

personal experience" (61). Nathaniel Philbrick agrees that the "two halves" of James arc 

left unreconciled, calling this "The tragedy of the Letters" (425). Philbrick suggests that 

"The interplay of narrative voices in the letters of the Nantucket sequence is indicative of 

James's internal struggle throughout the book—a struggle between his tendency to live 

emotionally in the world and his more intellectual need to distance himself from that 

world (425). This "interplay of narrative voices" is endemic to the epistolary form itself, 

indicating that Crevecoeur's choice of genre is quite conducive to the depiction of an 

"internal struggle." Winston also suggests that the epistolary structure of the work 
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enables Crevecoeur to switch abruptly from episode to episode, from the idyllic to the 

demonic" (250). 

All of major criticism on Crevecoeur points to the narrator's struggle to reconcile 

his Utopian ideologies with the reality of the colonial experience. I argue that it is 

precisely this desperation—this insistence upon clinging to the idyll even in the face of 

contradiction—that marks Crevecoeur's colonial ambivalence. James' internal struggle is 

defined by the crisis he experiences when his colonial realizations confront his idyllic 

vision of "America." For this reason, the use of colonial and postcolonial theories when 

evaluating Crevecoeur would provide an important new reading of his letters. His 

position as colonizer proves so distressing that Crevecoeur attempts to fictionalize a way 

out of his complicity. That Crevecoeur simultaneously attempts to justify and express 

marked discomfort about his position as colonizer is not an anomaly in the field of 

(post)colonial studies. Foundational theorist Homi Bhabha has explained that "the 

colonial presence is always ambivalent, .split between its appearance as original and 

authoritative and its articulation as repetition and difference" (107). Crevecoeur's 

credibility as an "authoritative" colonizer is undermined by the necessity to repeatedly 

justify his position in the face of "difference." Crevecoeur's juxtaposition of Utopia and 

dystopia exemplifies Bhabha's theories on colonial ambivalence. The epistolary form 

itself facilitates ambivalence: readers are able to view diverse, often contradictory 

viewpoints as new letters are written at different times and in various states of mind. The 

potentially disjointed nature of the genre allows for snapshots of a fragmented colonial 

consciousness. 
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While apparent disputes between Crevecoeur's narrative voices may be left 

unresolved, farmer James' advocacy seems less in question. Winston provides a 

compelling argument that reads the ending of the last letter in the collection as a 

"reaffirm[atioii of] the American farmer himself" (261). As farmer James and his family 

are pushed into the "wild frontier," in order to escape the ravages of the Revolution, he 

reasserts the ideology of "American" regeneracy with which he began his letters. 

Winston explains. 

Now the American farmer is as troubled and as frightened as the newly 

arrived Europeans. However, in asserting his faith in God, James once 

again raises the narrative of the book from the demonic level of the 

everyday world [...J That is, the representative American is about to start 

Letters from an American Farmer over again. (263) 

Doreen Alvarez Saar agrees that the lasting message of Letters is one that affirms the 

mythology in the second and third letters, suggesting that the inclusion of the Nantucket 

series in particular demonstrates the 'American" ability to overcome hardships, 

presumably like those seen in Charlestown. Saar writes, "The example of Nantucket 

shows that Americans, having escaped the miseries of their forefathers, can overcome all 

odds by their industry and perseverance when they 'are permitted to enjoy a system of 

rational laws founded on perfect freedom'" (200). The Nantucket series betrays farmer 

James' underlying struggle with the vagaries of colonialism, as he fights to justify 

"American Exceptionalism" in the face of evidence to the contrary. As Crevecoeur 

rhetorically privileges mythology over reality, he participates in one of the earliest 
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examples of "American" mythmaking in cootinental history. The fact that his myths have 

been internalized, becoming part of U.S. national identity today, speaks to the power of 

narrative to establish and erase cultural truths. 

Yet, even Nantucket, his "Happy Isle," cannot stand up to the pitfalls in 

Crevecoeur's wishful thinking. In letter four, farmer James admits that the Quakers might 

have purchased from Indian grants, originally acquired through unjust methods. He 

insists "whatever injustice might have been committed in that respect cannot be charged 

to the account of those Friends" (99), again attempting to maneuver away from any 

implication of wrong-doing on the part of the "better class" of colonists—or the 

exceptional Americans. He also admits that both small-pox. fevers, and rum brought by 

the Europeans have devastated entire Indian nations, but concludes that "they appear to 

be a race doomed to recede and disappear before the superior genius of the Europeans" 

(102). Similarly, while observing that the Quakers have emancipated their slaves, in 

letter eleven he points out that "We gave them freedom, and yet few have quitted their 

ancient masters" (183). Although it may appear that Crevecoeur's narrator continually 

contradicts himself, farmer James is actually struggling with his position as colonizer in a 

system that simultaneously privileges and disgusts him. In line with colonial 

ambivalence, Crevecoeur experiences simultaneously conflicting reactions to 

colonization. Just as Crevecoeur's veiy definition of "What is an American?" is 

complicated by an open disgust for slavery, his fantastical Nantucket betrays an 

ambivalence about his colonial position. 
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Despite conflicting emotions about land rights, and open revulsion to the system 

of slavery that sustained many of the early colonies, the laudator)' memories of America 

that originated in letter three prevailed in what would later develop into the post-

revolutionary imagined community of the nation. While Crevecoeur's letter three went on 

to become massively reproduced, translated into several languages and widely distributed 

for centuries to come, his other letters were omitted from re-publication, practically 

vanishing into literary obscurity until recovered by contemporaiy critics. Ironically, the 

very notions of "America" as a melting pot, guided by manifest destiny and exceptional 

industriousness that Crevecoeur disparages in letter nine are the ones that become 

indelible in national memory. Imperial expansion and empire building became proxy for 

"manifest destiny" and American Exceptionalism; likewise, "equal opportunity" and 

"pulling oneself up by one's bootstraps" became proxy for "tilling the earth" and "Land 

of Labour." The original language in Crevecoeur's third letter became replaced with 

abstract national ideologies, steeped in patriotic rigor but rooted in /w/.vrememberings. 

Inscribing Early "American" Ideologies onto the Frontier 

After the American Revolution, eastern United States land became scarce, 

prompting westward expansion. According to Crevecoeur, being a "freeholder" defined 

not only one's national allegiance, but one's very manhood. In order to sustain the idea 

that equal opportunity in "America" allowed for self-made men, each man needed to be 

able to till his own land. The western frontier signified precisely this space: it was a site 

of national promise, and it promised to deliver where Crevecoeur's vision fell short. 
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Frederick Jackson Turner's famous essay, "The Significance of the Frontier in American 

History" (1891), outlined the importance of the frontier in U.S. cultural identity at the 

turn of the last century, explaining, "'American social development has been continually 

beginning over again on the frontier. This perennial rebirth, this fluidity of American life, 

this expansion westward with its new opportunities, its continuous touch with the 

simplicity of primitive society, furnish the forces dominating American character" (15-

16). The idea of a "rebirth" on the frontier parallels Crevecoeur's early notions of the 

"regenerated" transplant. Turner went on to explain, "The frontier line is the line of most 

rapid and effective Americanization" (16). While substantial contemporary criticism has 

problematized Turner's thesis, Greg Lyons reminds us that "his theory was to dominate 

the field for fifty years." and his "ideas were integrated into widely held beliefs about the 

century's end" (13). With the significance of the frontier looming large in U.S. cultural 

identity, the 1890 census declaring the frontier closed posed a considerable problem. 

Miller suggests that some believed the new frontier was to be found overseas, thus 

developing the country's commitment to imperial expansion. He writes, "For some the 

new frontier would be an industrial one, while others looked beyond the nation's 

boundaries for its replacement. 'It is to the oceans that our children must look as we once 

looked to the boundless west' Senator Orville Piatt advised" (5). Crevecoeur's letter six 

laid an early foundation for this move from the land to the sea, as he remarks that when 

the "soil is bad." or in this case, no longer boundless, "The sea therefore becomes to [the 

settlers] a kind of patrimony" (123). Justification for overseas expansion was thus 
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birthed out of the ideologies of manifest destiny. Once westward expansion reached the 

Pacific, empire ostensibly became its metaphorical substitute. 

The promise of the new frontier soon aiso served as proxy for promises for white 

success, effectively carrying racialized American national ideologies overseas into the 

twentieth century. Specifically, the frontier was seen as a site of innocence and rebirth, a 

place where a (potentially failed) man could remake himself anew and achieve the 

success that had hitherto eluded him.^ This promise—for rebirth, opportunity, and 

success—becomes fraught when applied to Bulosan, because of the inconsistencies 

between the Filipino immigrant experience and the American national narrative. As Lisa 

Lowe explains in Immigrant Acts, 

The history of Chinese immigrant laborers who labored in mining and 

railroad construction yet were barred from citizenship is incommensurate 

with the narrative that reconciles the citizen to the nation. The lives of 

Japanese Americans, nominally recognized as citizens yet dispossessed of 

freedoms and properties explicitly granted citizens, cannot be narrated by 

the novel of formation that reconciles the individual to the social order. 

The U.S. colonization of the Philippines disrupts the national historical 

narrative, and the immigration of Filipinos to the United States after 

colonization contradicts the liberal narrative of political emancipation and 

citizenship. (175) 

In each of these historical examples, Asian Americans have been actively excluded from 

the narrative that constructs America as the place where "individuals of all races are 
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melted into a new race of men," and where citizens are guaranteed the rights to life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness. America's construction as the land of the free is 

certainly incommensurate with its imperial colonizing mission, yet these inconsistencies 

cannot be overcome or eliminated without reconceptualizing and revising the national 

myth. The racial formations at work in the myth, however, were too central to allow for 

such revision. 

A second factor that alters the immigrant's access to the American myth is the 

notion of exile, as the individual who is exiled carries an essentially different sense of 

place. Oscar Campomanes explains the relevance of "exile" to Filipinos, and in so doing 

he points to one of the justifications for reading Filipino, and Filipino American literature 

as not only distinct from "Asian American literature," but as uniquely postcolonial. First, 

Campomanes explains, "Among the various Asian countries of origin, the Philippines 

holds the sole distinction of being drawoi into a truly colonial and neo-colonial relation 

with the United States" (163). Michael Parenti elaborates on the idea of neocolonialism, 

defining it as "the practice of direct exploitation without the burden of direct rule" (66), 

and David Joel Steinberg points out that "many in Manila increasingly saw the [United 

States militaiy] bases as the tangible sign of sustaining neocolonialism" (179). It is 

important to note, however, that U.S. neocolonial practices did not originate with 

Philippine independence. In fact. Miller asserts that 

If the definition of imperialism is to be broadened to include the 

informal arrangements labeled "neocolonialism.' then its origin for 

America would be in China [...] From the beginning of the China 
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trade in 1785, the United States increasingly became England's 

junior partner, lending moral support to gunboat diplomacy and 

reaping treaty benefits after each British assault. (4) 

The distinct, postcolonial condition that results from being subject to both the colonial 

and neo-colonial relationship is what gives way to the Filipino as exile. Campomanes 

and Gonzales explain that "Indeed, it is this 'political impetus of the post-colonial' 

(Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 1989, 83), or this historical engagement with the legacy of 

colonialism, that charges the Filipino (American) literary tradition with its constitutive 

tensions" (62). These are precisely the tensions that manifest as contradictions in 

Bulosan's later fictionalized autobiography. 

The condition of the exile also creates in some Philippine American texts a 

divergence from the traditional ethnic immigrant quest for the "promised land." 

Campomanes explains that Filipino American literature often includes a sense of 

displacement and a constant look "back" towards the homeland. Throughout AIH, the 

protagonist is "determined to leave that environment [America... and] go back [to the 

Philippines] someday and understand what it meant to be bom of the peasantry" (62). 

Like many Filipinos who had migrated to America in the 1920s, Bulosan never intended 

to stay; he was looking for the land of opportunity advertised in United States literature, 

in hopes that in America, he would have the opportunity to work to bring his family out 

of poverty. The protagonist explains. "I would go back [to the Philippines] because I was 

a part of it. because I could not really escape from it no matter where 1 went or what 

became of me. I would go back to give significance to all that was starved and thwarted 
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in my life" (62). Yet while continually insisting upon his eventual return home, Bulosan 

also repeatedly acknowledges that inevitable impossibility. In his essay, "How My 

Stories Were Written," he offers reflections on his development as a writer that shed light 

on some of the complexities of AIH. Providing an interesting context for understanding 

the ideas that influence his writing, he describes a wise old man who had once told him, 

"Everybody dies, but no man comes home again" (112). This prediction seems to have 

influenced his narrative in AIH, as Alios vacillates between promising himself (and 

others) to return home, and declaring that he had left home "forever" (30, 64, 65). Not 

only does the condition of exile render the Filipino constantly in flux, it also effectively 

erases him from American mythology. Campomanes attributes the erasure of the Filipino 

to the general erasure of U.S. colonial positioning. He writes. 

To explain the absence of the Philippines in American history, one must 

look at the active rewriting of American historical records from the start of 

colonial conquest that articulate and rearticulate the verity of "American 

Exceptionalism." As Amy Kaplan suggestively notes, "The Invisibility of 

the Philippines from .American history has everything to do with the 

invisibility of American imperialism to itself." (163) 

The idea that American imperialism remains invisible to itself complements the notion of 

abstract, national ideologies serving as proxy for concrete promises that invariably fail. 

In other words, the reason that American imperialism can maintain invisibility is because 

American national mythology misremembers the brutalities associated with imperial 

forces and remembers imperialism as benevolence. In this same way. American national 
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mythology misremembers Crevecoeur's letters in total and remembers only letter three, 

in order to construct the promise of America as an ideal that consequently is often left 

unfulfilled. 

A final factor that alters the immigrant's access to American national mythology 

is the notion of mobility endemic to the promise of the frontier. Sau-ling Wong argues 

that there is an essential difference in the ways white Americans and ethnic minority 

Americans read the frontier, and that this difference relies on the distinction between 

"necessity and extravagance." Wong writes. 

a controlling influence in American literature has been the perception of 

an open continent and the limitless opportunities which it implies 

[...Quoting Walter Allen, she continues,] "The frontier, the movement 

westward, remains the great image of the American sense of possibility." 

Yet the Asian American has been conspicuously absent in existing 

generalist formulations of a presumably universally applicable theory of 

American mobility; none of the major studies on the American landscape, 

the frontier, or the journey motif makes a place for the group. (119) 

Indeed, although Bulosan arrives in America after the so-called closing of the frontier to 

find lingering frontier mythologies that were inaccessible to him, he is not generally read 

within the context of frontier theories. In her 1992 essay. "Letting Go Our Grand 

Obsessions," Annette Kolodny called for a reconceptualization of the American frontier 

to include, among other things, "fresh analysis [of immigrant literature such as the work 

of Anzia Yezierska, Edward Rivera, Sholem Aleichem and Carlos Bulosan]" (8). 
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Kolodny's re-definition of the frontier as an urban space, precisely the space in which 

Bulosan operates, allows for this re-reading, which has yet to be done. 

The closing of the American frontier (1890) signifies a redefi nition of American 

exceptionalism with the move from westward expansion to U.S. global imperialism; this 

move significantly coincides with the Chinese Exclusion Acts (1882), the annexation of 

Hawai'i (1898), the signing of the Treaty of Paris (1898) and the "Philippine 

Insurrection" (1898-1902). As U.S. foreign policy developed abroad, the sanctioned and 

unsanctioned "'regulation"' of ethnic minorities persisted at home, and the two are 

inextricably connected. Buried underneath decades of foreign policy, domestic 

legislation, and national history are the people who struggled with a promise of 

exceptionalism—freedom, equality of opportunity, and unlimited potential for success 

and wealth—that was failing to live up to itself. Wong's critique of the absence of Asian 

Americans from frontier literature becomes complicated when the frontier extends 

overseas into "Asian" terrain. Because Bulosan experiences some of the challenges 

inherited from frontier ideologies—both the domestic, as well as the imperial 

frontier—Kolodny' s re-definition of the frontier enables critics to read him in the context 

of ideological holdovers from the nineteenth century. 

The exclusion of Asian Americans from discussions on the myth of frontier 

mobility has not been without motivation or consequence; their very existence refutes the 

viability of the myth itself. For the Asian American, the frontier does not symbolize 

limitless possibilities, as the "mobility" that is said to be distinctive works entirely 

differently here. Wong explains. 
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[To the mainstream,] horizontal movement across the North American 

continent regularly connotes independence, freedom, an opportunity for 

individual actualization and/or societal rebirth—in short. Extravagance. In 

[Asian American discourses on mobility,] however, it is usually associated 

with subjugation, coercion, impossibility of fulfillment for self or 

community—in short, Necessity. (121) 

For Bulosan, who is propelled up and down the West Coast of America by explicit 

coercion, mobility is indubitably a necessity, not an extravagance. Both the lingering 

frontier ideologies and the notion of overseas expansion of the "new frontier" come to 

affect Bulosan's development in colonial Philippines, which in turn affects his immigrant 

experience in the U.S. This background helps to inform Bulosan's formative years, and 

provide a partial context for understanding his autobiography. 

^ See Creighton Miller 2. 
~ Zinn also provides an exerpted list of 103 U.S. armed forces interventions in foreign 
countries between 1798 and 1895, including Argentina, Nicaragua. Japan, Uruguay. 
China, Angola, Portuguese West Africa and Hawaii (Zinn 298). 
^ His use of the term "American" is problematic in part because, although published after 
the Revolutionary War, it is unclear which letters were written prior to U.S. nationhood, 
as well as which of the many changing boundaries in the eighteenth-century he is 
including in any given letter; it is also problematic, however, because contemporary 
critical usage of the term "American" tends to also signify the northern and southern 
continents which are increasingly included under the rubric of "American studies." For 
the purposes of reading Crevecoeur's letters, which habitually refer to "America,"' 1 note 
the problematics of the term by setting if off with quotation marks. 
^ Crevecoeur's passage describing America as a "melting pot," is the most oft quoted 
passage in the eighteenth century, second only to the Declaration of Independence. The 
passage begins, "Here, individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men," and 
this section is recognized as evidence of the first printed work to invoke the "melting pot'" 
ideology. 
^ In letter XII, "Distresses of a Frontier Man.'" Crevecoeur maintains a strict 
antimiscegenation stance regarding Native Americans. He writes, "however I respect the 
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simple, the inoffensive society of these people in their villages, the strongest prejudices 
would make me abhor any alliance with them in blood, disagreeable no doubt to Nature's 
intentions, which have strongly divided us by so many indelible characters" (211). 
® See Katherine and Everett Emerson's research, quoted in Nathaniel Phiibrick's "The 
Nantucket Sequence in Crevecoeur's Letters from an American Farmer.'" 

For a thorough discussion on this notion, see Lewis. 
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CHAPTER III: 

READING CARLOS BULOSANASA POSTCOLOMAL 

"The existing textbook paradigm of American immigration history, which 
would have us believe that the first phase of mass immigration to the 
United States (1880-1920) was a matter of the huddled masses seeking 
'change and choice,' who then lived happily ever after as newcomer and 
nation were transformed by assimilation (e.g.. Kraut 1982), is clearly 
inadequate. But the need is not for a simple revision of American history 
that would accommodate those who were excluded in the first writing of 
this history, such as Asian Americans. The need is to define a new 
paradigm which contextual izes the history of Asian Americans within the 
twentieth-century global history of imperialism, of colonialism, and of 
capitalism. To isolate Asian American history from its international 
underpinnings, to abstract it from the global context of capital and labor 
migration, is to distort this history." - Suchela Mazumdar 

"the economic and cultural dominaticm that is the present reality in the 
Reagan and Bush America of the 1970s, the 1980s, and the 1990s, was 
steadily progressing since 1898, when the United States annexed the 
Philippines and other territories of the Third World." - Marilyn Alquizola 

The Exportation of "American" Ideologies 

The importance of understanding what happens after the closing of the frontier 

provides the final element of a contextual ized reading of Biilosan, as the unique historical 

connection between the Philippines and the Untied States is precisely what allows Carlos 

Bulosan to be read as a postcolonial. Both Bulosan the author, and Alios, Ms the semi-

fictional narrator, come to maturity in colonial Philippines; as such, they are subject to an 

institutionalized, U.S. colonial education that emphasized particular, strategic, and 

uniquely American ideologies. It is important to examine U.S. colonial relations with the 
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Philippines in order to contextualize Bulosan's writing. As Oscar Campomanes explains 

in his foundational essay, "Filipinos in the United States and their Literature of Exile," 

For Filipinos in the United States and their history of community-

formation, it is not enough to examine immigration policies (symptomatic 

of a U.S.-centric approach to which most sociologists/historians are prone) 

that by themselves fail to account for the diversity of immigration patterns. 

(162) 

Arguing that any reading of Filipino American literature must account for the colonial 

relationship between the United Stales and his country of origin. Campomanes suggests 

the importance of properly contextualizing the work of Carlos Bulosan.' Such an 

approach would center both the author and the narrator's postcoloniality in relation to 

memories of their colonial past, rather than centering Alios' relationship to U.S. 

nationalism. An exploration of U.S. colonial, educational institutions, then, helps 

contextualize a reading of Bulosan as a postcolonial. 

On December 10, 1898, Spain signed the Treaty of Paris, ceding the Philippines 

to the United States for the sum of $20 million. Under the impression that they had been 

fighting alongside their U.S. allies for Philippine independence as well as liberation from 

Spanish tyranny, Filipinos rebuked the United States' claim of ownership and entered 

into what to this day is still only officially acknowledged by the U.S. government as an 

"insurrection." Known to Filipinos (and, unofficially, to most U.S. personnel) as the 

Philippine-American War, the "insurrection" was expected to last no more than a few-

months time. In fact, the war lasted four years and cost the United States $600 million, as 
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well as untoid casualties. To this day, the exact number of fatalities remains in dispute, 

ranging from 600,000 to 2 million Filipino lives, and 10,000 to 126,000 American lives. 

Even these numbers fail to adequately depict the level of brutality involved, including 

entire civilian villages left charred by a fire-fighting engine "inverted, to spray villages 

with petroleum to make them bum more rapidly" (Miller 73), Filipino bodies left gutted, 

decapitated, and stacked in trenches, frequent rape and looting, orders to "massacre" and 

"kill all" the Filipinos, summary execution of thousands of prisoners, and concentration 

camps only two miles long and one mile wide housing 8,000 Filipinos.^ 

Often referred to as the precursor to Vietnam, the Philippine-American war was 

racialized in significant ways. First, many of the American military leaders were Civil 

War veterans, and many more had been active agents in the Indian Wars. Miller 

explains, 

Virtually every member of the high command had spent most of his career 

terrorizing Apaches, Comanches, Kiowas, and the Sioux. Some had taken 

part in the massacre at Wounded Knee. It was easy for such commanders 

to order similar tactics in the Philippines, particularly when faced with the 

frustrations of guerrilla warfare. (195) 

Not only were tactics of warfare carried over from the Indian Wars, but many of the 

racial prejudices that justified such overt and gruesome violence also persisted. In order 

to rationalize massacre, feelings of intense racial superiority and hatred had to be present. 

Filipinos were called "niggers" and "gugus" by U.S. soldiers, often in overtly aggressive 

situations, but also in casual speech and letters home to parents. They were habitually 
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discussed as "savages," confused for "Braves" and "Indians," and described as "utterly 

without conscience and as full of treachery as our Arizona Apache" (qtd. in Miller 88). 

As Stuart Creighton Miller explains. 

In short, these veterans believed that 'Injun warfare' was necessary 

against such 'savages.' One Kansas veteran stated this sentiment quite 

directly to a reporter polling his regiment as it awaited discharge. 'The 

country won't be pacified until the niggers are killed off like the Indians.' 

Howard McFarlane agreed it was necessary to 'blow every nigger into a 

nigger heaven.' Adapting an old frontier adage, another veteran explained 

that 'the only good Filipino is a dead one. Take no prisoners; lead is 

cheaper than rice.' (179-180) 

The same ideologies that U.S. soldiers had used in the past to justify brutalization and 

massacre were being employed again overseas, with Filipinos now serving as proxy for 

other previously maligned races. Philippine President Emilio Aguinaldo noted the 

hypocrisy of U.S. foreign policy in the context of espoused U.S. ideology when he stated 

that "violent and aggressive seizure of the Philippines would require an endless struggle 

for the United States, a nation which has arrogated to itself the title 'champion of 

oppressed nations" (qtd. in Miller 54). 

At the close of the war, when the U.S. then turned to educating the Filipinos 

according to democratic traditions, their policy of "benevolent assimilation" was as 

hypocritical as it was oxymoronic. Filipinos and Americans alike carried memories of 

General Smith, who ordered his soldiers to "take no prisoners and to kill every male 
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Filipino over age 10" (Miller 230), because they were bom ten years before the U.S. took 

the Philippines. This directive astounded newspaper editors in the United States, 

including the New York Evening Journal, which printed the infamous cartoon depicting 

the execution of eleven and twelve year old Filipino boys. Attempts to gloss over these 

atrocities, or replace them with new notions of U.S. benevolence, would require massive 

"re-education." Such sacrifice by both parties involved in the war begs the question: why 

was the Philippines so important to the United States? 

In 1903, President McKinJey listed four reasons explaining his decision to 

"retain" the Philippines: 

(1) that we could not give them back to Spain—that would be cowardly 

and dishonorable; (2) that we could not turn them over to France or 

Germany—our commercial rivals in the Orient—that would be bad 

business and discreditable; (3) that we could not leave them to 

themselves—they were unfit for self-government, and they would soon 

have anarchy and misrule over there worse than Spain's was: and (4) that 

there was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and educate the 

Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christianize them, and by God's 

grace do the very best we could for them, as our fellowmen for whom 

Christ also died. (qtd. in de la Costa 150) 

U.S.-Philippine foreign policy was determined, then, in part based on its reflection on the 

United States: whether our actions would be perceived as "cowardly and dishonorable" or 

•'bad business and discreditable." And foreign policy was also determined in part based 
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on American notions of superiority, manifesting in the belief that Filipinos "'were unfit 

for self-government," despite evidence to the contrary.^ By stating that he believed he 

had no other choice, "nothing left for us to do" but to educate the Filipinos, McKinley 

initiated the self-contradictory practice of imperial benevolence. It was a new project, 

which re-emphasized the uniqueness and desirability of "American democracy." It was a 

new frontier. 

State newspapers rationalized the order of events by explaining that the war was 

almost a prerequisite for benevolence. The Salt Lake City Tribune surmised that '"The 

Struggle must continue til [sic] the misguided creatures there shall have their eyes bathed 

in enough blood to cause their vision to be cleared" (qtd. in Miller 74), and the Omaha 

Bee explained that the Filipinos "had to be whipped into respectful submission." that they 

"will love us later, for the fullness of the lesson we taught them" (qtd. in Miller 77). 

Despite the acknowledged "necessity" of warfare, once the Insurrection ended, the U.S. 

took immediate steps towards erasing its very existence from cultural memory. In the 

face of repeated attempts to gain official U.S. recognition that the "insurrection" was in 

fact a war. attempts that persist to this day, the United States has neither acknowledged 

nor apologized for its actions. Significantly, this lack of acknowledgement is steeped in a 

constructed, national amnesia. As Miller explains, "The war of conquest and its atrocities 

and courts-martial have fared no better than [General] Funston in America's collective 

memory. The subject is rarely touched upon in history texts, and when it is. this sordid 

episode is reduced to a bare mention of an 'insurrection against American rule'" (266). 

Miller further suggests that this memory loss allows citizens to maintain notions of 
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American innocence, explaining, ""American innocence has been historically nurtured and 

protected by a conveniently selective collective memory. Amnesia over the horrors of the 

war of conquest in the Philippines set in early, during the summer of 1902" (253). Before 

the war had even ended, attempts to re-member it differently had already begun. These 

attempts were necessary to preserve existing national myths that seemed at odds with the 

practice of colonial imperialism. According to Miller, "The major obstacle to an 

imperialist policy was the nation's political traditions of aniicolonialism, the Declaration 

of Independence, Monroe Doctrine, and isolationism" (21). Of course, this was not the 

first paradox in American history: just as earlier government policy had found ways to 

rationalize Native American genocide and African slavery in spite of popular national 

mythology, so too was colonization rationalized. 

But the fact that some U.S. citizens had learned from the mistakes of the past, 

combined with strong resistance to imperialism from both the Filipinos and many 

prominent Americans involved in the anti-imperialist league, meant that the "new 

frontier" had the potential to produce somewhat of a national identity crisis. In response, 

in 1901 the U.S. Supreme Court heard the "Insular Cases," adjudicating what had been 

labeled by the press as the "Philippine Problem" or the "Philippine Question." The 

answer to "the Philippine Question" would determine the relationship between the U.S. 

and the Philippines; moreover, it would establish the U.S. as either "a colonizer or the 

originally postcolonial nation (in the contemporary phraseology: Republic or Empire)" 

(Campomanes 17). Oscar Campomanes reminds us that, in a 5-4 decision. 
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the Insular Cases deteraimed the political status of the Philippines within 

the Union as an "unincorporated territory," meaning that it became an 

"American territory" subject to the jurisdiction of the United States while 

also deemed unincorporable as a future state. One effect of this curious 

demarcation of U.S. (extra)territoriality was that Filipinos were 

analogously defined as "American nationals;" subject to the jurisdiction of 

the United States but with no possibility of citizenship. Partly, this was a 

compromise with the rabidly anti-annexationist Southern senators and 

constituencies who were fearful about adding another "race problem" to 

the "Negro Problem" of the body politic" ("New Empire 17). 

The existence of American nationals violated the most basic principal of representative 

government. In a move that would drastically alter the direction of the country, the 

United States government chose Empire over Republic. Despite its monumental 

significance, U.S. foreign policy towards the Philippines remains remarkably understated 

in national memory. 

The rhetorical distinction between official "colony" and "unincorporated 

territory" allowed the United Slates government to set it self apart from Spanish 

colonialism—at least semantically. Moreover, this distinction helped to linguistically 

reconstitute historical memory, essentially allowing the U.S. to rewrite its role as 

colonizer into one of "protector," since an unincorporated territory was also known as a 

protectorate. Strategic amnesia was helpful not only in transitioning to a system of 

"benevolent" education and assimilation, but also in preserving certain U.S. national 
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myths and ideologies. Oscar Campomanes brilliantly connects this collective memory 

loss to revised notions of American Exceptionalism, writing: 

This discursive enterprise ["reworking the exceptionalism idea"], apart 

from regenerating the exceptionalist arguments first elaborated by some 

revolutionary philosophes and writers, obliquely ratified a 

contemporaneous intellectual tendency to limit the formative moments of 

modern U.S. imperialism to World War II and its aftermath. Any memory 

of the U.S. formal colonial venture in the Philippines (1902-1941) 

disappears into an inexplicable vacuum [...] Not only did this 

periodicity—-popularized by George Kennan (1951)—serve to minoritize 

and valorize the formal Philippine colonial venture as itself "exceptional," 

in the sense of departing from the republican ideals of the United States 

and the European imperialist norm as the turn-of-the-century U.S. 

imperialists and anti-imperialists had already debated; it also buttressed 

subsequent claims of modem U.S. historiography that the U.S. quickly 

withdrew into a period of "isolationism" after what Ernest May claimed 

was a "mild case of imperialism" ("New Empire" 11). 

Arguing that early notions of American Exceptionalism were reworked and regenerated 

to create the notion of U.S. imperialism and/or Philippine colonialism as "exceptional," 

Campomanes then attributes this notion of exceptionalism to the "general amnesia in 

considerations of lO'^-century U.S. imperial-national status and power politics" (11). He 

concludes this line of reasoning by suggesting that it is precisely this amnesia 
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surrounding U.S. imperial or colonial history that allows readers to ignore Filipino 

American postcoloniality. 

Yet, not only does American history erase the Filipino, even postcolonial 

discourses that have emerged to give voice to the silenced have rarely addressed the 

Filipino American, or Pinoy. In fact, although foundational postcolonial theorist Albert 

Memmi explained that "memory [...] rests upon its institutions" (103) and the cultural and 

historical memory of the colonized can become petrified with colonization, Filipino 

Americans remain widely outside of the realm of postcolonial theory. Sheng Mei-Ma 

explains, "In postcolonial discourse shaped by the Commonwealth legacy, the emphasis 

has been largely on Anglophone and Francophone literatures of Africa, Australia, the 

Caribbean, and the Indian subcontinent, with scant scrutiny of the Pacific Rim or its 

continuum in immigrant enclaves in the West" (1). Oscar Campomanes shares this 

lament, for Filipino American literatures in particular, as 

Marked by chronic and multiple displacements, Filipino American 

cultures/texts were and continue to be created under material, historical, 

and political conditions that are better described by the (post)colonial 

analogy of world literature rather than the '"immigrant analogy" of U.S. 

multiculturalism. Strikingly, however. U.S. and postcolonial discourses 

have not considered U.S. imperialist and Philippine American formations 

worthy of extensive study .. . The first characteristic, in fact, that 

confounds U.S. readers and critics when exploring Filipino American 

literature and identity formations is their oppositional but nearly 
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unniappable amorphousness. their simultaneous colonial complicities and 

postcolonia! differences with U.S. centered annexationist and 

"assimilationist" programs. (Campomanes and Gonzales 74-75 ) 

Campomanes goes on to suggest that Bulosan is among the first to articulate this 

"predicament,"^ arguing that the disjunctures in Bulosan's narrative are evidence of his 

colonial and postcolonial relationship with the United States. He asserts that the 

postcolonial condition endemic to the Filipino American experience differentiates the 

Filipino American author from those who are read through the traditional ethnic 

immigrant experience. Campomanes explains, "'this state of ambivalence (which is 

shared in large measure by those identified as Filipino Americans, perhaps because of 

their equivalent liminality in overdetermined U.S.-Philippines context), is fraught with 

historical weight quite distinct from that characteristically experienced by American 

immigrants" (78). While I agree that the postcolonial condition uniquely situates the 

Filipino American experience apart from traditional ethnic immigrants, I will later 

suggest that the African American experience in the United States shares a similar 

distinction. 

Complementing Campomanes" discussion of Filipino as exile, Susan Evangelista 

examines the uniqueness of the Filipino writer in a third world context, quoting Lucila 

Hosillos at length: 

colonialism. [i-/c] alienated [Third World people] from their own way of life, 

culture, institutions, and history through a system of education that 

'miseducated' them to believe that these are inferior to those of the colonizer." 
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In short, it created, especially in the Philippines, the type of "colonial 

mentality" that eventually sent a hundred thousand Filipino workers to the 

United Stales ... Once in the countries of the First World, these immigrant 

groups form minority populations, ethnically and racially distinct, usually 

oppressed, and generally characterized by an extreme form of the 

consciousness of nonimmigrant Third World peoples—that is, by a sense of 

cultural inferiority and dependency. It is also this historically generated loss 

of soul, as it were, and of self-confidence, and of a viable national identity that 

gives the Third World writer his particular task, which is not simply to expose 

the injustices of the colonial relationship, but to awaken and reeducate, to help 

bring about the rehumanization of the "brutalized" colonial subject, and to 

help him recreate his social system and his own internal integrity. (32-33) 

These feelings of cultural inferiority and dependency were steeped in the U.S. system 

education established during what can only be called "colonial" rule—linguistic fictions 

aside. 

The Philippine Education Series first established under U.S. colonial rule was 

saturated with laudatory U.S. propaganda. Pro-American sentiment pervaded history 

lessons, as well as language books, composition manuals, grammar workbooks, and 

speech exercises. In a 1906 Primary Language Book, language exercise number fifty-two 

instructs students to 

Make a flag of paper. Make the flag one foot long and eight inches wide. 

Be sure to have the right number of stars and stripes. How many white 
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stripes are there? Count the red stripes. What kind of stripe is at the 

bottom of the flag? What kind is at the bottom? The stars are on a blue 

field. What is the shape of the blue field? The blue field is always on top 

and next to the pole. Put your flag on a stick and give it to your teacher. 

Written Exercise: Write four questions about the flag. Write four 

statements about the flag. (86) 

The assumption that when a Filipino child "makes a flag of paper," it is the stars and 

stripes that she draws, points to the beginning of the Philippines' status as a U.S. colony. 

Subtly instilling U.S. pride into Filipino children, the textbooks utilized during early 

colonialism are replete with examples of U.S. nationalist rhetoric. For instance, the 1922 

publication, English Composition: A Manual for Use in Philippine Secondary Schools, 

consists of mostly grammatical instruction and examples, but the examples are laden with 

the ideological values of the colonizing country. In a section that explains why 

"Commas Are Used—" one reason is: "To indicate the omission of words the repetition 

of which is not essential to meaning: Washington is called the father of his country; 

Lincoln, its savior" (11). To demonstrate "Agreement of Verbs—" an example is ''The 

United States is an English-speaking nation" (14). In a rhetorical move that signifies the 

U.S. national perception of North American indigenous peoples as a 'dying breed," the 

manual references Native Americans in order to demonstrate the past tense: "The past 

tense denotes action, condition, or state that belongs wholly and only to the past: [...] 

Magellan was a Portuguese nobleman and naval officer. At that time, America was the 
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home of the red men" (15). And when demonstrating how correlatives work, an example 

is the important question; "He asked me whether I was Filipino or a Japanese" (21). 

In each of these instances, models meant to demonstrate simple rules of grammar 

are laden with examples that center the United States cultural experience. When learning 

the difference between declarative and interrogative statements, students also learn about 

the significance of the U.S. flag. More importantly, each of these examples provides a 

teaching moment—a place for the instructor to pause and illustrate the relevant historical 

context. When learning about the use of commas, the teacher has an opportunity to 

explain why George Washington is an important figure, and how Abraham Lincoln 

became the country's "savior." These lessons tended to highlight the nation's triumphs 

and downplay historical wrongs. Further privileging U.S. national history and culture 

was the Bureau of Education's directive that "All instruction is given in the English 

language" {Statement of the Organization 2). English-only instruction was so successful 

that, according to the Bureau of Education, "During the 12 years since the American 

occupation of the islands, the English language has become so thoroughly disseminated 

that there is now no town in the islands where there is not some English spoken" (8). 

Yet, in anticipation of Filipino resistance to the methods employed in U.S. colonial 

education, U.S. citizens interested in becoming teachers in the Philippines were warned 

that "Opposition may be encountered along certain lines of school work" {Statement of 

the Organization 10). 

Although occasional references to glorified U.S. historical moments or nationalist 

rhetoric appear consistently throughout Philippine primary education textbooks under 



124 

U.S. colonial rule, what is more interesting is the way in which the rhetoric shifts with the 

changing political situation. Writing workbooks of the early 1940s, for example, exhibit a 

marked difference from those of the early days of U.S. colonization. As "America 

became increasingly isolationist" and "racial fears over Filipino immigration" grew 

(Miller 264), the colonization of the Philippines became lower on the U.S. government's 

priority list, in 1934 the Tydings-McDuffie Act pledged to grant Philippine independence 

in ten years,^ changed the status of Filipino immigrants from "nationals" to 'aliens." and 

capped Filipino immigration to fifty persons per year. These changes were followed by 

the Filipino Repatriation Act of 1935, which encouraged repatriation by providing 

Filipinos in the United States with free passage back to the Philippines. As the U.S. 

government began making changes in its foreign policy to aid the impending transition to 

to "Philippine independence," the types of examples used in grammar school textbooks 

also changed. Nationalist U.S. rhetoric was replaced with deliberate attempts to 

encourage a Filipino nationalist rhetoric. In the 1940 publication. Graded Exercises in 

Sentence Rhythm and Emphasis through Inflection, for example, "Grade V, Exercises in 

Rhythm and Inflection," meant to be read aloud, include the following statements; 

1. Love your country next to God and your honor. 

2. The Philippines is our country. It is our native land, the land where we 

were born. So the Philippines is our fatherland. 

3. The Philippines is a free country, although it is not yet an independent 

nation. Its people are a free people. 
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4. I love my country, the Philippines, and I love my people, the Filipino 

people. 

5. We should be glad and thankful that we have a country. We should be 

loyal and true to her always. 

These exercises continue with examples such as number eight, "We want our girls and 

boys to be taught that they are Filipinos, that the Philippines is their country" (59), and 

number twenty, "If 1 shall die in this battle, I wish that my body be wrapped in a Filipino 

flag and be buried in the Philippine soil for which 1 gladly gave my life" (30 and 34). 

These examples no longer center the United States experience; on the contrary, these 

explicitly political shifts—rather transparently constructed—are none too subtle attempts 

to facilitate the transition to Philippine national independence. Far more notable than the 

changes in rhetoric, however, is the venue. That these overtly political messages were 

promoted and distributed via primary school textbooks indicates just how political and 

strategic U.S. colonial education was. 

The 1940 textbook examples display a clear shift in the rhetoric of national 

allegiance, from the assumption that when a Filipino child "makes a flag of paper," "your 

flag" is a U.S. flag, to the explicit directive that "the Philippines is their country,'' and lost 

soldiers should be "wrapped in a Filipino flag and be buried in the Philippine soil." 

Despite these changes in patriotic allegiance, however, the textbook continues to glorify 

the United States. To demonstrate "Description," an example is "Far across the sea. in 

the land of the golden sunset, was a city; so great that to look at it, many people would 

injure their eyes'" (37). A section on "Loyalty" describes the tenacity of early European 
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settlers in North America, by setting them in opposition to the native 

inhabitants—previously established as "past tense." An example reads, "Food, there was 

almost none, and hostile Indians beset them on every hand" (38). A section on seventh 

grade "History" even provides a colonial reading of the history of Philippine-U.S. 

relations. The first four examples establish the Filipinos as "unfriendly" and the 

American Government as "making every possible effort'" to help them: 

1. They tried to make friends with the Filipinos, but they found the people 

very unfriendly. 

2. The Spaniards wished the Filipinos to become Christians. 

3. The American Government is making every possible effort to train the 

Filipinos. 

4. To the Filipinos belongs great credit for the steady growth of the country 

in population. 

The textbook ends with a series of examples encouraging Filipino participation in the 

U.S. war effort during the second World War. The last three examples read: 

17.1 am glad that you approved of my purpose to enlist in the American 

Army, for I feel that to fight for democracy is the most honorable service I 

can give to my country. 

18. Thus the Republic of the United States was saved, and the government 

of the people, by the people, and for the people was preserved. 

19. We see them all as they march proudly away under the flaunting flags, 

keeping time to the grand, wild music of war through the towns and across 
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the prairies, down to the field of glory, to do and to die for eternal right 

(40) 

Encouraging Filipinos to fight—and "to die"—these primary school examples exalt the 

war effort with their descriptions of military service as "the most honorable service 1 can 

give to my country." By exemplifying the United States as the bastion of democracy, 

encouraging Filipinos to fight on the side of "eternal right." and targeting children 

through the use of primary school textbooks, the colonial enterprise worked to establish a 

sense of glory and righteousness that children would want to defend. Portraying the 

"proud march" into war as a grand musical processional "down to the field of glory," 

these elementary school primers spread decidedly political messages throughout the 

Philippine education system. 

The U.S. education imposed on Filipinos was marketed as a democratic 

liberation from the Spanish system which had previously denied education to the peasant 

class. Moreover, a U.S. education was one which was to be "free to all. and which shall 

tend to fit the people for the duties of citizenship and for the ordinary avocations of a 

civilized community" (de la Costa 252-253). Colonial education led Filipinos to believe 

that the democratic ideal, and everything associated with it, could only truly be achieved 

the American way, thus reinforcing U.S. imperialist control over the Philippines. By 

1901, seven hundred and sixty-five American teachers had been sent to the Philippines, 

and by 1902 there were over one thousand American teachers working in the 

Philippines.^' The 'American' presence was presented as a panacea; as Miller explains. 

"If the Yankee presence was bloody initially, it was, in the end, ephemeral and 
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supposedly beneficial to the Filipinos, leaving behind better transportation, mosquito 

control, the work ethic, the seed of Protestantism, and that perfect symbol of American 

beneficence, the ubiquitous schoolhouse" (2). The U.S. colonial education system worked 

to erase memories of the Philippine-American War, replacing them with images of 

benevolence and paternity. 

U.S. efforts to erase or revise cultural memory were so strong that even public 

criticism was almost deemed criminal. One of the earliest critics to point out the lasting 

effects of U.S. colonial education in the Philippines, Renato Constantino (1919-1999), 

was targeted by U.S. authorities for simply expressing public knowledge. According to 

Professor Roland Simbulan from the University of the Philippines, Constantino was a 

Filipino scholar and activist whose vast body of work "guided the contemporary 

[Filipino] nationalist movement from the late '60s to the current period" (1). Influenced 

by "his maternal grandmother who told him stories about the abuses of Spanish friars and 

about how her family suffered during early occupation; and his father who was critical of 

politicians in his time for their corruption and lack of sincerity in fighting for 

independence" (Tinig 2), Constantino was considered by many Philippine social 

scientists to be the leading Philippine historian, and the scholar who first asked Filipinos 

to "reexamine our colonial history, to rectify it and to learn from the past. He wanted 

Filipinos to have a useful memory of the past to advance the Filipino's quest for genuine 

nationhood" (Simbulan 1, emphasis added). Simbulan explains that even as a college 

student, and editor of the newspaper at the University of the Philippines, Constantino 

attracted the attention of U.S. government authorities, 
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who ordered his arrest and interrogation [...J At that time. Constantino had 

written articles about the atrocities committed by the United States during 

the Philippine-American war. He was released after explaining to his 

interrogators that he only got facts from open and documented sources that 

had been published in the United States. (2) 

U.S. efforts to erase or revise cultural memory were so strong that even public 

government documents were almost deemed criminal. Critiquing the w/,yrememberings of 

the past perpetuated by U.S. colonial education, Constantino explains how the positioning 

of the U.S. as heroic savior was reinforced by the textbooks assigned in class. He writes. 

Our books extolled the Western nations as peopled by superior beings 

because they were capable of manufacturing things that we never thought 

we were capable of producing ... We never thought that we too could 

industrialize because in school we were taught that we were primarily an 

agricultural country by geographical location and by the innate potentiality 

of our people. (48-49) 

Colonial education created a cultural as well as institutional memory that privileged 

Western methods, and suggested that Filipino interests should be sacrificed for the sake 

of American interests—a difficult memory to have to negotiate with one's instinct for 

self-preservation. The idea that, "within the framework of American colonialism, 

whenever there was a conflict between American and Filipino goals and interests, the 

schools guided [Filipinos] toward thought and action which could forward American 
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interests" was enough to begin to create exactly the type of schisms that would later 

emerge in Bulosan's text (Constantino 47). 

These assigned notions of inferiority and superiority complemented other parts of 

the curriculum in schools. U.S. colonial institutions found it "obviously desirable that 

[the medium of communication] should be the English language," fde la Costa 252) and 

that lessons first focus on sanitation and vaccination as per the standards of the U.S. 

Bureau of Health.^ The first institutionalized message was that Filipinos were dirty, 

inferior, and that they needed to learn English in order to become "civilized." According 

to Vincente Rafael, 

Official U.S. policy was to encourage the spread of English primarily 

through the public school system. The relative success of this project was 

such that by 1939, only thirty-eight years after the establishment of 

colonial rule, 26.6 percent of the population could speak English. More 

significant was the increasing use of English among a new generation of 

Filipino colonial bureaucrats who needed to know the language in order to 

pass the civil service examinations in light of the rapid 'Filipinization' of 

the colonial government after 1916. English held the attraction that 

Spanish had in a previous era: that of altering one's place in colonial 

society by signaling one's ability to speak up to the source of authority.^ 

(112) 

The imposition of English as a national language effectively created a linguistic cultural 

hegemony that privileged western imperialism. U.S. officials acknowledged the adoption 
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of ''American ideals" as a happy consequence of colonial education, noting in the 1903 

U.S. Census of the Philippine Islands that Filipinos were "glad to be educated, glad to 

study some languages other than their own, glad to follow European and American 

ideals" (qld. in Rafael 34-35). 

These ideals, grounded in American democracy, and tied to language, ideas of 

"hygiene" and sanitation, and notions of imperial authority, served as weapons in U.S. 

colonization. As Renato Constantino points out in what is arguably his most renowned 

work. "The Miseducation of the Filipino," 

The molding of men's minds is the best means of conquest. Education, 

therefore, serves as a weapon in wars of colonial conquest. This singular 

fact was well appreciated by the American military commander in the 

Philippines during the Filipino-American war . .. General Arthur 

MacArthur, in recommending a large appropriation for school purposes, 

said: "This appropriation is recommended primarily and exclusively as an 

adjunct to military operations calculated to pacify the people and to 

procure and expedite the restoration of tranquility throughout the 

archipelago." (45) 

General MacArthur's view of education as an "adjunct to military operations" 

underscores its importance in the colonizing mission. The need to "restore tranquilit\'" 

was urgent precisely because of the antagonistic feelings, not to mention the stark number 

of casualties left in the aftermath of the Philippine-American war. Significantly, 

according to David Joel Steinberg, "Americans held control over the Ministry of 
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Education long after other key agencies of the Philippine government had been 

transferred to Philippine control" (52). If education was used as a weapon in the U.S. 

wars of colonial conquest against the Philippines, and Filipinos were being educated 

about "American ideals," the connection between U.S. colonialism and American ideals 

becomes critical. As Constantino further explains, "The Filipino had to be educated as a 

good colonial. Young minds had to be shaped to conform to American ideals" (45). 

Once this reshaping was achieved, the colonial condition—its loyalties as well as its 

contradictions—would persist, at least as long as colonial institutions and memories 

would remain intact. Vincente Rafael concludes, "the culmination of colonial rule, self-

government, can be achieved only when the subject has learned to colonize itself (22). 

These "ideals" taught during colonial education, then, are critical to U.S. success in 

empire building. When the U.S. finally relinquished control over the Ministry of 

Education, it did so because the subject had, in fact, learned to colonize itself. Renato 

Constantino explains, 

Up to 1935, therefore, the head of this department was an American. And 

when a Filipino took over the Commonwealth, a new generation of 

"Filipino-Americans" had already been produced. There was no longer 

any need for American overseers in this field because a captive generation 

had already come of age, thinking and acting like little Americans. (46) 

This new generation, however, was fraught; foundational postcolonial theory has 

demonstrated the inevitable failure of repressive colonial systems, due to eventual and 

unavoidable uprising. Albert Memmi explains, "within the colonial framework, 
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assimilation has turned out to be impossible'" (122), both because the colonial system 

rejects the colonized, and because the subject who is continually repressed will 

eventually revolt. Frantz Fanon agrees that there is only one solution—"to fight" 

(224)—although the road to revolution is often laden with failed attempts at both 

conscious and unconscious assimilation. That the revolt itself is laden with both a 

conscious and unconscious struggle becomes a marker for the tensions found within the 

process of decolonization. An acknowledgement and understanding of Philippine-

American relations , then, becomes essential to any comprehensive reading of Filipino 

American autobiography. Specifically, the contradictions tliroughout America Is in the 

Heart arise from and can be explained by the tension between colonial memory and 

postcolonial consciousness. 

Reading America is In the Heart 

Carlos Bulosan offers a narrative account of the lasting effects of U.S. colonial 

education in the Philippines, in his renowned work of autobiographical fiction, America 

Is in the Heart (AIH). AIH tells the story of a young boy, Alios, who grows up in poverty 

on a farm in the Philippines. Although Alios receives limited schooling, the little 

education he does have is marked by the U.S. colonial system of education. He becomes 

inspired by the promise of democracy and equal opportunity and, while still a young 

adolescent, migrates to the United States in search of an education and fortune that would 

help raise his family out of poverty. Because he is determined to return home only after 

achieving success. Alios' stay in the U.S. is continually extended as he is faced with 
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economic and racial obstacles that propel him up and down the West Coast of the United 

States in search of better opportunities for employment. Eventually he is reunited with 

two of his older brothers, Macario and Amado. who had migrated to the U.S. before him. 

but he is saddened to see the changes each had undergone as a result of their hardships in 

the U.S. After he masters English and is renamed "Carlos"' by Macario, the protagonist 

begins to feel assimilated into U.S. culture. His continued attempts to embrace this 

culture, however, are repeatedly challenged by the labor exploitation and often brutal 

racial violence he experiences. His individual struggles in the U.S. are contextuaiized by 

a plethora of examples from friends and family who have developed diverse survival 

tactics—from criminal activity and internalized racism to revolt—that, taken together, 

provide an almost systematic analysis of the cycles of racism and poverty in the U.S. The 

narrative concludes with a commitment to organizing labor unions, a focus on interethnic 

solidarity, and new hope for the fulfillment of the promise of America. 

Alios' life in the United States is marked by repeated contradictions between his 

fervent belief in 'the American Dream," and his growing understanding of the limitations 

of that dream. These contradictions are uniquely valuable, as they demonstrate the 

schism between colonial education and colonial subjectivity. The disconnect that occurs 

between the colonial promise and Alios' systematic inability to reap the rewards of this 

promise create disjunctures in the narrative that effectively provide a map of the 

construction of Alios' self-awareness as a postcolonial man. The contemporary reader is 

able to observe the protagonist's fluctuations between colonial and postcolonial 

consciousness as his belief in "the ideal" begins to collide with his experience of "the 
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real."' The reader is able to explore this space of collision, and the protagonist's 

subsequent attempts to negotiate this space as he meets with resistance from both internal 

and external sources. Thus, America is In the Heart does more than provide a collective 

history or a fictionalized autobiography; it provides an analysis of postcoloniality in 

America, and a new way of interpreting the ethnic minority experience in the early 

twentieth-century United States. 

Foundations of Colonial Education 

Carlos Bulosan is well aware of the imperative of colonial education that Filipinos 

learn to "act like Americans," which he exemplifies in the character of Alios' brother 

Macario in the Philippines. When Alios meets Macario for the first time, during his visit 

home from school. Alios notes that Macario and his father "shook hands affectionately, 

which was uncommon because ordinarily Macario would have kissed my father's hand; 

but he was being educated in the American way" (20). "The American way." is what 

separates Macario from his family, in terms of distance as well as understanding. 

Macario's first conversation with Alios begins with the query, "Don't you ever cut your 

hair, brother?" to which their father replies, "He needs it for protection against vicious 

mosquitoes and flies ... It is also his shield from the sun in hot summer" (20-21). 

Ignoring the necessity of long hair in Alios'' daily work in the fields, Macario dismisses 

his father's comments, replying "I will make a gentleman out of him ... Wouldn't you 

like to be a gentleman. Alios?" (21). Macario's inability to appreciate Alios' needs as a 

laborer here mark him as privileged and separate from the realm of the working class. 
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Alios recalls, "We had deprived ourselves of any form of leisure and simple luxury so 

that my brother could finish high school. But even then he kept asking for more money, 

threatening that he would stop if we did not send him enough. The thought that he would 

really stop terrified us" (14). Even in his childhood recollection. Alios sees Macario 's 

privilege in opposition to that of his family, who are all engaged in intense physical labor 

on Macario's behalf 

These early depictions of Macario as a privileged representative, or at the very 

least a beneficiary of U.S. colonial education, are later developed in chapters describing 

the tremendous sacrifices the family must make in order to support Macario's education. 

Even as a small child. Alios labored in the fields to help his family send Macario to 

school. The hope was that Macario would then have the training and means to help 

support the family and bring them all out of poverty. Alios recalls talking with his father 

on the farm "for hours, centering our thoughts around my brother Macario, who was our 

pride and the start of all our hope" (12). Alios himself has already nourished a love for 

education, explaining that any talk of schooling "seized my mind and nourished my life 

to the edge of the day. I was greatly fascinated with the idea of going to school, but did 

not know why, since there was no hope of my going beyond third grade" (18). Although 

Alios himself was not yet subject to a colonial education at this young age, he was 

already fascinated by it, since the promise of an •American" education had spread rapidly 

through familial, cultural, and social avenues, even into poor farming communities. 

The tremendous family sacrifice stemmed from a strong belief in the power of 

education to raise impoverished families out of economic despair. During Spanish 
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colonial rule, Filipino peasants had been mired in poverty with no possibility of economic 

advancement. Alios recalls that Spain had denied "even the most elementary schooling" 

to poor people, reserving education "'exclusively [for] the rulers and [for] some fortunate 

natives affluent enough to go to Europe" (14). The "free education" introduced by the 

United States was the first opportunity afforded to peasants to improve their class. He 

explains, "every family who had a son pooled its resources and sent him to school. My 

father and mother, who could not read or write, were willing to sacrifice anything and 

everything to put my brother Macario through high school" (14). Of course, the number 

of schools were limited in the more than 7,000 islands that constitute the Philippines, so 

while "free education" meant tuition-free, students still needed funds for transportation to 

and from school, room and board, and laundry (14). Thus, education remained an 

expensive burden, especially on poor families. 

The privileged status of education is further underscored by the narrator's 

repeated descriptions of the sacrifices the entire family makes in order to finance one 

person's education, and Macario's concurrent lack of empathy for his family's struggles. 

By announcing that the reason for Macario's return home is to request more money, the 

narrator j uxtaposes Macario's learned American attitudes of privilege and entitlement 

with his family's impoverished situation. Macario begins, 

"I need two hundred pesos to finish the course. That is why I am here." 

"Two hundred pesos?" said my mother, rising slightly from where she sat 

on the floor. "You might as well ask for two thousand pesos." 
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"Don't you have'it?" asked my brother, looking at my father and then at 

my mother. "Can't you do anything at all? Can't you sell some more 

land?" 

"We have only one more hectare left, son," said my mother, trying 

desperately to make my brother understand our poverty with the futile 

movements of her hands. 

"Can't you sell this house?" asked my brother. 

It was then that my father stirred in his seat and said: "We will sell the 

land. You can go back to school and do not worry at all. We will send 

you the money and you will finish your studies." 

My mother's hands leaped frantically from her lap to her mouth and 

stayed there, stifling the protest. In one fleeting instant I saw her 

hands—big-veined, hard, and bleeding in spots. I saw her lips tremble for 

a moment, and the fear in her eyes. 

"You can go back to school and do not worry about anything," said my 

father again, rising to go to the kitchen for our bundles. 

Now, toward midnight, we were on our way to the village to work all the 

harder because we would have no more land. What words of great 

conviction were said when my father got up from his seat, I had not heard, 

and if I had, they were forgotten in the sudden rush of conflicting 

emotions. (22) 
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Alios' parents' commitment to colonial education was steadfast even in the face of 

Macario's changing attitudes because Macario\ attitudes were supposed to change; 

Macario was working for something "better." Colonial education was promised to be 

that something "better;' but it was actually a critical tool in U.S. empire building, with 

"soldier-teachers" serving as active agents of colonization. The "conflicting emotions" 

which fracture Alios' memory are the same ones that create fissures in the remainder of 

the text—fissures that are too often read as mere contradictions. What's interesting about 

this passage is that the young narrator appears critical of his brother Macario, precisely 

because of the notions of entitlement he has adopted, seemingly from his colonial 

education. "The sudden rush of conflicting emotions" he feels are rooted in his memory 

of his mother's "big-veined, hard" hands that are "bleeding in spots," the tremble in her 

lips and "the fear in her eyes" as she tries to make her son recognize the impact of his 

demands. In recollecting his mother crying out "Two hundred pesos? [... ] You might as 

well ask for two thousand pesos," the narrator evokes sympathy for the family. 

Explaining how his mother was "trying desperately to make my brother understand our 

poverty with the futile movements of her hands." the narrator then further aligns himself 

with his mother, against the interests of his brother—it is "our poverty" which his brother 

does not understand. Finally, in remembering his brother asking "Can't you sell some 

more land?" and then, "Can't you sell this house?" the narrator positions Macario as an 

unsympathetic character early on. 

Macario'^ inability to appreciate Alios' needs as a laborer are clearly underscored 

in the above passages. Young Macario is portrayed as a spoiled, insensitive child who is 
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disconnected from the pain of his family. Despite these early descriptions, however, after 

migrating to the States, the narrator later remembers these incidents quite difTerently. He 

reflects, "I recalled that my most wonderful days were those centered around 

Macario—when he was away from Binalonan, when he was studying in Lingayen, and 

when he came back one vacation time to cut my hair" (201). The description of his "most 

wonderful days [...] centered around Macario" lies here again in stark contrast with his 

earlier story. The critical post-colonial eye that is present in the childhood narrative 

becomes displaced by "wonderful" memories of "vacation time" for cutting hair in the 

adult recollection. 

As Alios matures, he develops a tacit faith in the American Dream, as a result of 

U.S. education systems institutionalized in colonial Philippines. His protagonist relies on 

a memory of America as real to him as if it had been his own, a memory constructed 

from fragments of a colonial past. N.V.M Gonzales underscores the lasting effects of 

U.S. colonial efforts, explaining, "To the disbelief of the Japanese imperial command, the 

American colonization had rendered the Filipino psyche permanently seared, perhaps in a 

way comparable to how a branding iron leaves its mark on a hide" (Campomanes and 

Gonzales 67). Alios' psyche had in fact been seared; speaking of his own scars developed 

during his early years in the U.S., he states, "It took me a long time, then, to erase the 

outward scars of these years, but the deep, invisible scars inside me arc not whoiiy healed 

and forgotten" (135). Despite these scars, or perhaps in conjunction with them. Alios 

explains that he cultivated "a strengthening faith in American Democracy and the 

possibility for social mobility through education" that Susan Evangelista later describes 
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as "the colonial mentality taking root" (2). Alios recalls the first time he had read about 

Abraham Lincoln, when he was trying to leam English with his young friend Dalmacio. 

He explains, 

We were reading the story of a homely man named Abraham Lincoln. 

"Who is this Abraham Lincoln?" 1 asked Dalmacio. '"He was a poor boy 

who became a president of the United States," he said. "He was bom in a 

log cabin and walked miles and miles to borrow a book so that he would 

know more about his country." A poor hoy became a president of the 

United States! Deep down in me something was touched, was springing 

out. demanding to be bom, to be given a name. I was fascinated by the 

story of this boy who was born in a log cabin and became president of the 

United States. (69) 

Later that evening. Alios sought more information about Abraham Lincoln from a white 

American woman for whom he had been working. He recalls inquiring of her, 

"Tell me what he did when he became president." "Well, when he became 

president he said that all men are created equal," Miss Strandon said. "But 

some men, vicious men, who had Negro slaves, did not like what he said. 

So a terrible war was fought between the states of the United States, and 

the slaves were freed and the nation was preserved. But one night he was 

murdered by an assassin...." "Why?" I asked. "Why?"" she said. "He was a 

great man." "What is a Negro?" I asked. "A Negro is a black person," she 

said. "Abraham Lincoln died for a black person?" I asked. "Yes," she said. 
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"He was a great man." From that day onward this poor boy who became 

president filled my thoughts (70). 

Both of these passages point to romantic notions of America as a place of equal 

opportunity, racial equality, virtue and morality. The poverty in which Abraham Lincoln 

had lived was something to which young Alios could relate, and "walking miles and 

miles to borrow a book" was an act with which he would soon be quite familiar. 

Lincoln's poverty served as a link between the two—a commonality they shared that 

would fascinate and touch Alios "deep down" inside. The ability to rise from poverty had 

not been available during the era of Spanish colonization, so the promise of such 

unbridled opportunity in America seemed almost fantastic. Moreover, the idea that 

Lincoln had "died for a black person," and was remembered with honor, helped to create 

a notion of America as a land of where racial equality was defended to the death. Young 

Alios becomes obsessed with "the American Dream," which he then chases after for the 

remainder of his life—often thinking that if he looks elsewhere, he is bound to find it. He 

recalls one particular memory of leaving yet another city to look for a better place, and 

tells of the brutality that existed even within his own ethnic community. He remembers 

that while "fleeing from the barbarity of the two Filipinos in Montana, I was also trying 

to escape from the barbarian that was myself," and concludes that "It took me a little 

lifetime to fight against the death of myself, to fight the slow decay that devoured me like 

a cancer" (152). Consecutive scenes of brutality and hunger resulted in another 

necessary mobility; yet, while still stowed away on a freight car, fleeing from violence, 

he curiously notes, 
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I crept to the door and opened it. I looked up and saw the sky burning with 

millions of stars. It was as bright as a clear summer day. The moon was 

large and brilliant, but its light was mild. I wanted to shout with joy, but 

could not open my mouth, so awestruck I was by the moonlight. I looked 

into the bright night sky. 1 looked without saying a word. I heard the 

metallic cry of the freight train, and I knew that heaven could not be far 

from the earth. (155) 

Alios continues to find beauty in the midst of a hostile and unwelcoming environment, 

and the beauty of the land only reaffirms his commitment to the dream. Mere paragraphs 

after mourning his battle against "'the death of [himjself," that was "devouring him like 

cancer," he is "wanting to shout with joy" because of the moon and stars. On one hand, 

he laments "the barbarian that was [him] self" while on the other hand he believes he has 

found heaven on earth. Later, after another necessary mobility. Alios leaves California to 

head back north. Here he recalls, "I trembled with joy passing the familiar scenes. It was 

where I belonged—here in the color of green, the bitter taste of lemon peels, the yellow 

of ripe peas: in the pleasure, the beauty, the fragrance" (270). His desire to belong, tied 

up with his desire for the promise of the American dream to be true, is at times enough to 

overwhelm his disappointment in the face of its failure. 

Near the end of his story, as Alios lie sick in a hospital bed, suffering from 

tuberculosis, he begins reading voluminously. American literature only re-ignited the 

myths from his colonial education, and made him yearn ever more for the "American 

dream." Because Alios' education in the Philippines was secondary to his brother 
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Macario's, it was comprised of intermittent and brief bouts of schooling. Despite this, 

his limited education was enough to instill in him the foundations of the dream. Alios 

developed this education on his own, reading any 'American writer' he could find. He 

recalls, 

I felt that I was at home with the young American writers and 

poets. Reading them drove me back to the roots of American 

literature—to Walt Whitman and the tumult of his time. And from 

him, from his passionate dream of an Amcrica of equality for all 

races, a tremendous idea burned my consciousness. Would it be 

possible for an immigrant like me to become a part of the 

American dream? Would 1 be able to make a positive contribution 

toward the realization of this dream? 1 was enchanted by this 

dream, and the hospital, dismal as it was, became a world of hope. 

I discovered the other democratic writers and poets, who in their 

diverse ways contributed toward the enlargement of the American 

dream. (251) 

This dream of "an America of equality for all races" was precisely what he had been led 

to believe already existed in the United States. '"Democratic writers and poets" were the 

very people who had constructed the "dream" in the first place. "Burned into his 

consciousness," the hope for democracy and "passionate dream of an American of 

equality for all" had become internalized as part of the colonial promise. '"Enchanted by 

this dream," Alios is bent on seeing its realization. 
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When Alios first arrived in the United States on the heels of colonization, the 

myth of America was so alive that it had settled itself in as memory. His road to 

rememory— reconfiguring his memories to match his lived reality—then, was fraught 

precisely because he was working against notions that had been so ingrained. AlH is, 

amongst other things, the startling narrative of a boy who is haunted by colonial 

memories while living in the Philippines. Alios migrated to America searching for a 

future that would coincide with his memories from the past— colonial memories of an 

"American dream" that he had yet to experience. Bulosan writes, "For a long time it 

seemed that the younger generation, influenced by false American ideals and modes of 

living, had become total strangers to the older generation" (5). Memory, the link 

between generations old and new, had thus already begun to give way to colonial 

intervention. Deaths of family members "back home" in the Philippines only further 

render "home" a memory. When he discovers the falsehoods of the imperial promise 

subsequent to his emigration, he then becomes haunted—both by the memory of the 

failed colonial promise, and by nostalgia for his Philippine homeland—for the remainder 

of his life. 

Alios, a young boy with a strong sense of idealism, believed in the promises made 

in U.S. propaganda, promises which served to create a disjuncture between memory and 

reality. Throughout A III, readers can see Alios began to undergo a process of 

remembering, in order to debunk the myth of America that United States colonization 

had built up in his mind. He struggles to realize the difference between the reality that 
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was America and the America that remained only "in his heart," after being faced with 

racial discrimination in "the promised land." This was not how he had "remembered" it 

from his teachings. This was supposed to be the land where even a poor hoy could 

become president. Even after witnessing brutality amongst his own countrymen, then 

being forced to flee from children who were throwing stones at him and his companion 

Julio, Alios remains optimistic. Noting Julio's discouragement, Alios recalls, "Suddenly 

he became sad and said: 'It is hard to be a Filipino in California.' Not comprehending 

what he meant, I began to dream of going to California" (112). Alios' concept of The 

American Dream supercedes reality here as he blocks out the events at hand and thus 

fails to comprehend the pessimism of his friend. It is almost inexplicable why Alios 

would "not comprehend" what Julio had meant, and yet the disconnect exists. Later, as he 

is forced to leave yet another town. Alios reflects, 

I was in flight again, away from an unknown terror that seemed to follow me 

everywhere. Dark flight into another place, toward other enemies. But there 

was a clear sky and the night was ablaze with stars. I could still see the faint 

haze of Stockton's lights in the distance, a halo arching above it and fading 

into a backdrop of darkness. (119) 

Despite feeling "an unknown terror," being "in flight again." and worried about heading 

"toward other enemies," Alios again remains optimistic. Imagining "a halo" around the 

town from which he has fled, he reaffirms the notion that he has found a "heaven on 

earth." Examples of this rigid faith in the American dream, almost immediately 

following images of terror and brutality, persist throughout the text. After an unarmed 
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Filipino is shot in the back for no apparent reason by the police, and Alios realizes Ms 

brother Macario has changed for the worse, he concludes, "I think I like it here. I will 

buy a house here someday" (130). And in perhaps the most stark example, after getting 

beaten by police for no other reason than being Filipino, his optimism persists. Alios 

recounts: 

I was eating in a small restaurant when two policemen entered and 

grabbed me. It was so sudden and so unexpected that the spoon in my 

hand went flying across the room [...] 1 played dumb, pantomiming that I 

did not speak the language. "Are you Filipino?" He was trying another 

angle. "Yes." Crack! It was that quick and simple" (156). 

Alios continues to describe the incident, where he was beaten and insulted by police, who 

called him "brown monkey," smashed in his hand, lacerated his face, then forcibly 

removed his shoes and followed in their patrol car as they marched him to the state line 

while his feet bled. He remembers hearing them laughing and says. "There was a sadistic 

note in their voices. Was it possible that these men enjoyed cruelty?" (157). Yet this 

incident is followed immediately— in the very next paragraph—with Alios'' undying 

optimism. Ignoring the pain of his crushed hand, Carlos reflects upon the American 

landscape, "I sat on top of an empty boxcar and watched the beautiful land passing by. I 

saw places where I thought I would someday like to build a home" (157). It is the 

incongruity of his smashed hand, and the promise of the beautiful landscape that Carlos 

describes as "the paradox of America" (147). Much later, when Alios would pass back 

through this same town he would remember, "It was a familiar land. How many times 
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had I passed through it? The air was clean. The trees were tall and straight. I could see 

little streams in the deep canyons below. Now we were nearing the place where I had 

been humiliated by two highway patrolmen" (220). 

That text, laden with descriptions of beauty consecutive with memories of 

humiliation, is indicative of Alias's struggle to decolonize his mind. Colonial memory 

has left him so scarred that it inserts itself into even the most irrational of circumstances. 

Alios himself explains the importance of memory in the text when he admits, "Wherever 

I went memories crowded my mind, and sometimes my heart was heavy. But I could run 

away or forget. I was pursued by my own life" (222). Alios struggles to create a space for 

himself in America, a space constructed out of fragments of diverse memories, an 

imagined space that conjoins the reality of his life in America with his interpretation of 

the colonial promise, and his memories of a Philippine homeland. As he grew to realize 

the actual America, as opposed to the fantasy that was marketed by U.S. colonizers, he 

struggled to reconcile the two. In his essay "My Education," Bulosan writes, "1 could not 

compromise my picture of America with the filthy bunkhouses in which we lived and the 

falling wooden houses in which the natives lived" (124). This notion seems to have 

seeped into Bulosan's construction of Alios in AIH, who not only refused to compromise 

his picture of America, but held steadfastly to this picture even in the face of jarring 

contradictions. 

The dual names of the narrator, Alios and Carlos, are also significant both for their 

postcolonial implications, and because they further demonstrate the plurality of the 
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narrative voice. Alios is reunited with his brother Macario for the first time in America, 

after witnessing the unprovoked slaying of a Filipino by police officers. He recalls, 

I noticed that he did not speak English the way he used to speak it in the 

Philippines. He spoke more rapidly now. As I walked beside him, I felt 

that he was afraid I would discover some horror that was crushing his life 

[...] He had changed in many ways. He seemed in constant agitation, and 

he smoked one cigarette after another. His agitation became more 

frightening each minute. 'Why was the Filipino shot?' I asked, pretending 

not to notice his mental anguish. 'Someday you will understand. Carlos,' 

he said. Carlos! He had changed my name too! Everything was changing! 

Why? And why all this secrecy about the death of one Filipino? Were the 

American people conspiring against us? (130). 

Alios' name change is important not only because it was imposed upon him, but because 

it is bestowed in the context of negative change; Alios, the child who had innocent and 

naive dreams in the Philippines, was incompatible with the new Carlos, who would learn 

to understand senseless racial brutality in the U.S. These two identities almost remain 

split throughout the novel, as the protagonist struggles to reconcile his faith in the 

colonial promise with his daily experiences. When he is reunited with his brother 

Amado, Alios experiences the same re-naming. He recalls Amado's words: 

"Life is tough, Carlos," said my brother. "I had a good job for some time, 

but the depression came. I had to do something. I had to live, Carlos!" I 

did not know what he was trying to tell me. But I noticed that he had 
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started using my Christian name. I notice, too, that he spoke to me in 

English. His English was perfect (124). 

Amadtfs imposition of a new name on Alios coincides with Macaruxs imposition, in that 

they both arise out of bitter encounters with reality. Macario dubs the protagonist 

"Carlos" when a Filipino is shot in the back by police, and Amado names him "Carlos" 

while explaining his own life of crime. In both instances, the narrator notes the "rapid" 

or "perfect" English that signifies a move toward cultural assimilation, coinciding with 

the more Americanized version of Alios' name: yet. both instances also seem to depict 

obstacles to cultural assimilation or even acceptance. Although not an Anglo name. 

"Carlos" was a more Americanized version of his given name amongst the farmworking 

communities up and down the West coast. The significance of Alios' name change 

becomes apparent near the end of the text, as Carlos had begun to develop an acute 

understanding of .systems of racial and economic oppression in the U.S. He recalls his 

brother Macario's words; "Til sacrifice my life and future for whatever you think is 

right. Alios," he said. I felt vast and immortal. Now he had used my native name again" 

(261). This return to his native name near the end of the novel is Buiosan's attempt to 

mend the fissures in the narrator's split consciousness. 

Many of these fissures originate in shocking racial violence. Through Alios' 

story, the reader is shown how racism manifests itself, overtly and covertly in America, 

and how it creates a self-fullllling prophecy that criminalizes, dehumanizes and 

undermines people of color in a very systematic way. As Alios struggles to reconcile the 

reality that is his life with the propaganda that had been ingrained into his belief systems 
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since childhood, we are able to witness a textual representation of the process of 

decolonization. 

The paradox of systematic persecution in the land of the free is detailed in 

AIH with many specific examples of Alios" daily encounters with racism. He is called 

"brown monkey" instead of the condescending euphemism with which he had become 

familiar during benevolent assimilation, "brown brother," and he experiences first hand 

the economic restraints to his freedom. Alios learns that in America, Filipino labor is 

heavily exploited, and that steady labor depends upon a "necessary" rather than 

extravagant mobility. Contrary to the images espoused in colonial education, the 

America Alios encountered was a racist hegemony that was actively working against the 

success of Filipinos. After toiling at work and saving money from a low-wage salary, 

Alios and Macario were refused apartments for rent. Finally finding a place on "Hope 

Street," Alios laments that it was located 

in the red light district, where pimps and prostitutes were as numerous 

as the stars in the sky. It was a noisy and tragic street, where suicides 

and murders were a daily occurrence, but it was the only place in the 

city where we could find a room. There was no other district where 

we were allowed to reside, and even when we tried to escape from it. 

we were always driven back to this narrow island of despair. I often 

wondered if I would be able to survive it, if I would be able to escape 

from it unscathed, and if the horrors in it would not shadow my whole 

life. (134) 
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It is his memories that he wishes would remain "unscathed." the very memories that 

would in fact shadow his whole life. Bulosan highlights the irony oi Alios' seemingly 

unflinching hope, as he characterizes "Hope Street" as a "narrow island of despair." 

Moreover, the "sky burning with millions of stars" that he had previously called "heaven 

on earth," was now compared to the red light district, "where pimps and prostitutes were 

as numerous as the stars in the sky." Eventually he explains, "I gave up looking for a 

better place to live" (257). 

Alias wonders whether he had access to the American frontier that had held 

promise for so many others. He asks, "Was there a place in this vast continent where 

Filipinos were allowed to live in peace?" (258). But his question had already been 

answered when he told of a sudden attack by two white men, unprovoked, that occurred 

while he was simply eating in a restaurant. Amidst the attack. Alios and his friend Jose 

were kidnapped and driven to an area outside of town: 

The man on my right got out and pulled me violently after him, hitting me on 

the jaw. I fell on my knees but got up at once, trembling with rage. If only I 

had a gun! Or a knife! I could cut these bastards into little pieces [...J Then I 

saw them pouring the tar on Jose's body. One of them lit a match and burned 

the delicate hair between his legs. 'Jesus, he's a well-hung son-of-a-bitch!' 

'Yeah!' 'No wonder whores stick to them!' 'The other monkey ain't so hot!' 

[...] Why were these men so brutal, so sadistic? A tooth fell out of my mouth, 

and blood trickled down my shirt. The man called Lester grabbed my testicles 

with his left hand and smashed them with his right fist. The pain was so swift 
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and searing that it was as if there were no pain at all. There was only a 

stabbing heat that leaped into my head and stayed there for a moment.' Shall 

we bum this yellow belly?' 'He's gone." 'I'd like a souvenir." 'Scalp him!'" 

(208). 

This attack was merely one among many. Alios finally admits that he understood the 

unprovoked violence "to be a racial issue, because everywhere [he] went [he] saw white 

men attacking Filipinos." (146). Learning that "It was but natural for [him] to hate and 

fear the white man" (146), Alios begins to understand to process wherein Filipinos were 

criminalized in the United States. Utilizing Alios as one representative in a collective 

history, Bulosan portrays the systematic nature of racism in the United States. As Alios 

begins to feel "as though [he] were hunted" (120), and starts to yearn for revenge as well 

as basic self-defense, readers can begin to formulate a larger understanding of the 

criminalization of racial minorities in the U.S. After being attacked in the middle of the 

night. Alios admits, "I wanted a weapon—anything to hit back at these white men who 

had leapt upon us from the dark" (110). 

Alios then makes a fraught attempt to rationalize violence as a response to 

violence, and theft as a response to economic exploitation. This new level of 

consciousness was another step in the process of decolonizing his mind— a sort of 

withdrawal from propaganda, wherein his state of indoctrination began collapsing in 

upon itself. After witnessing countless acts of violence and discrimination against himself 

and every other Filipino around him, he became desperately violent, at last turned 

criminal by the very society that had unjustly labeled him criminal at the start. When 
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white America made it impossible to survive, refusing to accept his money for food and 

shelter, he was driven to steal for these basic necessities. As his distrust of the white man 

grew, he became possessed by the thought of crime. He explains. "I had seen so much 

prejudice that I reacted murderously when confronted by it" (253). Frustrated with the 

cycle of poverty, he steals the sheets from a hotel and sells them for money, saying "That 

was my first deliberately dishonest act. How did I feel? Did my conscience bother me? I 

was surprised to discover that I looked upon it merely as a part of my daily life. I did not 

feel guilty. I even thought of doing it again" (152-153). Eventually he turns to gambling, 

but even when he is able to earns some quick money, he is still refused service. Even he 

fears the rate of his own decline into a life of crime, as he says. " I could become the most 

vicious Filipino criminal in America' [...] 'Fm afraid," I said. And I was really afraid...." 

(307-309). Despite the occasional resurfacing of his perpetual optimism, Allos^ fears 

plagued him, culminating in his ultimate fear that he "might kill" (303). This fear was 

nearly realized while at one of the highest paying jobs Alios had held—fourteen dollars a 

week for working at a bakery. A white "man of influence" came into the back where 

Alios was scrubbing pans, and immediately became malicious: 

'Well, you bring it upon yourself.' he said tonelessly. 'I mean prostitution 

and gambling.' 'I don't know what you really mean." I said. 'But the 

gambling and the prostitution are operated by three of this town's most 

respectable citizens. As a matter of fact, I can tell you their names—' 

• Watch your yellow tongue, googoo!' he shouted at me, hurling the half-

filled bottle in his hands. I ducked too late, and the bottle hit the back of 
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my head. 1 fell on the floor on all fours. When 1 saw him rushing at me 

with an empty pan, 1 jumped to my feet and grabbed a butcher knife which 

was lying on a table and met him [...] Something snapped inside of me, 

and my whole vision darkened. I lunged at the man with the knife in my 

hand, wanting to murder him [...] Why did they pursue me down the 

years, across oceans and continents? A nameless anger filled me, and 

before I knew it I was screaming; Til kill you. you white men!' [...] I had 

struck at the white world, at last; and I felt free. Was my complete 

freedom to be fought for violently? Was murder necessary? And hate? 

God forbid! My distrust of white men grew, and drove me blindly into the 

midst of my own people; together we hid cynically behind our mounting 

fears, hating the broad white universe at our door. (164-165) 

This feeling, that he was ""pursued down the years, across oceans and continents,"" is the 

culmination of systematic racial violence and discrimination in the U.S. By asking 

whether murder was necessary. Bulosan underscores the involuntary criminalization of 

the Filipino. Alios does not want a life of violence, murder and hate; on the contrary, he 

is attempting to avoid such a life and is met with resistance at every turn. Alios insists, 

"hating made me lonely, lonely for love, love that could resuscitate beauty and goodness. 

For it was life I aspired for, a life of goodness and beauty. But I found only violence and 

hate, living in a corrupt comer of America"' (164). 

Beginning to understand the systematic nature of racism in the U.S., Alios starts to 

connect his individual experiences to institutional forces. He explains, "I became aware 
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of the presence of other things that had seemed inconsequential before: why 

Macario—why all of us were constantly hounded by the terrible threat of unemployment 

and disease" (226). He begins following legislation affecting Filipinos and starts to 

realize the complexity of the system at work. He recalls how he "had felt like a criminal, 

running up to [his] room in fear and closing the door suspiciously, as though the whole 

world were conspiring against me" (306). Upon coming to this realization— the 

shattering of the American dream— Alios explains that he "became truly afraid to face 

America" (253). 

Despite this America, "a society alien to [Filipino] character and inclination, alien 

to [Filipino 1 heritage and history" (AIH135), it took Alios nearly a decade to come to 

terms with the reality of his dream—so deeply entrenched was his colonial memory, and 

his desire for the promise of freedom and equality for all to be fulfilled. At first he 

insisted, "I still lacked the knowledge to synthesize the heart-breaking tragedies I had 

seen, and to project myself into their core so that I would be able to interpret them 

objectively" (152). Even amidst his low points, Alios maintains his "faith" in America, 

explaining. 

As time went by I became as ruthless as the worst of them, and I 

became afraid that I would never feel like a human being again. Yet no 

matter what bestiality' encompassed my life, I felt sure that somewhere, 

sometime, I would break free. This faith kept me from completely 

succumbing to the degradation into which many of my countrymen 

had fallen. (109) 
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His initial response—^to separate himseif from Ms "fallen coiratrymen"—^was common to 

many first generation immigrants facing racial discrimination. Alios' feeling that 

"somewhere, sometime, he would break free,"' demonstrates the depth of his colonial 

memory. Eventually, Alios would stop separating himself from his ''fallen countrymen." 

and acknowledge that he was not facing the reality of his situation, lie explains, 

when I was growing up in a world of horror, I fought against the 

perpetuation of brutal memories. Maybe I succeeded in erasing the 

sores, but the scars remained to remind me, in moments of spiritual 

vicissitudes, of the tragic days of tho.se years. And even now, when I 

can look back without the black fury of hate that I had, I still double 

my lists" (256-257). 

Alios' struggle between not wanting to acknowledge his "brutal memories," while 

simultaneously being unable to avoid them, is a stark example of his struggle to 

decolonize. His admission that "erasing the sores" cannot remove his scars demonstrates 

the futility of attempting to erase one's memories. The "scars" that remain parallel those 

that Campomanes and Gonzales point to in their claim that, "American colonization had 

rendered the Filipino psyche permanently seared" (67). 

As he encounters daily acts of racism in the United States. Alios then begins to 

feel nostalgic for his childhood in the Philippines. He remembers, "if there was one 

redeeming quality in our poverty, it was this boundless affinity for each other, this 

humanity that grew in each of us, as boundless as this green earth" (10). Alios compares 

his idyllic recollection of poverty at home to the state of poverty in which he lives within 
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the U.S. and asks, "Was this brutality changing me, too?" (132). He writes about "one of 

the many tragedies that hardened me, and drove me into a world of corruption that almost 

wrecked my whole life" (136). He suggests that the reason he has become a criminal is 

because of the follies of the U.S., saying, 

1 almost died within myself. 1 died many deaths within these surroundings, 

where man was indistinguishable from beast. It was only when 1 had died 

a hundred times that I acquired a certain degree of immunity to sickening 

scenes such as took place this night, that I began to look at our life with 

Nick's cold cynicism. Yet I knew that our decadence was imposed by a 

society alien to our character and inclination, alien to our heritage and 

history ... It was then that I would cry out for the resurrection of my 

childhood. (135-136) 

That his hundred deaths, his beastly surroundings, the immunity he developed to brutality 

were "imposed by a society alien to our character and inclination" is a strong indictment 

of the promise of America. The need to resurrect his childhood, even one marked by the 

afflictions of poverty, is characteristic of the Filipino-as-exile's glances "back home." 

The immunity he develops results not only from racial brutality in America, but from that 

brutality coming into conflict with directly oppositional fragments of colonial memory. 

These experiences mark Alios in particular, and Filipino immigrants in general, as doubly 

exiled—once from their homeland, and once from their new land, its promises and 

opportunities. 
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At the end of his story, near death. Alios begins to sec the need to make 

connections between oppressions, to build solidarity amongst different minority groups, 

and to acknowledge his own complicity in the oppressive systems that serve to 

marginalize groups other than his own. Colonial and post-colonial memory cannot be 

confined to a single community: it is shared amongst groups differently and similarly 

affected by the imperialist mission. In reconstructing his view of racial and economic 

oppression to be more collective and inclusive, not only does Alios see the need to 

unionize across ethnic lines, but he also begins to read his own complicity. Reflecting on 

his own privilege, even in the midst of racial oppression, he remembers that sometimes 

his gain came at the expense of others. He starts to recount past privileges, realizing 

I was fortunate to find work in a library and to be close to books. In later years 

I remembered this opportunity' when I read that American Negro writer. 

Richard Wright, had not been allowed to borrow books from his local library 

because of his color. 1 was beginning to understand what was going on around 

me, and the darkness that had covered my present life was lifting (71). 

It is significant that Alios "remembers" his opportimity, indicating that his evolving level 

of consciousness had begun to break through some of his entrenched colonial memory. 

Later, he recalls a time when he let two black men take the blame for the bus fare that he 

and his companion could not afford to pay. knowing that the African Americans would 

have been most immediately suspect (137). While working in the apple orchards in 

Yakima Valley, he realizes. "At that time the valley was still a haven for Indians, but they 

had gradually been driven out when farming had been started on a large scale" (108). 
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And he cites an example of satisfying his hunger with money obtained from the sexual 

exploitation of a Mexican woman, whom another of his Filipino friends had seduced and 

subsequently prostituted to sustain his own livelihood (171). Reflecting upon these 

incidents, Bulosan writes of feeling ashamed for taking advantage of the limited privilege 

that he did have and he writes, "the persecuted were always the first victims of 

misunderstanding" {AIH137). 

Alios struggles with his realizations—at first, he was reticent to even 

acknowledge the systematic nature of racism, so strong was his faith in the colonial 

promise. Even when he began to experience racial brutality first hand, his first reaction 

was to "put the blame on certain Filipinos who had behaved badly in America, who had 

instigated hate and discontent among their friends and followers" (143). He later reflects, 

"This misconception was generated by a confused personal reaction to dynamic social 

forces, but my hunger for the truth had inevitably led me to take an historical attitude. I 

was to -understand and interpret this chaos from a collective point of view, because it was 

pervasive and universal" (143-144). This move towards understanding the {pervasiveness 

of the problem is indicative of Alios'' belief that he "was becoming aware of the dynamic 

social struggle in America" (187). 

After moving past blaming "certain Filipinos who had behaved badly," Alios 

starts to organize Filipino laborers in California. He hosts a meeting, where the following 

questions were raised by various attendants: 

"How come we Filipinos in California can't buy or lease real estate?" 

a man asked. "Why are we denied civil service jobs?" asked another. 
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"Why can't we marry women of the Caucasian race? And why are we 

not allowed to marry in this state?" "Why can't we practice law?" 

"Why are we denied the right of becoming naturalized American 

citizens?" "Why are we discriminated against in relief agencies?" 

"Why are we denied belter housing conditions?" "Why can't we stop 

the police from handling us like criminals?" "Why are we denied 

recreational facilities in public parks and other such places?" (269) 

These questions not only reflect the systematic nature of Filipino oppression in the U.S.. 

they highlight Bulosan's rhetorical choice of collective autobiography. Alios tells the 

stories of many, all facing similar institutional discrimination. Alios explains that the 

solidarity of Filipinos in America was somewhat inevitable, since they were facing 

similar obstacles and prejudices. He recalls, 

we were drawn together because the white people of Yakima Valley 

were suspicious of us. Years before, in the town of Toppenish, two 

Filipino apple pickers had been found murdered on the road to 

Sunnyside. At that time, there was ruthless persecution of the Filipinos 

throughout the Pacific Coast, instigated by orchardists who feared the 

unity of white and Filipino workers. A small farmer in Wapato who 

had tried to protect his Filipino workers had had his house burned. So 

however much we distrusted each other under Paez, [their Filipino 

boss] we knew that beyond the walls of our bunkhouses were our real 

enemies, waiting to drive us out of Yakima Valley" (107). 
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This seemingly natural "unity in the face of adversity" remained ethnocentric for awhile, 

as Filipinos were at war with "Chinese gambling lords" in certain parts of California 

(118). But as Alios begins to observe some of the strategies of inter-ethnic union 

breakers, his ideas here change as well. He reflects, "Japanese workers were also 

arriving from San Francisco, but they were housed in another section of the farm. I did 

not discover until some years afterward that this tactic was the only way in which the 

farmers could forestall any possible alliance between the Filipinos and the Japanese" 

(146). In coming to understand these "tactics" as deliberate. Alios develops a new 

understanding of racial dynamics in the U.S. Near the end of his life, he begins 

organizing across ethnic lines, first beginning with alliances between Mexican and 

Filipino farmworkers. His struggle continues, as Alios experiences racist 

resistance—often violent—from white authorities who opposed these alliances, but his 

new vision fills him with hope for a better life in the U.S. 

Realizing that the illusion of American democracy was just that-—an illusion, 

unattainable for Filipinos—Alios implements activist strategies in hopes of changing the 

political scene in the US. His strategies were twofold: first, unionize across ethnic lines, 

and second, write. Alios did not become the most vicious criminal; unlike many others 

who became completely consumed by the racist hegemony, he found a way to reconcile 

his dream and share it with others—through his writing, his remembering, and his 

struggle to decolonize. For Alios, memory and remembering bring place and time to life; 

as such, wxiting out his rememberings can alter his reality. When his brother Amado 

leaves to fight for the United States Navy in World War I, he assures Alios, "if I'll not 
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come back, I know that you will make me live again in your words" (322). 

Remembering his brother in writing affords Alios a certain power that had hitherto been 

denied him. In fact. Alios recalls the first time he discovers his ability to write in English 

as particularly empowering. He remembers: 

I rented a room in a Japanese hotel and started a letter to my brother 

Macario, whose address had been given to me by a friend. Then it 

came to me, like a revelation, that I could actually write 

understandable English. I was seized with happiness. I wrote slowly 

and boldly, drinking the wine when I stopped, laughing silently and 

crying. When the long letter was finished, a letter which was actually a 

story of my life, I jumped to my feet and shouted through my tears: 

"They can't silence me any more! I'll tell the world what they have 

done to me!" (180). 

This notion, that writing was a way for him to break the cloak of silence surrounding 

racial oppression, is underscored by Alios' descriptions of writing as a weapon. After 

completing "ten or fifteen poems in one sitting," Alios asserts, "Then I knew surely that 1 

had become a new man. I could fight the world now with my mind, not merely with my 

hands. My weapon could not be taken away from me any more. 1 had an even chance to 

survive the brutalities around me" (224). Alios believed writing could provide him with a 

level playing field, "evening his chances."' so he wrote despite even physical obstacles. 

He "was starving again" (184), but he wrote. One day, he recalls, "I had stopped working 

because my right hand, the one smashed by the police patrol in Klamath Falls, was 
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rapidly becoming paralyzed. I wrapped my hand tightly with a towel and wrote slowly, 

painfully, until the cold outside air came into the restaurant and stopped me" (320). This 

almost desperate desire to write helped trigger painful memories that had been blurred or 

erased by colonization. Alios explains, I wrote every day and the past began to come 

back to me in one sweeping flood of memories [...] I had something to live for now, and 

to fight the world with; and I was no longer afraid of the past. I felt that I would not run 

away from myself again" (305-306). 

In order to survive, Alios realized he must reconcile his colonial and 

postcolonial memories of place and home; he developed a new vision, one that focused 

on making the real America more like his ideal—a vision that remembered America. 

Alios still advocated democracy, but also acknowledged the necessity of revising the 

notion of''democratic freedom for all"—a false ideal in a racist society. Understanding 

the reality of racial politics in America, Bulosan writes: 

We must be united in the effort to make an America in which our people 

can find happiness . . .We must live in America where there is freedom for 

all regardless of color, station and beliefs. {AlH 188) 

Needing something to believe in. Alios thrust himself wholly into this faith in the 

American dream. He became convinced that "No one ... could destroy [his] faith in 

America again," (AIH 326) because in his mind he had created a new America—he had 

remembered his ideal .America. Bulosan writes: 

America is not bound by geographical latitudes. America is not merely a 

land or an institution. America is in the hearts of men that died for 
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freedom; it is also in the eyes of men that are building a new world. 

America is a prophecy of a new society of men: of a system that knows 

no sorrow or strife or suffering. America is a warning to those who would 

try to falsify the ideals of freemen. {AlH 189) 

Including "a warning," Alios remembers the promise of America and dares to hold its 

citizens accountable. Still clinging to his ideal memory, he now begins to envision a 

space for himself within his recollection. Insisting that "we must have everything or 

nothing." he works to reconcilc his memory of America by remembering the construct of 

America itself. 

Upon realizing the limitations of what appeared to be a national or collective 

memory, Alios then works to redefine the myth of America so that it is accessible to the 

ethnic minority. Specifically turning Crevecoeur's early definition of Americans as 

individuals who "were once scattered all over Europe," Bulosan writes, "America is also 

the nameless foreigner, the homeless refugee, the hungry boy begging for a job, and the 

black body dangling on a tree" (188). Cleverly including ethnic minorities in the 

definition of America by simultaneously showing how they are excluded, Bulosan 

continues, "We are all that nameless foreigner, that homeless refugee, that hungry boy, 

that illiterate immigrant, and that lynched black body. All of us, from the first Adams to 

the last Filipino, native bom or alien, educated or illiterate—We Are America]" (189). 

Redefining the myth of America, Bulosan also critiques Crevecoeur's idea that 

Americans are "melted into a new race of men," writing that "America is not a land of 

one race or one class of men. We are all Americans that have toiled and suffered and 
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known oppression and defeat, from the first Indian that offered peace in Manhattan to the 

last Fihpino pea pickers" (189). By expanding the definition of America not only to 

Filipinos but to "Indian[s]" and "all" who have "known oppression and defeat," Bulosan 

thus attempts to remember America—in terms of both cultural memory and membership. 

As Alquizola explains. 

When Carlos says that America was 'something that grew out of the 

sacrifices and loneliness of my friends, of my brothers in America and my 

family in the Philippines," he expresses an awareness not only that Filipino 

American labor helped build this country, but also that colonial relations 

between the United States and the Philippines allowed the United States to 

prosper at the Filipinos' expense. The protagonist's implicit mandate that 

the Filipino immigrant worker should claim the right to America is, in 

fact, a revisionist response to historical precedents that excluded and 

marginalized the Asian immigrant. It also revises the definition of the 

American as exclusively an individual of European descent. (201) 

As he remembers America in this new way, he also plays with notions of 

Americans as the chosen people, tillers of the earth. Alios explains, "I worked with a 

crew of pea pickers. I found a new release. The land had always been important to me. I 

felt my old peasant heritage returning with fresh nourishment. I knew that my future was 

linked with these tillers of the soil, from whose common source 1 had sprung" (311). 

Similar to the way that Crevecoeur realizes that the African slaves working in the fields 

of South Carolina were the actual "tillers of the earth" in the colonies, Alios points to 
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peasant farmworkers as the new "tillers of the soil." Later, when adapting his union-

organizing lecture to a group of what Alios called "religious" farmworkers, he compared 

their daily oppression to the plight of Moses. Alios explains, 

"All these persecutions happened a long time ago in an ancient land," I 

told them. "But they are significant to us because we are undergoing 

similar persecutions. We who came to the United States as immigrants are 

Americans too. All of us were immigrants—all the way down the line. We 

are Americans all who have toiled for this land, who have made it rich and 

free. But we must not demand from America, because she is still our 

unfinished dream. Instead we must sacrifice for her: let her grow into 

bright maturity through our labors. If necessary we must give up our lives 

that she might grow unencumbered." (312) 

Alios revises the "American dream" into an "unfinished dream," dependent for 

completion on the labor of the persecuted. The idea of the true chosen people—the 

persecuted, the immigrants, those who have "toiled for this land," is turned on its head in 

Bulosan's writing. 

As Alios made connections between persecuted individuals, the connections 

became increasingly more global. In literature, he discovered that "one writer led to 

another: that they all moved by the same social force" {AIH 246), from the struggle of 

the peasants in Grenada and the fight for social equality in Puerto Rico, to the situations 

within Communist China and the peasantry of the Philippines. He began to piece 

together seemingly separate fragments of an international struggle, fragments that 
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together gave much more meaning to his individual pUght. As Bulosan remembers 

America, he does so not only to include himself but others as well, expanding the 

imagined confines of our community and reconciling fragments of colonial memory with 

the actual dimensions of his experience. 

Long before the advent of "postcolonial theory," then, Bulosan's 

autobiographical fiction provided a textual representation of the process of 

decolonization, mapping the construction of an acute consciousness of race after "the 

closing of the American frontier." The tensions throughout the text constitute the defining 

moments of decolonization, they provide a map of the evolving consciousness of a 

postcolonial man, and as such must not be read as contradictor)' or dichotomous. but as 

evolutionary. Although Alios gains new understanding throughout the course of the 

novel, it would be a mistake to suggest that his consciousness evolved in some sort of 

linear fashion; on the contrary, Alios continues to change his mind, contradict himself, 

and "forget" seemingly unforgettable, brutal memories to the very end. The fact that he 

remains constantly in flux, however, is precisely what points to the complexities of 

decolonization—it does not occur in a straight line. Rather, it zig-zags, goes backward 

and forward, and sometimes spirals out of control. The key to reading AlH is knowing 

that Bulosan writes about the process of moving from a colonial mentality to a 

decolonized mind, negotiating himself on a borderland between the real and the ideal. 

Through the story of young Alios' life, and the use of coileclive autobiography, Bulosan 

provides a stark depiction of the aftermath of colonization, including the postcolonial 

subject's fraught attempts to decolonize. 
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' Campomanes explains at length: "For Filipinos in the United States and their history of 
community-formation, it is not enough to examine immigration policies (symptomatic of 
a U.S.-centric approach to which most sociologists/historians are prone) that by 
themselves fail to account for the diversity of immigration patterns. 'The historical, 
economic, and political relationships between the United States and the country of origin, 
as well as the social and economic conditions in the source country, have to be examined 
to explain the major differences in immigration streams' (Carino and Fawcett 305). 
Robert Blauner's point that the status of any Asian American group should roughly equal 
the status of its country of origin in relation to the United States bears remembering 
(Takaki, Race and Ethnicity 159). Conceptually useful for the Philippine case, both of 
these views also expand American immigration, ethnic, and cultural studies beyond their 
parochial purviews of American nation building, acculturation, and settlement'" (162). 

See Miller. 
Narrative as well as historical evidence has indicated that not only were Filipinos able 

to self-govern in 1899—according to western definitions of government— but they had in 
fact been doing so, unofficially, for quite some time. See de la Costa 244-245. 
* See Campomanes and Gonzales 77. 

See Miller 264-5. 
^ See de la Costa 253 and Steinberg 51. 
'' See de la Costa 253-256. 
^ The 1903 U.S. Census of the Philippine Islands noted that "with the general spread of 
education, the tribal distinctions which now exist will gradually disappear and the 
Filipino will become a numerous and homogenous English-speaking race" (qtd. in Rafael 
32). 
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CHAPTER IV: 

MEANWHILE, BACKAT THE RANCH... 

While Carlos Bulosan (1911-1956) was documenting his experiences on the West 

Coast of the United Slates, on the other side of the country his contemporary, Oscar 

Micheaux (1884-1951), was also experimenting with the genre of autobiographical 

fiction. Highly regarded as the first African American feature-length filmmaker', and the 

only African American director or producer to make the transition from silent "race 

movies"^ to "talkies,"^ Micheaux is best known today for his accomplishments in the film 

industry. Writing, directing, producing and personally distributing the more than forty 

films that he made during his lifetime, Micheaux actively attempted to offer alternative 

representations of African Americans in order to resist the demeaning, stereotyped 

caricatures largely found in Hollywood cinema of the time. Micheaux has received 

posthumous recognition for his achievements in film, including a star on the Hollywood 

"Walk of Fame," the recovery and restoration of some of his lost footage, and much 

critical study and publication on his contributions to the industry. Yet, the increasing 

recognition of his achievements in film notwithstanding, Micheaux is largely overlooked 

in literary circles. Before he began his career in film, Oscar Micheaux was an author; in 

fact, many of his films are based on stories and plotlines from the seven lengthy novels 

he published between 1913 and 1947.'^ Despite this substantial written oeuvre, 

Micheaux's fiction has been largely invisible in the American literary canon— dismissed 
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in part because its literary elements appear somewhat unrefined, and ignored because its 

content has made readers uncomfortable. 

Oscar Micheaux was certainly familiar with 'uncomfortable' issues that others 

would sooner have buried. Born in 1884 amidst the fallout of the nation's failed attempt 

at Reconstruction. Micheaux spent his formative years in southern Illinois surrounded by 

daily acts of racism. The Ku Klux Klan had been established for nearly two decades and, 

according to Earl James Young, Jr. in his book The Life and Work of Oscar Micheaux, a 

record "3,513 African Americans were lynched" in the United States during the period 

from 1882-1927 (23)^. In her biography of Oscar Micheaux, Betti Carol VanEpps-Taylor 

adds, "Between 1867 and 1875, the Ku Klux Klan freely operated in the area ["the 

southern third of Illinois known as 'Egypt', perhaps because the largest town was Cairo,"' 

near Micheaux's birthplace]" (11). By the time Micheaux was bom in January of 1884, 

"post-war economic growth brought industry to Cairo [.. .and] white homogeneity 

dissolved into a racial mixture" (VanEpps-Taylor 11-12). Although Klan activity had 

largely ceased in southern Illinois during Micheaux's upbringing, it continued in other 

parts of the country. Micheaux grew up with an awareness of Klan violence against 

blacks especially in the South, an acute awareness for every member of the black 

community in the United States in the post-bellum era. Born outside of Murphysboro, 

Illinois, not ten years after the height of Klan activity in the area, Micheaux was raised 

with collective memories of Klan violence and the institution of slavery that preceded it, 

memories inherited from a community still very much in recovery. 
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As he grew into yoiing adulthood. Micheaux was well aware of the politics that 

influenced and permeated the Black community. Oscar's parents had relocated from the 

family farm to the city of Metropolis in order to provide their children the opportunity for 

a better education. Micheaux received some formal, if inadequate and intermittent 

primary education, which he continued on his own by becoming a voracious reader. He 

was an impressionable seventeen year old the year Booker T. Washington published Up 

from Slavery, a book Micheaux would go on to reference frequently in his own writing. 

As Washington continued to achieve national recognition, Micheaux immersed himself in 

all available literature surrounding the first major public divide between two prominent 

Black intellectual leaders. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois. He read with interest many 

issues of The Crisis, a newspaper published by the NAACP and edited by Du Bois, as 

well as Washington's Up from Slavery, James Weldon Johnson's The Autobiography of 

an Ex-Colored Man, Du Bois' Souls of Black Folks, and several of the works of Charles 

Chesnutt.^ Micheaux also followed closely every issue of The Chicago Defender, a 

popular Black newspaper in which Micheaux himself published a few editorials. The 

substantially developed and influential Black press made it easy for Micheaux to follow 

the political debates of the time.'' Well aware of the work of fellow African Americans 

publicized during the Harlem Renaissance, Micheaux remained current with the literary 

expression, artistic achievement, and theoretical debates of the Black community. 

Influenced by the strong voices of Black intellectuals set against an ever-present 

backdrop of Klan violence, Micheaux had begun to cultivate his sense of Black identity 

and consciousness amidst the public and private politics of the Reconstruction era. 
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Constructing a Vision 

Micheaux had actually begun to develop a complex understanding of black and 

white relations of power from his first childhood experiences. In fact, his family's very 

location in southern Illinois was itself framed by racial politics. As VanEpps-Taylor 

explains, "Many black people settled in the area to escape the prospect of indefinitely 

sharecropping for their former southern masters" (12). Micheaux's family was no 

exception: after the Civil War his parents, who had been bom into slavery in Kentucky, 

relocated to Illinois so they would be able to farm their own land. The grandson and son 

of former slaves, Micheaux developed a fierce determination to maintain and buttress his 

freedom—freedom that he understood to be newly won. From his earliest days, 

Micheaux's investment in frontier ideologies had always been tied to a familial, cultural 

and national past marked by slavery. The need to "escape the prospect of indefinitely 

sharecropping for their former southern masters" illuminates Micheaux's family's focus 

on land ownership. Viewed as the only way to ensure financial independence and 

'become one's own master,' fanning one's own land signified freedom for the 

Micheauxs. Oscar's father, Calvin "Swan" Micheaux, owned an 80-acre farm and taught 

his children to work the land. When debt overlook him, Swan moved his family further 

west to Kansas, motivated by the premise that greater opportunities to own land and 

fewer racial tensions awaited African Americans in the western territories.'^ 

Although Oscar did not accompany his family's move to Kansas, he adopted their 

belief that the western frontier offered the greatest opportunity and freedom for African 
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Americans. In 1904, with the money he had saved up from his work as a Pullman Car 

Porter, a twenty-year old Oscar Micheaux headed for the 'northwest territories.' and 

bought land in South Dakota. Micheaux recounts his pioneer experiences in his fictional 

autobiography, notable in part because of how emphatically the protagonist expounds 

upon the virtues of westward movement for African Americans in particular. In The 

Conquest Micheaux's autobiographical narrator, Oscar Devereaux, expresses his 

disappointment that not more African Americans were taking advantage of frontier 

opportunities. Micheaux writes, 

What I had pictured was what I had seen, while running to the Pacific 

coast, girls going west to marry their pioneer sweethearts, who sent them 

money or a ticket. They had gone, lots of them, to marry their brawny 

beaux and lived happily 'ever after,' but the beaux weren't negroes nor the 

girls colored. Still there are lots of colored men who would be out west 

building an empire, and plenty of nice colored girls who would journey 

thither and wed, if they really understood the opportunities offered; but 

very few understand the situation or realize the opportunities open to them 

in this western country. (223) 

Devereaux's picture of "brawny beaux" as "pioneer sweethearts" to "girls going west" is 

interesting because his vision of "happily ever after" is based on the precedent of white 

settlers.' He laments the fact that not more African Americans were taking advantage of 

the frontier opportunity to "build an empire,"'" and hopes that his personal example might 

help his fellow African Americans "understand the opportunities offered." Devereaux's 



175 

story is Micheaux's autobiography, and Micheaux himself had long internalized this 

romanticized notion of the American West. His commitment to frontier ideologies is 

shaped by his past: his family's experiences with slavery, Reconstruction, the rise of the 

Ku Klux Klan, and the beginning of Jim Crow segregation instill in Micheaux an urgency 

to fortify his freedom. Represented repeatedly in his literature and film, Micheaux's 

desires arc constructed by the traumas of the past that continue to haunt his present. 

It is the Micheaux family's desire to thwart the continuation of any condition of 

servitude—originating in Oscar's grandparents and passed on through their 

descendants—that came to define Oscar Micheaux's relationship to the West. As M.K. 

Johnson explains in his article, '"Stranger in a Strange Land': An African American 

Response to the Frontier Tradition in Oscar Micheaux's The Conquest: The Story of a 

Negro Pioneer" 

Although property-ownership is an important component of masculine 

identity in general, such ownership has particular resonance for a 

descendant of slaves [...] Devereaux's acquisition of land marks his 

difference from his ancestors who as slaves were property rather than 

property-owners. The frontier offers him the opportunity as well to own 

his own labor, to employ the actions of his body in order to increase his 

wealth and status. (234-235) 

The Micheaux family's preoccupation with becoming property-owners marks the 

beginning of Oscar's obsession with frontier mythology as it collides with Emancipation. 

Oscar Micheaux grew to embrace the classic Tumerian frontier thesis", which 
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conceptualizes the American character as uniquely formed by the pioneer experience out 

West. Frederick Jackson Turner was the first to posit the idea that "American social 

development is continually beginning over and over again on the frontier" (28), and it is 

precisely this potential that provided the greatest lure for Micheaux. To begin again, to 

start anew meant he might actually become free of the past that haunted him. 

The idea that African Americans should access the frontier promise was none too 

popular amongst Micheaux's contemporaries. As VanEpps-Taylor points out, "By the 

year, 1901. southern blacks, responding to the increasingly intolerable economic and 

social conditions, had begun a mass migration to northern urban areas" (19). Micheaux 

openly criticized "the younger generation" for abandoning the farms and settlements 

established by the older generation of ex-slaves. In The Conquest, he notes, "as time 

wore on and the older generation died, the younger were attracted to the towns and cities 

in quest of occupations that were more suitable to their increasing desires for society and 

good times" (12). Aware of his minority opinion, Micheaux found a way to justify his 

unpopular stance by making connections between his own ideas and the philosophies of 

controversial "negro leader," Booker T. Washington (1856-1915). Washington claimed 

that "As a rale," newly freed African Americans "entertain[ed] no feelings of bitterness 

against the whites before and during the war" (7). Suggesting that the past is able to exist 

without haunting the present, Washington establishes a rubric wherein Micheaux can 

potentially start himself anew. Well aware of the "obstacles" established as a result of the 

injustice of slavery. Washington acknowledges that "the Negro youth must work harder 

and must perform his tasks even better than a white youth in order to secure recognition' 
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(19). But there is virtue in working harder and performing better than others: "out of the 

hard and unusual struggle through which he is compelled to pass, he gets a strength, a 

confidence, that one misses whose pathway is comparatively smooth by reason of birth 

and race" (19). In addition to the rewards of moral character, the promise of hard work 

lies in its results. Explaining that labour yields success, Washington writes: 

I am conscious of the fact that mere connection with what is known as a 

superior race will not permanently carry an individual forward unless he 

has individual worth, and mere connection with what is regarded as an 

inferior race will not finally hold an individual back if he possesses 

intrinsic, individual merit. Every persecuted individual and race should get 

much consolation out of the great human law, which is universal and 

eternal, that merit, no matter under what skin found, is, in the long run, 

recognized and rewarded. (19-20) 

That this passage invokes the myth of American meritocracy, established in the early 

writings of Franklin, Crevecoeur, and Jefferson,'" is not as significant as the way in which 

the myth is here extended to serve as a potential solution to racism. The explicit idea that 

individual merit supercedes notions of collective racial superiority or inferiority is a 

radical new application of the American myth in the postbellum era. Moreover, the idea 

that this new application is actually a "great human law," "universal and eternal" 

underscores the import of Washington's claim. 

Of course, Washington's suggestion that merit will always prevail over collective 

racial stereotypes is problematic for many reasons: it assumes those who maintain 
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feelings of superiority will be tolerant and open-minded enough to be duly impressed by 

the industriousness of people of color; it dismisses the impact of institutional barriers on 

racial and ethnic minority success; it creates an impossible situation for oppressed 

individuals, asking them to maintain strict standards of industriousness even in the face of 

discrimination and persecution; it establishes implicit oppositional categories of 'model 

minority' and 'lazy minority,' effectively blaming the victims for their failure to 

transcend racial inequity; finally, it ignores the traumas of the past, which were still 

constantly interrupting and haunting the present. Booker T. Washington was certainly 

not exempt from these traumas. In fact, his philosophies are clearly reactions to his 

past— desperate attempts to locate possibilities for success within an impossible 

situation. Oscar Micheaux found hope in these possibilities, and he longed for situations 

wherein Washington's ideas might be true. 

Yet, as he embraced Washington's vision of a meritocracy, Micheaux faced local 

and national events that challenged the possibility of this vision. He is known to have 

witnessed at least one lynching during his lifetime, an anti-Semitic lynching that 

demonstrated the systematic nature of white oppression in such a profound way that the 

theme of anti-Semitism and images of lynching would resurface in his later films.' He 

reached adolescence at the dawn of United States imperialism, and was well into the 

middle of his life during the two world wars.'"* Keen on the news and politics of his time, 

Micheaux was aware of the active participation of African American soldiers in U.S. 

national military efforts. African American communities were buoyed by the idea that 

they had at last garnered the privileges of citizenry that implicitly accompanied patriotic 
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service in the armed forces'^: however, in dozens of cities across the country, returning 

soldiers were met with hostile racial tensions that quickly exploded, as competing 

assertions of entitlement from Blacks and whites came to a head. In the summer and fall 

of 1919, a series of over twenty-six race riots were instigated in a number of cities 

throughout the United States by whites unhappy with the threat of new business from 

Black veterans; the riots escalated to the point that the government was forced to send in 

6,000 troops to stop the outbreak of violence. "The Red Summer of 1919"'^'—so named 

for the blood spilled as hundreds of people, mostly African Americans, were injured and 

killed—did much to squelch any illusion of equality or national acceptance that might 

have resulted from African Americans' service in the war. 

By the summer of 1919, Micheaux, then thirty-five years old, had turned to film 

as his vehicle for representing "the race problem." During the spring he had released his 

first film. The Homesteader, and by the end of the summer he was already in production 

on his next feature-length production, Within Our Gates (1920), which includes scenes 

inspired by the Leo Frank case. In between these two films, however, he released 

Regiment in Chicago (1919), a one-reel documentary film highlighting the 

accomplishments of the all-Black regiment from Illinois that earned distinction on the 

battlefield during World War 1.'^ That Micheaux would release 8'^ Regiment in Chicago 

during the height of the Red Summer points to both his recognition of 'the race problem' 

and his desire to use forms of artistic expression to address the problem. His awareness of 

the racial crises that interrupted his narrative of possibility only served as motivation for 
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him to strengthen that narrative. When faced with a challenging real life problem, 

Micheaux depicted scenes of triumph in his literature and films. 

The years preceding his career in film, from the age of twenty to about twenty-six, 

were marked by Micheaux's unique homesteading experience. Yet, even the 

philosophies of Booker T. Washington posed a challenge to Micheaux's westward vision. 

Although Washington advocated the type of industriousness and strength of character 

that Frederick Jackson Turner suggested was uniquely formed on the American frontier, 

Washington himself did not advocate the frontier experience. Praising those African 

Americans who were "farsighted enough to see that now is the time for those who mean 

to live in this country to accumulate something that may be handed down to their 

I Q 
children." Washington nevertheless concludes that the isolation of the Black man in the 

western territories creates more hardship than in the South. After a tour of 'the Great 

Northwest,' he concludes 

that the lot of the colored man in this part of the world is not an easy one. 

It is very noticeable that some of our race lack something and they seem to 

be in need of something which they do not find here, and that is racial 

solidarity, racial 'one-ness.' They lack that confidence, as a rule, in their 

ability to succeed and surmount obstacles which one finds all over the 

South. They talk more here about racial difficulties and racial 

discriminations than one hears in the South [....] There are not enough 

members of his race in the towns and cities [....] Consequently, the black 

man is placed in a trying position, not being able to support restaurants of 
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his own and not being welcome in the white man's restaurant. ("Views of 

the Great Northwest" 1+) 

Micheaux's application of Washingtonian meritocracy to the frontier context is, then, his 

own fusion of race and frontier ideologies. Even as he embraced Washington's ideas, he 

extended them to suit his own needs. Re-reading Washington's promise within the land 

of new beginnings—applying philosophies of labour onto the frontier—opened up 

exciting and limitless possibilities of racial equality for Micheaux. Creating a hybrid 

theory of his own, Micheaux began to imagine a new space for himself on the frontier, a 

space where he could be reborn and the past would no longer haunt him. 

Aligned with Washington, Micheaux weathered his unpopularity with even 

greater resolve. In The Conquest, the narrator notes: 

Another thing that added to my unpopularity, perhaps, was my persistent 

declarations that there were not enough competent colored people to grasp 

the many opportunities that presented themselves, and that if white people 

could possess such nice homes, wealth and luxuries, so in time, could the 

colored people. 'You're a fool'. I would be told, and then would follow a 

lecture describing the time-worn long and cruel slavery, and after the 

emancipation, the prejudice and hatred of the white race, whose chief 

object was to prevent the progress and betterment of the negro. This 

excuse for the negro's lack of ambition was constantly dinned into my ears 

from the Kagle corner loafer to the minister in the pulpit, and I became so 

tired of it all that I declared that if I could ever leave M—pis I would 
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never return. More, I would disprove such a theory and in the following 

chapters I hope to show that what I believed fourteen years ago was true" 

(17). 

Micheaux is tired of institutionalized racism. He is tired of hearing the objections of his 

fellow African Americans, that "the prejudice and hatred of the white race" is prohibiting 

"the progress and betterment of the negro." He is tired of "'long and cruel slavery" 

forever determining his opportunities and successes. Desperate to find a way to break free 

of the limitations of the past, he invokes Washington's oppositional categories of "model 

minority" and "lazy minority" and blames former slaves and their descendants for their 

failure to transcend racial inequity. Marking himself as an exception to "the negro's lack 

of ambition." he envisions a space wherein success would be possible. If he could ever 

leave Metropolis, he might find the freedom he so desires. The space Micheaux seeks 

does not exist in the "civilized" United States, which is haunted by a past of barbarity 

towards African Americans—a past "constantly dinned into his ears from the Kagle 

corner loafer to the minister in the pulpit." He has yet to learn that this space does not 

exist on the frontier either." Armed with Washington's promise that industry yields a 

colorblind success, Micheaux turns toward the frontier and envisions a space Mwmarked 

by the nation's barbaric past. Desperate to escape the constant din in his cars, he wants 

the opportunity be rewarded fairly and equitably on the merit of his labour. If he could 

ever find this space, he would never have any need nor desire to return to 

Metropolis—"the city," like all U.S. cities, that remained haunted by the traumas of 

slavery. Micheaux is yearning to break free of the past, to move away from the 
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institutionalized repression of African Americans that is anchored in bondage. As he 

vows to disprove the theory that he is bound by the limitations of a system that would 

prevent his progress, Micheaux becomes determined to prove to himself and to others 

that possibilities do exist—to show that the space he had always envisioned was real and 

true. 

A Vision Interrupted 

Micheaux's vision, a hybridized form of the frontier promise made possible by a 

Washingtonian ethic, was constantly challenged by the events of the present. The most 

obvious interruption to Booker T. Washington's ethic was the writings of W.E.B. Du 

Bois, the African American author and intellectual whose critiques of "the color-line" in 

the years following Reconstruction stirred much controversy. Du Bois' most famous 

critique. The Souls of Black Folk (1903), was wildly successful and garnered the author 

immediate national recognition. Souls contains many theoretical objections to 

Washington's philosophies, including an entire chapter dedicated to the critique "Of Mr. 

Booker T. Washington" specifically. Although Du Bois takes care to acknowledge the 

impressive accomplishments of W'ashington during a decidedly hostile climate for 

African Americans, he cautions against blind acceptance of Washington's ideas. Du Bois 

suggests that the absence of critique, even in the name of solidarity, damages the 

democratic process. Moreover, the silencing of Washington's critics, in particular, hurts 

the cause of African Americans since "Mr. Washington represents in Negro thought the 

old attitude of adjustment and submission" (30). 
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In a lengthy summation of the basic problems with Washington's approach, Du 

Bois explains: 

the distinct impression left by Mr. Washington's propaganda is, first, that 

the South is justified in its present attitude toward the Negro because of 

the Negro's degradation; [... and...] that his future rise depends primarily 

on his own efforts. Each of these propositions is a dangerous half-truth. 

The supplementary truths must never be lost sight of: first, slavery and 

race-prejudice are potent if not sufficient causes of the Negro's position; 

[... and... ] while it is a great truth to say that the Negro must strive and 

strive mightily to help himself, it is equally true that unless his striving be 

not simply seconded, but rather aroused and encouragcd, by the initiative 

of the richer and wiser environing group, he cannot hope for great success. 

In his failure to realize and impress this last point, Mr. Washington is 

especially to be criticised [sic]. His doctrine has tended to make the 

whites. North and South, shift the burden of the Negro problem to the 

Negro's shoulders and stand aside as critical and rather pessimistic 

spectators; when in fact the burden belongs to the nation, and the hands of 

none of us are clean if we bend not our energies to righting these great 

wrongs. (34-35) 

It is Du Bois" claim that "slavery and race-prejudice" unavoidably interrupt the present, 

creating "potent if not sufficient causes of the Negro's position," that Micheaux hopes to 

disprove. Yet, acutely aware of the racial politics that continued to define his own 
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experience, and haunted by the memory of lynching and the terror of the KKK, Micheaux 

is hard pressed to disprove the claim that "he cannot hope for great success" while "the 

richer and wiser environing group" continues to place barriers in his way. Frustrated 

with his inability to escape the past, Micheaux becomes determined to leave the 

city—and. hopefully, the legacy that haunts it. In an attempt to reject Du Bois" claim 

that, in the uplifting of the Negro, "the burden belongs to the nation," Micheaux decides 

to go to the very site of U.S. national formation to make himself anew. Setting his sights 

on the frontier, Micheaux attempts to redefine himself in accordance with the national 

narrative: he goes West to rid himself of his past and become reborn as the quintessential 

American, whose opportunities are boundless and whose success is determined solely by 

the rewards of his labour. 

In his determination to disprove Du Bois and his followers, however, Micheaux 

slowly begins to realize that the space he had envisioned on the frontier was more 

mythical than real. His quest to discover frontier opportunity—an opportunity marked by 

its regenerative quality—was thwarted by four main problems. First, Micheaux was 

unable to find a site on the frontier that was not also haunted by its own terrible history. 

Although Micheaux believed it to be a space unmarked by the nation's barbaric past, the 

frontier was always already haunted by -mothers barbaric past. As Ronald Takaki 

explains in A Different Mirror, as the U.S. census declared the frontier officially "closed" 

in the late 19"^ century, the United States government turned an eye to Indian Reservation 

lands "in order to make 'homes for white farmers'" (237). U.S. policy for Indian Land 

Allotment, most notably the Dawes Act (1887) and the Burke Act (1906), violated 
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established treaties by parceling reservation lands into "private properties" and selling all 

land deemed "surplus" by the government. In 1902. Congress then required that all lands 

allotted to Indians be placed up for auction upon the death of the owner, effectively 

stripping heirs of their property inheritance rights. At the time, a government official 

informed President Theodore Roosevelt: "Under the present system [...] every Indian's 

land comes into the market at his death, so that it will be but a few years at most before 

all the Indians' land will have passed in to the possession of the settlers" (237). In 

response to active Native American resistance to U.S. government efforts, in 1903 the 

Supreme Court declared that the government had the power to violate Indian treaties. By 

"1933, the federal government found that almost half of all the Indians living on 

reservations that had been subject to allotment were landless. By then, the Indians had 

lost about 60 percent of the 138,000,000 -acre land base they had owned at the time of 

the Dawes Act. Allotment had been transforming Indians into a landless people" (238).^^' 

The history of injustice regarding the indigenous peoples who had inhabited the 

space before the white settlers decided to 'go West' is ever present in Micheaux's 

homesteading experience. In fact, his very ability to purchase his homestead depends on 

Indian Land Allotment policies, which included the U.S. government defrauding, 

displacing, and violating treaties with Native Americans. In Micheaux's life, and in all of 

his autobiographical and fictionalized accounts of his life story, his adventures as a 

pioneer begin when he purchases a relinquishment from a Reservation that the U.S. 

government had "opened to settlement by lottery" {Conquest 54). The "Little Crow 

Reservation" named in The Conquest was actually the Rosebud Reservation in southern 
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South Dakota where Micheaux homesteaded in his early twenties. Although Micheaux 

does not fare well in the lottery, he is later able to purchase a claim that someone else had 

relinquished.'' Oscar Devereaux bccame "the proud owner of a Little Crow homestead," 

and Micheaux the 'proud owner' of a Rosebud homestead, by buying land that had once 

been allotted for an Indian reserve (65). This land "could be purchased at half the price" 

due to government efforts to provide incentives to non-Native settlers, land that 

Micheaux himself described as "dead Indian land" (135). 

Micheaux's awareness of the indigenous presence on the frontier is marked by 

more than just his description of allotments and relinquishments. Scholars such as 

William Loren Katz have claimed that, "In the age of lynch law the annihilation of 

American Indians was not a lesson lost on black Americans" (317). Katz points to 

examples where '"black and red people forged friendships under the eyes of slave masters, 

often solemnized by marriage, and escaped together" in order to contend that white 

oppression often "merged dark peoples into a community, and shaped a destiny apart 

from a common foe" (315). That Micheaux was aware of the unique relationships that 

had often developed between African Americans and indigenous nations peoples is clear 

by his choice of narrator in The Homesteader. Micheaux's fictionalized autobiographical 

narrator, "Jean Baptiste," was named for Jean Baptiste Pointe Du Sable, who founded of 

the first permanent settlement of Chicago when he established a trading post at the mouth 

of the Chicago River in 1779.^^ According to Katz' description of Du Sable, "This tall, 

handsome, urbane black foreigner, Paris-educated and an admirer of European art, was 

known far and wide on the frontier both for his skills as a fur trapper and his ease in 
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getting along with red and white men" (12). Micheaux's allusion to Du Sable is 

interesting, first because his choice of a narrator known to be "urbane," "Paris-educated 

and an admirer of European art," certainly goes against the Booker T. Washington school 

of rural and industrial development. What is more interesting, however, is that Du Sable 

was known for his relations with the local Indians. He fathered two children with his 

wife, Catherine, a Potawatomi Indian woman, and was "closely aligned with the Indians 

of the region" (13). Micheaux's choice of Jean Baptiste as a narrator betrays some 

awareness of the politics connecting African Americans and Native Americans in the 

west. Yearning to find a space not haunted by the barbaric past of slavery, to find 

'America' in its purest form, Micheaux instead becomes surrounded by daily reminders 

of the barbaric past of the frontier.""^ 

The second problem standing in the way of Micheaux's realization of frontier 

opportunity was the racist underpinnings of imperial expansion. The very premise of the 

frontier mission is contrary to notions of racial equity; manifest destiny, colonization, 

empire building and the overseas expansion that would follow, all collide with notions of 

a colorblind meritocracy. When the United States government turned an eye to Indian 

reservation lands "in order to make 'homes for white farmers,"' it was not an open 

invitation to Micheaux; nevertheless, Micheaux responded. Adopting the imperial 

mission, he hopes for "lots of colored men who would be out west building an empire" 

(223). He explains, "I was stimulated to effort by the example of my white neighbors and 

friends who were doing what I admired, building an empire; and to me that was the big 

idea" (244). Micheaux's 'big idea' is oddiy displaced in his vision of racial equality, 
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since "empire" has traditionally signified white colonialism. It is no coincidence that 

Indian Land Allotment gained speed after the 'closing' of the American frontier, when 

the U.S. government was concerned with finding homes for white settlers. Manifest 

Destiny was never meant to make Micheaux a builder of empire. 

The realization that Micheaux was not meant to access the promises of the 

frontier became increasingly apparent as the West became "settled." The presence of 

mostly white homesteaders amounted to the third problem hindering Micheaux's 

achievement of frontier success. As white settlers moved west, they brought their 

constructed notions of race along with them. The barbaric treatment of African 

Americans in "civilized" portions of U.S. was extended onto the frontier, as racist laws 

and customs were applied in the West as in the East. In fact, "The earliest regions to 

spawn these black laws were the territories carved out of the Old Northwest" (Katz 54). 

As Katz explains. 

To expect so fundamental an American ideology to remain behind when 

families collected their belongings and headed west, is to expect too much 

[....] The frontier experience furnishes ample proof of the nationalization 

of racial hostility. The intrepid pioneers who crossed the western plains 

carried the virus of racism with them, as much a part of their psyche as 

their heralded courage and their fears. Once settled in their frontier 

communities, these hearty souls erected the racial barriers their forefathers 

had created back east. As these pioneers cleared the land, built homes, 

schools, churches and planted crops, they transplanted their bigotry into 
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western frontier life [....] The black migrant to the frontier soon found he 

had no hiding place from traditional American attitudes. (307) 

That the frontier would provide "no hiding place" from the legacy of slavery meant that it 

was not. in fact, a space wherein Micheaux could erase the past. In fact, contrary to 

Micheaux's hopes and expectations, the only rebirth that would occur on the frontier was 

a 'regeneration' of the race problem. The more that the West was settled and developed, 

the worse it would be for African Americans, because the paradox of U.S. "civilization" 

has always been that it is built on the barbaric treatment of people of color. 

Part of the motive for erecting and preserving racial barriers in the west was fear; 

fear of miscegenation and fear of Black empowerment. As Katz explains, "With the 

establishment of townships, legal codes, the arrival of white women—came segregation. 

The closer the black cowboy rode to town, to its white women and white institutions, the 

more likely he was to confront racial barriers" (319). This fear of racial intermingling 

extended beyond sexual taboos. Katz continues: 

In several places panicky whites, though outnumbering blacks by more 

than a hundred to one, passed restrictive laws against black communities 

of less than a dozen people. This incredible reaction to the infinitesimal 

shows how much western racial fears had outdistanced both white reason 

and simple economic self-interest. It also indicates how deeply 

psychological an originally economic problem had become. (308) 

Micheaux was dealing with a problem that stemmed from, but then grew beyond the 

institution of slavery. His attempts to escape the legacy of the past were thwarted not 
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only by the institutional barriers that arose from that legacy, but also by deep-seated 

attitudes that had developed within the white psyche. In this way, the past of slavery 

continued to haunt African Americans on the frontier. Even Micheaux, who attempted to 

forget the past, could not avoid contact with those whose understanding of race was 

defined by the history of American slavery and coinciding theories of inherent racial 

difference. 

The fourth and final problem standing in the way of Micheaux's realization of 

frontier opportunity stemmed less from institutions or ideologies and more from 

individual taste and ability. Micheaux's personal dislike of farm work, and his natural 

talent in promotion, distribution, and advertising, rendered him an unlikely candidate for 

the homestead experience. In The Conquest, Oscar Micheaux's autobiographical 

narrator, Oscar Devereaux, recalls: 

my father complained of my poor service in the field and in disgust I was 

sent off to do the marketing—which pleased me for it was not only easy, 

but gave me the chance to meet and talk with many people—and I always 

sold the goods and engaged more for the afternoon deliver)'. This was my 

first experience in real business and from that time ever afterward I could 

always do better business for myself than for anyone else. I was not given 

much credit for my ability to sell, however, until my brother, who 

complained that I was given all the easy work while he had to labor and do 

all the heavier farm work, was sent to do the marketing. (14) 
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From his earliest boyhood days. Micheaux preferred the art of communication to actual 

farm labor. He candidly admits, "I was called the lazy member of the family; a shirker 

who complained that it was too cold to work in the winter, and too warm in the summer. 

About the only thing for which I was given credit was in learning readily. I was 

continually criticised [sic] for talking too much and being too inquisitive" (12). Despite 

these criticisms, he was "pleased" by his ability to "always do better business for himself 

than for anyone else." In a rhetorical move quite contrary to classic frontier ideology, he 

laments the fact that he was "not given much credit" for his marketing skills, since 

"labor" and "all the heavier farm work" was what was rewarded on the family 

homestead. Discovering the value of his natural abilities, Micheaux later hones these 

natural abilities to become skilled in public relations. In 1910, at the age of 26, Micheaux 

begins to pursue a career as a writer. He soon leaves his homestead to write, produce, and 

direct feature films, effectively abandoning his investment in the frontier promise. 

Considering the many problems with Micheaux's vision, it is no surprise that the 

true story of his frontier experience. The Conquest, ends in tragedy. For Micheaux, the 

most troubling implication of his failure on the frontier is that it vindicates the very 

philosophies he had been attempting to disprove. Despite his fervent hope, he cannot find 

a place where his life is not affected by the nation's ugly past. As Du Bois had argued, 

"Again, we may decry the color-prejudice of the South, yet it remains a heavy fact. Such 

curious kinks of the human mind exist and must be reckoned with soberly. They cannot 

be laughed away, nor always successfully stormed at, nor easily abolished by acts of 

legislature" (56). And they cannot be erased on the frontier. Du Bois knew that the 
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wrongs of the past would continue to interrupt the present until reckoned with directly by 

Blacks and whites alike. He concludes, "of the nine millions of Negroes in this nation, 

there is scarcely one out of the cradle to whom these arguments do not daily present 

themselves in the guise of horrible truth. I insist that the question of the future is how best 

to keep these millions from brooding over the wrongs of the past and the difficulties of 

the present" (65). Because the "horrible truth" followed Micheaux even into the 

wilderness, he eventually quits his homestead. Despite the fact that Micheaux must leave 

the frontier to find success, however, many of his subsequent books and films attempt to 

reinscribe the very frontier myth that had failed to prove true for him. The most 

enigmatic question suiTounding the remainder of Micheaux's career, then, asks how he is 

able to abandon the frontier, without abandoning his firm belief in the frontier promise. 

The answer to this question is that Micheaux never really abandoned the frontier; 

in fact, he continued to revisit and preserve the ambiguous space repeatedly in fiction. 

Reproducing both his ideal vision, and the complications of that vision in countless 

versions in literature and film, Micheaux's continuous reproductions of his elusive Utopia 

have caught the attention of many scholars. Some critics have been kind in 

acknowledging Micheaux's proclivity for revision. As Young acknowledges, 

"Micheaux's film career was his writing career [...] Many of his subsequent films were 

also based on his own novels or screenplays" (16). Others have been more vocal about 

the oddity of Micheaux's constant recasting. In his article '"Telling White Lies," Corey 

Creekmur has called this tendency towards adaptation "dizzying," which is not entirely 

overstated considering: 
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The Betrayal (1948): the film is advertised as 'The unforgettable story of 

Martin Eden, young Negro man of Conquest,' and is explicitly identified 

as 'Based on the immortal novel The Wind from Nowhere.' If, as 

Micheaux scholars now recognize, Micheaux essentially rewrote his 1913 

novel The Conquest as 1917's The Homesteader, and revised The 

Homesteader as 'the immortal" The Wind from Nowhere (1944), does it 

then make any sense to speak of The Betrayal as a 'remake' of The Exile 

(again, 'clearly' an adaptation of The Conquest), or are the intertextual 

links of these two films to at least three novels better understood as 

'adaptations'? Once again, the common suspicion that Micheaux himself 

remade, re-edited, retitled, and re-released his films, though already 

troublesome for later research, perhaps only touches upon the full 

complexity of Micheaux's intricate and career-long reworking of related 

material. If all the sequence just outlined is plausible, Micheaux's first and 

last creative works in different media, and a number of works in between, 

are all versions of the same basic story—which is, moreover, Micheaux's 

own fictionalized autobiography. (Creekmur 151) 

Micheaux's clear pattern of "remaking, re-editing, retitling, and re-releasing"' not only his 

films, but his written texts as well begs the question why. In an attempt to answer this 

very question, various critics have struggled to unearth the roots of Micheaux's now 

infamous obsession. 
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Understanding Micheaux's Obsession 

There has been no consensus reached on the rationale behind Micheaux's 

compulsion for re-presentation. Two of the foremost Micheaux critics. Pearl Bowser and 

Louise Spense, suggest Micheaux's repetition is characteristic of the orality of African 

American literature. Regarding Micheaux's penchant for "Writing himself over and over 

again," Bowser and Spense explain that "This pattern of recurrence and repetition, in 

which each telling is both familiar and new, was not uncommon in African American 

expressive culture, where retellings were often valued for their spontaneous 

inventiveness; by putting a new interpretation on a known story, joke, or tune, one left 

one's own stamp on the material" (38). Critic Clyde Taylor suggests Micheaux's 

repetition is part of his counter-hegemonic vanguard—to defy literary convention by self-

publishing. reproducing similar plotlines in text after text, and even remaking the work of 

others.'"^ These are both plausible, except that Micheaux's act of repetition served not to 

make his story indelible in cultural memory, not to transmit cultural histories or 

traditions, not to represent traditionally marginalized figures in a more accurate light. 

Rather, Micheaux's reproductions are meant to revise the outcome of an unsatisfying 

resolution of his frontier experience, to revise his own past in order to imagine a better 

present than the one at hand. His constant reworking of a single theme suggests 

unsettiement—particularly because most of these revisions originate from the one literary 

production that was closest to the "truth," and that was, not coincidentally, a tragedy. 

Betti Carol VanEpps-Taylor acknowledges the tragic nature of Micheaux's "personally 

disturbing and challenging" content in the only published book-length biography of 
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Micheaux. Oscar Micheaux...Dakota Homesteader, Author, Pioneer Film Maker. 

VaiiEpps-Taylor writes, 

Content that remained personally disturbing and challenging appeared 

repeatedly in the novels and films and presented alternative endings to the 

humiliating circumstances that surrounded the failure of his first marriage 

and his reaction to drought and foreclosure. By contriving fantasy 

solutions, he might have found a release from the pain and the courage to 

pursue artistic work. (9) 

While all of these suggestions help to explain Micheaux" s pattern of "recurrence and 

repetition," the root of his original obsession—to prove frontier ideologies true—remains 

unclear. The Conquest is an important work because of the honest ways in which it 

depicts the failure of an African American pioneer's attempt to access the myths of the 

frontier. The irony, and the point of contention in his later novels, is of course that 

Micheaux was attempting to offer his own story as evidence of how he is able to access 

the myth of American Exceptionalism. The Homesteader and The Wind from Nowhere 

are important works because of the way in which they depict Micheaux's struggle to 

erase his failures in order to prove that he can access the American myth. Read together, 

Micheaux's novels are useful because they demonstrate the difficulties for African 

American authors attempting to engage in the mythologies of the West. 

In his article "Reclaiming the Frontier; Oscar Micheaux as Black Tumerian." Dan 

Moos succinctly states the problem, asking 
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But what should we make of Micheaux's almost obsessive need to tell his 

homesteading story again and again? The West was a fetish for Micheaux, 

and though he left there a failed homesteader, he maintained his 

unflagging belief in the opportunities supposedly innate to that vast 

region. Besides the three novels that relate his South Dakota experiences, 

Micheaux would later return to the symbol of the West in numerous other 

productions, both written and cinematic, throughout this career (368). 

The answer Moos postulates is that Micheaux is simply "a minority figure who embraces 

the dominant white rhetoric of Western expansion" (360). By naming Micheaux a 

"Black Tumerian," Moos claims that Micheaux's fervent beliefs in frontier ideology 

effectively subordinate his racial identity. Describing Micheaux as "race-blind" (368), 

Moos agrees with VanEpps-Taylor's assessment that Micheaux could hardly have been 

unaware of the happenings in nearby Black communities (365), but suggests that his 

"affinity with the myths of the Old West: boundless opportunity, self-definition, 

individualism, and freedom" blind him to the inaccessibility of these myths for African 

Americans (359). Curiously, Moos acknowledges that "to claim Micheaux as a Black 

Tumerian is not to say that Micheaux was necessarily a successful Western homesteader, 

for he was not. Rather, his claim to Tumerian ideals and privilege illustrates the power 

and desirability of the myth's promises" (361). 

The fact that Micheaux fails as a homesteader is far more important than Moos 

recognizes. The reality is that Micheaux was anything but "race-blind." He is equally as 

obsessed with questions of passing, color-caste, and interracial romance as he is with 
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frontier mythology, and he spends countless pages and reels of film reproducing his 

frustration with the racial identity politics of his time. Micheaux voraciously followed 

(and occasionally participated in) debates surrounding the "race question" that appeared 

in Black newspapers and several book, publications, engaged various race 

questions—from romance, to lynching, and the KKK. depending on the film—in every 

one of his literary works and motion pictures, declared himself a "race man" and 

marketed all of his productions as "race films" and all of his novels with race specifically 

foregrounded in the advertising, and himself lived amidst and worked against the racism 

rampant in Jim Crow United States. In The Conquest, the very reason Devereaux chooses 

to forsake his true love is because he sees an example of a Black man who docs marry a 

white woman. This man's progeny all go on to pass for white, and Devereaux is resolute 

in his desire to avoid this fate, l ie states. "The question uppermost in my mind became, 

'Would I not become like that, would I too, deny my race?' The thought was a desperate 

one" (162). In both The Homesteader and The Windfrom Nowhere, as well as countless 

films, Micheaux depicts protagonists who are similarly "desperate" for resolutions to the 

racial conflicts and questions specific to African Americans. Contrary to Moos' claim, 

Micheaux's obsession with frontier ideologies does not subordinate race; rather, 

Micheaux's obsession is entirely due to his conceptualization of race. 

M.K. Johnson's 1998 essay, "'Stranger in a Strange Land": An African American 

Response to the Frontier Tradition in Oscar Micheaux's The Conquest: The Story of a 

Negro Pioneer." conies closer to explaining Micheaux's relationship to frontier 

mythology. Significantly. Johnson notes that "Micheaux's attempt to define himself via 
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the frontier success story is undemiined by his hero's inability [...] to adopt 'Anglo-

Saxon myths'" (232). Astutely labeling this conflict "an ambivalent representation of 

African American western experience" (231), Johnson concludes that Micheaux is 

"ultimately unable to resolve the contradiction[s]" within the narrative (238). More 

recently, Blake Allmendinger's 2003 essay, "The Plow and the Pen: The Pioneering 

Adventures of Oscar Micheaux," extends Johnson's argument to suggest that The 

Conquest, The Homesteader, and The Wind from Nowhere operate as a Western trilogy. 

Significantly, Allmendinger notes. 

The Conquest, the first work in the trilogy, actually refutes the notion that 

African Americans can translate the American dream into reality, although 

The Homesteader and The Wind from Nowhere later seem to contradict 

this conclusion. In these later novels, the heroes assimilate, prosper, and 

lift up the race. Yet because the sequels stray from Micheaux's own 

experience, they make black success in the West seem like an entertaining 

mirage. As Micheaux's alter egos grow more heroic in stature, they 

become less representative of historic black pioneers. (547) 

Appreciating the implications of Micheaux's failure on the frontier, Allmendinger asserts 

that this failure constitutes The Conquest as an ultimate rejection of the myth of the 

frontier. Turning to The Homesteader and The Wind from Nowhere, he then suggests that 

Micheaux's obsessive revisions of his disappointing Western experience are actually 

earmarks of double consciousness. Allmendinger explains, "The contrast between 

negative personal experience and representations of an ideal reality created a tension that 
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complemented and complicated Micheaux's double consciousness. With each artistic 

revision of his autobiography, the gap between experience and fantasy became 

increasingly harder to bridge" (548). 

The notion of "twoness" discussed in W.E.B. DuBois' description of double 

consciousness has been associated with Oscar Micheaux by other critics as well. Thomas 

Cripps' groundbreaking study of the history of race movies. Slow Fade to Black (1977), 

was one of the first to suggest the applicability of DuBois' theories to Micheaux's films. 

In his 1993 article "'Twoness' in the Style of Oscar Micheaux," J. Ronald Green has 

since offered a useful critique of Cripps that develops Micheaux's relationship with 

double consciousness in his film productions. As Green observes, "one of the most 

interesting aspects of Micheaux's work is his constant recycling of his material 

throughout his films and his novels—his obsessions and his dreams keep recurring, 

mutating and modulating, accruing density and performing variations" (38). Green 

suggests that Micheaux's style reflects a marked struggle with "the unresolved 

contradiction of twoness" (31), a complicated struggle that represents "assimilation as 

dangerous, as well as attractive, for his group" (46). 

Cripps. Green, and Allmendinger each invoke DuBois' concept of "twoness" first 

developed in The Souls of Black Folk in 1903. In one of his most well-known passages. 

DuBois explains his now famous idea of double consciousness: 

After the Egyptian and the Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and 

Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, bom with a veil, and gifted 

with second-sight in this American world,— a world which yields him no 
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true self-consciousness, but only lets Mm see himself through the 

revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-

consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes 

of others, of measuring one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,— an American, a 

Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring 

ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 

torn asunder. The history of the American Negro is the history of this 

strife,— this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his 

double self into a better and truer self (2). 

Looking at himself through the eyes of Frederick Jackson Turner, Micheaux is bound to 

feel this split. Turnerian ideology, although espoused in seemingly universally-applicable 

rhetoric, was actually not meant for Micheaux. The ideological struggle that is tearing 

him asunder, what Dubois calls "the contradiction of double aims" (3), is underscored by 

the fact that, through the eyes of Turner, Micheaux becomes split. As an American, he 

should theoretically be able to access the opportunities of the American dream, while as a 

Black man, he cannot. The reason that "twoness" is fraught, of course, is because both 

Micheauxs (the American and the Negro) coexist in one body. In order to comprehend 

his failure on the frontier. Micheaux must recognize the racist hypocrisy of the American 

dream. Propelled by classic frontier mythology and the urgings of Booker T. Washington, 

Micheaux resists this recognition. As Moos suggests, "Turner"s West provides the raw 

materials for Micheaux"s success; Washington provides the methodology" (357). 
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Micheaux's resistance constitutes a schism between his lived experiences and the 

ideological promises to which he holds steadfastly. The countless revisions he undertakes 

in order to prove this ideology true are the very embodiment of his "unreconciled 

strivings," the "warring ideals in one dark body" that DuBois names the central conflict 

in double consciousness. His fantasy '"happily ever afterward" endings depict "a better 

and truer self," especially if he is "measuring his soul by the tape of a world that looks on 

in amused contempt and pity." Aware of Dubois' ideas, Micheaux himself acknowledges 

his character Deb Stewart, heroine of The Windfrom Nowhere, as a woman "bom with 

the gift of second sight." Aside from her literal ability to forecast danger. Deb's "second 

sight" manifests itself in more telling ways, since her twoness is partially derived from 

her dual identity as a white woman with unknown black ancestry, a fact revealed at the 

end of the novel. Although Micheaux openly aligned himself as ideologically opposed to 

the methodologies of DuBois, he did respect DuBois' basic desire to "contend for more 

equal rights, privileges, and protection, which is all very logical, indeed" {Conquest 251). 

While Allmendinger's application of double consciousness to Micheaux's fiction is 

useful, Green's examination of Micheaux's twoness in film is uniquely interesting for the 

avenues into postcolonial theory particularly opened by his reading. 

Licensing a Postcolonial Subjectivity 

That Du Bois includes "the Negro" as "a sort of seventh son" on a list of what J. 

Ronald Green calls "conquered and colonized peoples" (30)—"the Egyptian and the 
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Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and Mongolian" (Du Bois 2)—is not 

coincidental. Green explains, 

Twoness characterizes all their ethoses: Egyptian identity must account for 

Egypt's own subjection by Turkey, France and Britain; India was 

subjected by Macedonia and Britain; Greece by Macedonia and Rome; 

Rome by the Goths, the Byzantines, and the French; the Teutons by the 

Reformation and the Americans; and Mongolia by Japan. There is a 

twoness in all these identities that includes both mastery and subjection. 

(30) 

The quality shared between these peoples—"twoness"— is a distinct characteristic of the 

intricate relation between the colonizer and the colonized. In 1965, Albert Menimi's 

foundational work. The Colonizer and the Colonized, suggests the notion of cultural 

bilingualism endemic to the colonized. He writes, 

In the colonial context, bilingualism is necessary [...] Possession of two 

languages is not merely a matter of having two tools, but actually means 

participation in two psychical and cultural realms. Here, the two worlds 

symbolized and conveyed by the two tongues are in conflict; they are 

those of the colonizer and the colonized. Furthermore, the colonized's 

mother tongue, that which is sustained by his feelings, emotions and 

dreams, that in which his tenderness and wonder arc expressed, thus that 

which holds the greatest emotional impact, is precisely the one which is 
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the least valued [...] In the linguistic conflict within the colonized, his 

mother tongue is that which is crushed. (107) 

"Twoness," which most certainly includes "participation in two psychical and cultural 

realms," "two worlds symbolized and conveyed by the two tongues in conflict," is an 

essential characteristic of the colonized. Because Micheaux's mother tongue—a Black 

artistic aesthetic— "is precisely the one which is least valued," it becomes "that which is 

crushed" under the weight of conservative literary theory and Hollywood iconography. J. 

Ronald (ireen invokes Cripps' assertion that "Black filmmakers are in a 'fight against 

Hollywood'" (32). and extends this claim to argue that Micheaux employs "a 

nonassimilative style that glosses a living struggle with twoness [...] a style that reflects 

double-consciousness and struggle" (40). 

In his films. Micheaux is struggling to preserve his mother tongue amidst an 

industry that repeatedly works to crush him. His struggle is the very act of revolt that 

Memmi claims is inevitable in the colonial situation."'' In fact, Memmi even mentions the 

use of "resistance films" as acts of revolution in the colonial context (94). Micheaux's 

literature, however, presents a more ambivalent portrait. As he works to revise the 

obstacles out of each new version of his life story, he begins to occupy the ambivalent 

space between reality and fiction. Micheaux vacillates between his own lived reality, 

having experienced the failure of the frontier myth, and his understanding of how others 

perceive reality, believing the myth to be generally true. This conflict is overwhelming, 

rendering Micheaux unable to move beyond his ambivalent space to find resolution in his 

many revisions. 
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In his groundbreaking work, Black Skin. White Masks (1952), Frantz Fanon was 

one of the earliest to note "the extreme ambivalence inherent in the colonial situation" 

(83 ). Since then, many critics, most notably Homi Bhabha, have expanded the concept of 

colonial ambivalence.*^ Bhabha develops Fanon's notion of colonial identity, explaining 

that 

The very placc of identification, caught in the tension of demand and 

desire, is a space of splitting. The fantasy of the native is precisely to 

occupy the master's place while keeping his place in the slave's avenging 

anger. 'Black skin, white masks' is not a neat division; it is a doubling, 

dissembling image of being in at least two places at once that makes it 

impossible for the devalued [...] to accept the colonizer's invitation to 

identity [....] It is not the colonialist Self or the colonized Other, but the 

disturbing distance in-between that constitutes the figure of colonial 

otherness—the white man's artifice inscribed on the black man's body. It 

is in relation to this impossible object that the liminal problem of colonial 

identity and its vicissitudes emerges. (44-45) 

As Bhabha goes on to state, "the image—as point of identification—marks the site of an 

ambivalence" (51). The "space of splitting" is the location of Micheaux's twoness: his 

"doubling, dissembling image of being in at least two places at once" does indeed make it 

impossible for him to be confined within the boundaries of his prescribed racial 

categorization. Micheaux's perpetual acts of revision produce simultaneous and 

coexisting representations of both the Black man's failure to access the myths of the 
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frontier, and his success at accessing spaces from which the colonizing culture has 

specifically excluded him. 

The central "problem" with Micheaux's literature actually belies his realization of 

a classic postcolonial theoretical understanding: that, despite the mantra that assimilation 

provides the only path to success, true assimilation is actually impossible for the 

colonized. As Memmi explains, "But if the colonizer does not always openly discourage 

these candidates to develop that resemblance, he never permits them to attain it either. 

Thus, they live in painful and constant ambiguity" (15). It is precisely this 

realization—that he was never meant to attain the privileges set aside for the true 

beneficiaries of the frontier myth—that accounts for Micheaux's "painful and constant 

ambiguity" that results in his perpetual revision. He never comes to terms with this 

realization, constantly revising his story specifically in order to avoid coming to such 

terms. Locked into this ambiguous space of repetition, Micheaux begins to occupy what 

W.E.B. Du Bois called a "tertium quid." As Du Bois explains, "somewhere between men 

and cattle, God created a tertium quid, and called it a Negro" (55). His note to the text 

explains that a tertium quid is, "literally, third something, a third something of 

ambiguous status" (55). 

It is this "third something," this "disturbing distance in-between." the "liminal 

problem of colonial identity" that has posed problems for many critics of Micheaux's 

literature. Reading Micheaux through a postcolonial lens provides valuable insight into 

the heretofore inexplicable contradictions between his fantasies and his "actual life." 

Yet, Micheaux, like most African American literary producers, is not traditionally read as 
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a postcolonial subject. Even so. the suggestion of an African American postcolonial 

subjectivity is not so radical. In her book Outlaw Culture: Resisting Representations, 

acclaimed cultural critic bell hooks reviews the history of the Black Power movement. In 

her chapter "Back to Black," she recalls how, "Reading Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi, 

our leaders begin to speak of colonization and the need to decolonize our minds and 

imaginations" (173). hooks laments the diminishing militancy in the struggle for racial 

justice, and asserts the "need to make decolonizing our minds and imagination central 

when we educate for critical consciousness" (182). 

hooks is shrewd to invoke Fanon and Memmi, African forefathers both in the 

specific struggle for Black empowerment and the more widely applicable struggle to 

decolonize. As early as 1955, acclaimed postcolonial poet and critic Aime Cesaire was 

reading the United States as the world's foremost colonizer in his work. Discourse on 

Colonialism. Cesaire claims that "the barbarism of Western Europe [is] only 

surpassed—far surpassed, it is true—by the barbarism of the United States" (26). 

Memmi's echoes Cesaire's sentiment by dedicating the American edition of his volume 

of The Colonizer and the Colonized "to the American Negro, also colonized." Cesaire 

goes so far as to describe "American domination" as "the only domination from which 

one never recovers. I mean from which one never recovers unscarred" (60). With these 

grim, but definitive assertions of African Americans' position as colonized subjects in the 

United States coming as early as the dawn of postcolonial theory it is a wonder that 

Micheaux's "twoness" has not been treated as part and parcel of the postcolonial 

condition. 
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Re-reading Micheaux as a Postcolonial Subject 

Micheaux's proclivity for repetition has been attributed variously to poor 

technique, vanity, limited production resources, the African American oral tradition, and 

early trauma; while each of these explanations helps to explain part of the story, 

incorporating a postcolonial theoretical lens helps to explain the root causes of his now 

infamous and tragic obsession. Using a postcolonial lens, Micheaux's enigmatic literary 

history begins to make sense. Imbued with the spirit of the frontier promise, he writes to 

claim his share of the American dream. Simultaneously moved by the ideologies of 

Booker T. Washington, he writes to prove himself equal to the task at hand by 

demonstrating the strength of his industry. In The Conquest, Micheaux's autobiographical 

narrator Devereaux recalls, 

[1] turned my face westward with the spirit of Horace Greely [sic] before 

[i'ic] and his words 'Go west, young man, and grow up with the country' 

ringing in my ears. So westward I journeyed to the land of raw material, 

which my dreams had pictured to me as the land of real beginning, and 

where I was soon to learn more than a mere observer ever could by living 

in the realm of a great city. (47) 

Dedicating The Conquest "To the Honorable Booker T. Washington," Micheaux 

embraces popular ideologies of "the West." the very ideologies that were meant to 

exclude him. The myth of the frontier, what Richard Slotkin calls "[America's] oldest 

and most characteristic myth,"^^ thus occupies a dual and conflicted space for Micheaux: 
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one that promises as much as it thwarts. Micheaux hears the words of Horace Greeley, 

despite the fact that Greeley's words were not meant for his ears. As William Loren Katz 

explains in his book, The Black West, "Horace Greeley, the reformer who urged 

Americans to 'go West, young man,' also insisted that the territories 'shall be reserved 

for the benefit of the white Caucasian race.'" 

If Houston Baker was right in asserting "all frontiers established by the white 

psyche have been closed to the black man,"^^ then the fact that Micheaux is frustrated in 

his attempt to carve out a privileged space on the frontier makes sense. His obsession 

with his "twoness" correlates with his colonized condition. As Memmi explains. 

So goes the drama of the man who is a product and victim of colonization. 

He almost never succeeds in corresponding with himself [....] In order to 

witness the colonized's complete cure, his alienation must completely 

cease. We must await the complete disappearance of colonization—-

including the period of revolt. (140-141) 

Because Micheaux lived in the United States during the Jim Crow era, and died before 

ever seeing even the beginning of the Civil Rights Movement, the historical conditions 

for overcoming his alienation did not exist. As long as he remains defined by the 

ambivalent nature of the colonial subject, he will be compelled to reenact the contest 

between his real and his fantasy selves. Because his period of revolt never completely 

disappears, his two halves cannot be reconciled and "he almost never succeeds in 

corresponding with himself." 
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Blake Allmendinger suggests that Micheaux's successive attempts to revise 

himself in fiction are evidence of trauma. Allmendinger explains. 

His return to the same material throughout his career is not a sign of 

Micheaux's creative exhaustion but. rather, represents his effort to resolve 

his early traumatic experience—farm failure, bankruptcy, and the loss of 

his wife—in works where the hero finds cathartic redemption and 

therapeutic success. (549) 

This "healing of traumatic memory" has also been identified as part of the process 

involved in the struggle to decolonize. As Leny Mendoza Strobe! explains. 

Decolonization is a psychological and physical process that enables the 

colonized to understand and overcome the depths of alienation and 

marginalization caused by colonization. By transforming consciousness 

through the reclamation of one's cultural self and the recovery and healing 

of traumatic memory, the colonized can become agents of their own 

destiny. (64) 

Micheaux's trauma, manifested in "his return to the same materia! throughout his career," 

signifies his struggle with the physical and psychological process that is decolonization. 

He elucidates the fhistration involved in his fixed determination almost to will some sort 

of resolution into being. In a telling passage from The Conquest in which Devereaux 

laments his forbidden love for the Scotch girl, Micheaux writes. 
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I have felt, if a person could only order his mind as he docs his limbs and 

have it respond or submit to the will, how much easier life would be. For it 

is that relentless thinking all the time until one's mind becomes a slave to 

its own imaginations, that brings eternal misery, where happiness might be 

had. (156) 

The "relentless thinking all the time" that he might be able to access the frontier 

promise—to benefit from colonization—keeps him locked in a frustrated cycle of 

repetition. If only decolonization could occur by simple flat', instead, Micheaux has 

become a slave to his own imagination, its painM and elusive contradictions forever 

colliding. His "eternal misery" is his eternal obsession, painstakingly reproduced in his 

twilight years and left unresolved at death. This repetition of the same struggle, without 

resolution, suggests that Micheaux was trapped in a space that he could only partially 

comprehend. 

Rereading Micheaux as a postcolonial subject does more than provide valuable 

insight into his enigmatic obsession: it explains his contradictions in a new way that 

allows us to value his literature as representative of the process of decolonization, rather 

than dismiss it as contradictor)' or assimilationist. Decolonization is a slow and painful 

process, one that is marked by an ideological struggle between the self, and the 

overwhelming colonial ideologies that deny the self. As such, the struggle slips back and 

forth between the realms of the conscious and the unconscious, and often works to undo 

its own progress. The process of decolonization can continue to haunt the colonial subject 

as long as colonialism continues to reassert itself. While Jim Crow legislation maintained 



212 

its hold. Micheaux would continue to be plagued by his struggle to decolonize. Had he 

lived to see the dawn of the Civil Rights Era, Micheaux's obsession might have 

developed into a more self-conscious struggle. Only one thing is certain: the struggle 

would never have ended. To counteract hegemonic ideologies that are constantly 

reinscribed and reasserted to maintain force, postcolonial subjects must also constantly 

repeat markers of decolonization in order to maintain personal sovereignty. It is difficult 

to say exactly how conscious or unconscious of his ideological conflicts Micheaux was at 

any given time during his writing, largely because the early stages of the decolonial 

imaginary, in particular, are marked by a constant state of flux. What can be said, is that 

his contributions as an author, largely underestimated or dismissed for their 

"assimilationist" tendencies, merit reconsideration. Micheaux's works provide an honest 

account of one man's struggle to negotiate himself amidst the stranglehold of American 

colonial ideologies. The Conquest, The Homesteader, and The Wind from Nowhere are 

uniquely valuable because they offer a fascinating study of the postcolonial condition in 

African America. 

The Conquest Revisited 

31 "It is a hard thing to live haunted by the ghost of an untrue dream. " - W.E.B. Du Bo is 

Micheaux's earliest work, written or produced, is a fictional autobiography 

entitled The Conquest (1913). His original publication was initially labeled "fiction" 

because Micheaux inverts letters in the names of characters and locations in order to 
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disguise elements of his life story; however, subsequent research has supponed the 

discovery that The Conquest is, in fact, an autobiographical representation of Micheaux's 

pioneering days on the Rosebud Reservation. '" In addition to its factual account of the 

homestead experience, his first book is significant because it establishes the basic 

problems with which he would continue to wrestle throughout the span of his life. The 

Conquest presents Micheaux's first representation of classic Tumerian frontier 

mythology fused with the philosophies of Booker T. Washington. Significantly, it is also 

Micheaux's first depiction of issues of passing, race loyalty, and interracial romance. 

Micheaux's autobiography introduces the fictionalized narrator, Oscar Devereaux, 

a very thinly veiled representation of himself. At the start of the narrative, Micheaux 

writes, "I was bom twenty-nine years ago near the Ohio River, about forty miles above 

Cairo, the fourth son and fifth child of a family of thirteen, by the name of 

Devereaux—which, of course, is not my name but we will call it that for this sketch" 

(10). All of these details about family, birth dale and place, are accurate descriptions of 

Micheaux's own life. Micheaux establishes Devereaux as his narrative representative, for 

the purposes of his "sketch." Like Micheaux. Devereaux grew up in southern Illinois, the 

descendant of slaves. While still a young boy. Devereaux moved with his family to 

"M—pis," a stand in for Metropolis, Illinois, where Micheaux's family had moved. 

Devereaux"s fictional story continues to match Micheaux's life in fairly transparent ways 

throughout the rest of the book, including Devereaux's eventual move to "Megory" 

county. South Dakota. Although the fictionalized names and locations in The Conquest 

are not real—there is no Megory County in South Dakota—Micheaux provided enough 
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information to help readers decode actual names and locations (Micheaux moved to 

Gregory County, South Dakota, easily referenced on a map given the descriptions in The 

Conquest). In a one-sentence "introductory" to the book, Micheaux admits that "This is a 

true story of a negro who was discontented and the circumstances that were the outcome 

of that discontent." 

Despite the fact that The Conquest is more autobiography than fiction, it of course 

remains a deliberately constructed vision. As with any autobiography, the task of 

representing oneself in literature is difficult to negotiate. Micheaux's desire to tell "the 

truth" is complicated by the representation of himself as an heroic protagonist. While 

The Conquest provides an outline of Micheaux's whereabouts, interactions with others, 

and life on the homestead, "the creation of Micheaux's myth by Micheaux himself 

should be analyzed for its cultural value. 

The Conquest tells the story of Oscar Devereaux, bom in the late nineteenth 

century during the period of Reconstruction. Devereaux's parents, who had been 

enslaved in Kentucky, owned an eighty-acre farm in Illinois where their children were 

instilled with the values of laboring on the land. Eventually they moved to Metropolis so 

the children could attend better schools. It was here, at the age of sixteen, that Devereaux 

began to feel alienated from his peers due to his intense resentment of the narrative that 

linked the history of slavery to his present opportunities. At seventeen Devereaux left 

Metropolis, opened his first bank account, and began working as a Pullman car porter. 

With his savings, he is finally able to purchase a relinquishment from the "Little Crow" 

Indian Reservation in South Dakota, where he lives for the remainder of the story. 
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After detailed accounts of his struggles and experiences on the homestead, 

Devcreaux confesses how "awfully, awfully lonesome" he is (77), and commences his 

search for a wife. Because "Love is something [he] had longed for more than anything 

else" (70), he is wary of his feelings for "a beautiful blonde maiden of twenty summers" 

on a neighboring homestead (153). He confesses, "I became in a way frightened, for I 

did not by any means want to fall in love with a white girl. I had always disapproved of 

intermarriage, considering it as being above all things, the very thing that a colored man 

could not even think of. That we would become desperately in love, however, seemed 

inevitable" (155). This inevitability proved true, as Devereaux developed a relationship 

with the unnamed "Scotch girl," whom he "loved [...] like a lover" (157). He explains 

that "The craving for love and understanding pervades the very core of a human, and 

makes the mind reckless to even such a grave matter as race loyalty" (162). But 

Devereaux remains bound by both "race loyalty" and anti-miscegenation laws of the 

time. Although he confesses to being "on the verge of making the sacrifice" (163), 

violating race codes and pursuing his relationship, in the end he realizes that "there are 

few communities that will sanction a marriage with a white girl" (168). 

Devereaux forsakes his love for the Scotch girl and undergoes multiple attempts 

to find a suitable wife, eventually marrying Orlean McCraline, the fictionalized 

representative of Orlean McCracken, a "kind, simple, and sympathetic" Black woman 

whom he described as "obedient" and "in fact, agreeable in every way" (197, 199). By 

the time he concludes his courtship with Orlean, Devereaux admits to wanting to "marry 

her and have it over with," claiming that he was "tired of living alone on the claim and 
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wanted a wife and love, even if she was a city girl" (197). After their marriage, 

Devereaux recalls how his "love for [Orlean] has been growing" (259), and the couple 

soon expected their first-born child. Yet, their marriage was constantly complicated by 

interference from Orlean's father. Reverend McCraline, and Orlean"s younger sister 

Ethel. After Orlean experienced labor complications while Devereaux was away from the 

homestead, and their baby was born dead, her family removed her from the homestead 

and forbade Devereaux to see her. Orlean's removal was accompanied by a last, 

dishonorable act by the Reverend to drain Devereaux's bank account, leaving him 

overdrawn. The most defining and traumatic aspect of his pioneer experience, 

Devereaux's marriage "was the indirect cause of [his] writing this story" (241). The 

marriage ends as his homestead fails, leaving the tragic protagonist only "To seek 

reincarnation" (291), ever elusive on the frontier. 

The Significance of The Conquest 

The significance of The Conquest lies far beyond its value as either an 

autobiography, or a detailed account of the homesteading experience just after the turn of 

the century. The narrative chronicles, problematizes, and ultimately critiques 

Devereaux"s attempt at frontier regeneration. Although many pioneers went west in an 

attempt to remake themselves, Devereaux's motivation is uniquely situated in a past of 

American oppression. Devereaux hoped that 'becoming an American' would negate the 

limitations of the past and provide him access to all of the promises of the American 

Dream. He is desperate to prove "that a colored man can be anything" (Conquest 145), 
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and moreover, that his greatest opportunity lies on the frontier, "where the land was new 

or raw and undeveloped" (53). In the true spirit of Frederick Jackson Turner, Devereaux 

concluded, "He must begin with the beginning and develop with the development of the 

country. By the proper and accepted methods of conservation of the natural resources and 

close application of his work, his chances for success are good" (53). Yet, the very past 

that he sought to negate was part and parcel of the nation's formation: "the beginning" of 

U.S. national formation was marked by a history of slavery and genocide. "The 

development of the country" came about through barbaric means. Even the Edenic. 

regenerative space of the American frontier was covered in blood. The frontier, posited 

as the site of American character formation, could not erase the legacy of American 

slavery because it was built on this legacy. Devereaux cannot escape the national past and 

still be reborn an 'American.' 

Devereaux"s attempt to succeed on the frontier is fruitless, in part, because his 

drive to access the "American Dream' requires him to assimilate particular national 

ideologies that exclude himself and other people of color. Initially, he attempts to 

embrace these narratives, adopting popular notions about Native Americans and even 

other African Americans. Invoking alarmist notions about the closing of the frontier. 

Devereaux laments the fact that "The good land all over the country had been picked over 

and the Indians had selected much of the best'" (184). Ironically occupying the space of 

political subjectivity reserved for the white settler, Devereaux speaks from the very 

position of colonial entitlement that would have him enslaved. He regurgitates U.S. 

government rhetoric used to justify treaty violations, claiming: 
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The Indians were always selling and are yet, [sic] what is furnished them 

by the government, for all they can get. When given the money spends it 

[.v/c] as quickly as he possibly can, buying fine horses, buggies, whiskey, 

and what-not. Their only idea being that it is to spend. The Sioux Indians, 

in my opinion, are the wealthiest tribe. They owned at one time the larger 

part of southern South Dakota and northern Nebraska, and own a lot of it 

yet. Be is said, however, it is simply because the government will not 

allow them to sell. (178) 

Devereaux adopts the narrative denying Indian land rights and justifying treaty violations 

for the purposes of national expansion. Similar to Thomas Morgan, the U.S. Indian 

affairs commissioner in 1891 who claimed that Native Americans were not "using" their 

lands "for any purpose whatever" and "did not need it" (qtd. in Takaki 236), Devereaux 

blames the Indians for their own land mismanagement. Failing to see the government's 

role in Indian land allotment without tribal consent, he repeats the national narrative 

justifying the distribution of stolen land in order to rationalize his own complicity in the 

colonial system. 

The rationale that Micheaux constructs in The Conquest is a complicated one, 

because the colonial system that Devereaux is advocating with his visions of "empire" 

and the attitude he adopts towards indigenous nations actually subjugates his own people 

as well. This contradiction would inevitably surface, and Devereaux reconciles the 

problem by exempting himself from the category of African Americans who 'lack his 

initiative.' Describing educated Blacks in particular, he writes: 
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Although more agreeable to talk to. they lacked that great and mighty 

principle which characterizes Americans, called "the initiative.'' Colored 

people are possible [sic] in every way that is akin to becoming good 

citizens, which has been thoroughly proven and is an existing fact. Yet 

they seem to lack the "guts" to get into the northwest and "do things." In 

seven or eight of the great agricultural states there were not enough 

colored farmers to fill a township of thirty-six sections. (146) 

Inspired by the philosophies of Booker T. Washington. Devereaux separates himself as 

an exceptional citizen, blaming African Americans for a lack of Irontier initiative. In 

reality, Devereaux hints that in order for African Americans to 'live among the white 

people" on the frontier, they need to know 'their place.' He explains, "Now during the 

time I had lived among the white people, I had kept my place as regards custom, and had 

been treated with every courtesy and respect" (155). 'Keeping his place,' Devereaux 

repeats this pattern of separation and blame throughout his narrative in an attempt to 

rationalize conflicting examples of repression of African Americans and white frontier 

success. 

For Devereaux, one of the clearest examples of this conflict lies in anti-

miscegenation laws and taboos extended to the west. He protests, "While custom frowns 

on even the discussion of the amalgamation of raccs, it is only human to be kind" (154). 

He attempts to resist his initial attraction to the Scotch girl on a neighboring homestead, 

but soon finds himself "on the verge of falling in love with her" (155), a development 
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that he later describes as "inevitable" (155). Recalling their first romantic encounter, he 

writes: 

It reached a stage of embarrassment one day when we were reading a 

volume of Shakespeare [....] The volume was 'Othello' and when we 

camc to the climax where Othello has murdered his wife, driven to it by 

the evil machinations of lago, as if by instinct she looked up and caught 

my eyes and when I came to myself I had kissed her twice on the lips she 

held up. (154) 

Ironically moved by the murderous climax of the tragic love affair between Othello and 

Desdemona. Devereaux and the Scotch girl begin a forbidden romance that is doomed 

from the start. Finally realizing that he must adhere to strict codes of race loyalty 

forbidding him to marry the Scotch girl, he laments, "I would have given half my life to 

have had her possess just a least bit of negro blood in her veins, but since she did not and 

could not help it any more than I could help being a negro, 1 tried to forget it, straightened 

out my business and took a trip east, bent on finding a wife of my own" (168). This 

sentiment—that he 'would have given half his life' for a better ending to his tragic 

romance—-would become very important in much of Micheaux's later work. 

Micheaux's ill-fated romance with the Scotch girl is just one among several 

failures both he and his protagonist endure on the frontier. Combined, these failures 

work together to expose the limitations of classic frontier mythology. Unlike the fantasy 

ending of many of his later movies, Micheaux's story of life out West in The Conquest 

actually ends in tragedy. His failure on the frontier is epitomized by the death of his child. 
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whose eerie likeness to his father underscores the significance of the event. He recalls, 

"my emotions were intense when I saw the little dead boy. Poor little fellow! As he lay 

stiff and cold 1 could see the image of myself in his features. My wife noticed my look 

and said: it is just like you. dear!'" (263). The male child, the image of Devereaux 

himself was to be both the literal and figurative rebirth of Devereaux. Oscar 

Devereaux's rebirth—his regeneration as a new American—dies on the frontier 'just like' 

his .son. Stiff and cold, dead before ever having a chance to live, the newborn Devereaux 

epitomizes the failure of the frontier myth for African Americans. The narrative 

concludes with the ultimate failure of both the homestead and the marriage: not soon after 

the birth of his stillborn son, Devereaux aborts his homesteading project and leaves the 

west a broken man. Micheaux ends his autobiography with an overt declaration of 

disappointment and rejection, with the final sentence stating plainly, "That was the last 

time I saw my wife" (311). Despite his faithful reliance upon regeneration in the 

wilderness, there would be no rebirth for either Devereaux or Micheaux on the frontier. 

Resuscitating a Vision: The Homesteader 

That The Conquest lays the foundation for most of Micheaux's future works, then, 

is not terribly surprising in light of the considerable trauma he experienced on the 

frontier. Aside from the powerful themes and haunting ending of his story, perhaps the 

best reason for a distinctive treatment of The Conquest is the fact that it is the closest to 

factually accurate autobiographical account that remains of Micheaux's life.^ After the 

publication of The Conquest, every new "autobiographical" or even loosely 
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autobiographical account of his life story contains heavily fictionalized endings that 

become more melodramatic and divorced from reality with each new literary or filmic 

rendition. For example, his third book The Homesteader (1917), is a direct revision of 

his autobiography, but with a fantastic new ending that transforms his life story from a 

tragedy to a triumphant success. Moving from the genre of fictionalized autobiography 

to melodramatic novel, Micheaux recasts himself so that he does, in fact, exemplify the 

frontier promise. Rather than leading to failure, the depth of his obstacles only serve to 

underscore his success. As the villains are even more villainous, and the heroes more 

heroic, Devereaux's triumph on the frontier becomes all the more triumphant. 

The Homesteader begins immediately on the frontier, skipping most of the 

autobiographical history that opens The Conquest, and leading straight away with the 

romantic conflict plaguing the protagonist. Chapter one, "Agnes," presents the Scotch 

girl from the first narrative, here given the name Agnes Stewart. Yet, instead of the 

"beautiful blonde"' who was "kind" and "understanding" in The Conquest, The 

Homesteader introduces a slightly different kind of woman. Agnes wasn't just smart; she 

was "possessed with an unusual amount of wit; rare wit. extraordinary wit" 

(14). To clarify and develop the characterization of the Scotch girl, Micheaux explains 

in The Homesteader that '"because she possessed such sweet ways, she was often referred 

to as beautiful, although in truth she was nof (14). Indicating that the hero's attraction to 

Agnes is based on a true respect for her intellect, rather than an infatuation with her 

"beauti ful blonde" appearance, this revised version of the Scotch girl is intended to evoke 

greater sympathy for the protagonist. Chapter one also immediately foreshadows a key 
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twist in the narrative: hinting about Agnes' hidden Black ancestry, Micheaux explains 

that "Her eyes, however, were a mystery—baffling'" (14). Foregoing subtlety, he 

continues. "Her mother had kept a secret from [her father]—and the world! In trust she 

left some papers. What they contained he did not know, and would not until the day 

before she, Agnes, was to marry" (15). Quite different from The Conquest, The 

Homesteader opens with the intent to offer a new story—a fictionalized version of 

Micheaux's real life that transforms his frontier experience from failure into success. 

The narrator, here named Jean Baptistc, is described as "vigorous, strong, healthy 

and courageous" (22). He initially foregoes his relationship with Agnes in order to 

maintain race loyalty and adhere to anti-miscegenation laws. He eventually marries a 

Black woman, his third and last choice for a bride, the Orlean McCraline character from 

The Conquest here re-named Orlean McCarthy. Baptiste's marriage suffers from 

interference by Orlean's father and sister, interference that is dramatized by repeated 

descriptions of Orlean's relatives as the embodiment of pure evil. A lengthy back-story 

is added connecting Baptiste to Orlean's father (Reverend McCarthy), wherein the 

Reverend is depicted as the man responsible for Baptiste's most severe whipping as a 

child. When he was but a five-year old child, Baptiste had inadvertently thwarted the 

sexual advances the married Reverend had been improperly making towards a female 

teacher. The Reverend had the young Baptiste beaten until he passed out, forever 

marking Baptiste with a sensitivity to injustice and a dislike of preachers. Reverend 

McCarthy's desire to undennine Baptiste becomcs a lifelong, malicious ambition, 

especially when Baptiste grows up to become an honorable and successful man. Visiting 
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Baptiste on the prairie, the Reverend remarks to himself, "That's the same spirit I tried to 

conquer twenty-one years ago and it is still in him" (238). 

Reverend McCarthy is not the only one whose malice has increased in The 

Homesteader. Even the weak and timid Orlean becomes "menacing" (382), under the 

"evil influence" of her father (386). At first, Orlean found happiness with Baptiste on the 

frontier. Then, just as in The Conquest, "his wife had given birth to a baby which had 

come in to the world dead, on a Saturday" {Homesteader 257). In the midst of Orlean and 

Baptiste's grief. Reverend McCarthy sneaks his daughter home to Chicago, forging a 

check to steal money from Baptiste on the way. In this version, Baptiste gets to have his 

say: for an entire chapter, he lashes out at the Reverend, pointing out his gross hypocrisy 

and saying all of the things left unsaid in The Conquest. Then, after the protagonist's 

third attempt to win back his wife, she assaults him brutally, literally kicking him while 

he is down. In the midst of her assault, "He made no effort to protect himself. He 

allowed her to strike him at will and with a strength, born of excitement, she struck him 

in his fact, in his eyes, she scratched him, she abused him so furiously until gradually he 

began to sink" (383). The assault culminates with Orlean kicking Baptiste "viciously full 

in the face" as he lay on the floor, finally jumping on his face "with her feet" until she 

was dragged away from him" (383). This incident signals the end of their 

marriage—with Baptiste clearly victimized and Orlean gone insane. 

Aside from new character development, heightened melodrama, and interesting 

plot digressions and complications, the biggest change found in The Homesteader is 

'Epoch the Fourth.' Whereas The Conquest ends with the line, "That was the last time I 
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saw my wife" (311). in The Homesteader, it is only the third epoch that ends with the 

description of his wife's exit. At the end of the section marked 'Epoch the Third,' after 

Orlean's brutal assault of her husband, "she went out of his life as a wife forever' (384). 

Yet, the narrative continues on for twenty-one more chapters, with the fourth epoch 

containing the bulk of Micheaux's revision. Imagining himself vindicated after his tragic 

fall in both The Conquest and the first three epochs of The Homesteader, 'Epoch the 

Fourth' details Baptiste's heroic comeback. With his marriage over and his homestead 

on the brink of foreclosure, Baptiste is struck with the idea that "Perhaps he could write" 

(401). Deciding to write his own life story, described as "his life of hell, the work of an 

evil power' (401), Baptiste describes how he self-published and personally distributed 

the story of epochs one through three—tine story of The Conquest. 

Baptiste's writing brings him vengeance. The publication of his narrative creates 

humiliation and public scorn for Orlean's family, eventually resulting in the demotion of 

the Reverend from the position of church Elder to minister in the worst assignment in the 

region. As Orlean's family sinks in public favor, Baptiste gains sympathy until "At last 

his manhood had returned, and he was ready to fight" (438). He files a lawsuit against 

the Reverend, charging him with deliberately alienating Orlean's affections from her 

husband and influencing her to sell the claim he had purchased for her, at a fraction of the 

cost. Baptiste was satisfied with his day in court, because he was once again able to tell 

his story, and "in the minds of every man and woman in the crowded room, N.J. 

McCarthy stood a guilty man" (488). Reverend McCarthy is found not guilty, however, 

because Orlean took the stand and lied in order to protect her father. This final act of 
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betrayal, transparent to everyone who read or heard about the case, pushes Orlean over 

the brink. Overcome with guilt, she stabs her father in the heart, then stabs herself, and 

her wicked sister Ethel witnesses this last horrific consequence of their family's evil 

deeds. With Ethel's last attempt at his undoing, Baptiste is accused of the crime, but the 

truth eventually comes out with the help of none other than Baptiste's true love, Agness 

Stewart. Returning to his life to save Baptiste at the eleventh hour, Agness, now a 

successful composer, also brings with her the good news that his crops are doing well. 

Baptiste's story concludes with him escaping imprisonment and foreclosure, and yielding 

both a good crop and impressive book sales. In the end, he finally learns the mysterious 

secret about Agness: her mother is Ethiopian. Free to be with Agness at last, Baptiste's 

story ends with her telling him, "You know I never loved any one in the world but you" 

(533). 

The Significance of The Homesteader 

The most obvious effect of the plot revisions in The Homesteader is that they 

work to afford greater sympathy and understanding to the hero. In contrast to the first 

person narrator in The Conquest, Micheaux adopts an omniscient narrative voice in The 

Homesteader, making the reader privy to such elements of vindication as Orlean's 

confessions of her deep love for her husband and her regret over her own weakness, and 

the Reverend's guilty conscience that haunts him in the fourth epoch. In addition to the 

omniscient point of view, certain events from The Conquest are altered or exaggerated in 

order to underscore the victimization of the protagonist. For example, when as 
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newlyweds, Baptiste and Orlean were first visited by the Reverend on the homestead, the 

narrative accounts of the visit change from the autobiography to the novel. In The 

Conquest, Orlean is excited about her father's upcoming visit. Devereaux recalls, 

We talked of her father and his expected visit. She appeared so pleased 

over the prospect and said: 'Won't he make a hit up here? Won't these 

white people be foolish over his fine looks and that beautiful white hair?" 

And she raised her hands and drew them back as I had seen her do in 

stroking her father's hair. (Conquest 246) 

Yet, in The Homesteader, the omniscient narrator explains that Orlean had only 

"pretended" to be happy, when really "she was getting the idea that, after all [her father 

and his family] were burdensome" (245). Moreover, despite the impression left in The 

Conquest, that Orlean continued to admire and compliment her father after her marriage 

to Baptiste, in The Homesteader she confesses that "since she had been married she had 

not written her father and repeated what a great man he was. She had, on the other hand, 

written and told him what a great man her husband was" (243). 

The changes become more substantive as Micheaux begins to alter subtle 

elements of the plot. In The Conquest, after the reverend suggests bringing Orlean back 

to Chicago after the loss of her baby, Devereaux acknowledges that he gave his consent 

to his wife's journey home. Devereaux becomes frtistrated because "he had consented, 

but had stipulated that [they ] would wait until she was better and would then see whether 

[they ] could afford it or not" (267). Of course, the reverend does not wait. He removes 

Orlean straight away, which causes Devereaux to accuse him of "trying to alienate [his] 



228 

wife's affections" (269). In The Homesteader, the section is rewritten so as to allow no 

room for confusion, no sympathy whatsoever for the reverend's actions. Here, the 

reverend removes his daughter explicitly "without [Baptiste's] consent or bid" (267), 

because he "had intended stealing her away without his knowledge" (269). These 

changes serve only to enhance the heroic status of Baptiste, and emphasize the villainy of 

the reverend. 

These simple increases in melodrama that add to the vindication of the 

protagonist, are coupled with major plot changes that significantly alter Micheaux's life 

story. In The Homesteader, the most significant revision concerns the relationships 

between the protagonist and his two love interests: the Scotch girl and Orlean. In The 

Conquest, the protagonist's unsuccessful marriage to Orlean was not only "the indirect 

cause of [Ms] writing this story" (241), but also the ultimate symbol of his failure on the 

frontier, marked in particular by the birth of their stillborn son. Unlike The Conquest, 

however, the baby is neither delivered nor described in The Homesteader. There is no 

"stiff and cold" body, no description of having "buried the baby on the west side of the 

draw" {Conquest 263), nothing to reflect the image of Jean Baptiste, dead on the frontier. 

The ultimate symbol of his failure is erased, and the dead child bccomes symbolic more 

of Orlean's failure than her husband's. Acting on her sister's advice, Orlean had 

attempted earlier to abort the child, which caused her to suffer from "guilt, the never-to-

be-forgotten guilt; the unborn child that refused the poison seemed to haunt her" (229). 

When labor finally comes, the child is not stillborn, but sacrificed: as a neighbor related 

to Baptiste, "It was sure a big, fine kid. She couldn't give it birth, so they had to kill it in 
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order to save her life" (257-8). Baptiste's potential failure is erased in one stroke of a 

pen, a stroke that also affords both Devereaux and Micheaux salvation as well, since The 

Homesteader is represented as the continuation of their stories. 

Once the loss of his baby is revised, Micheaux then turns to the relationship 

between his protagonist and the Scotch girl. Here she is literally his dream girl: their love 

is preordained in each others" dreams before they ever meet. In a strange move, 

demonstrating Micheaux's meta-awareness of the space between fact and fiction, his 

semi-fictional characters in the completely fictionalized fourth epoch begin to refer to 

some of the non-fiction events in Micheaux's real life. In other words, during the fourth 

epoch, wherein the hero is fantastically vindicated, Agness acknowledges Micheaux's 

first book, The Conquest. Moreover, she attempts to account for the changes in the 

narrative. Describing her reaction to the publication of Baptiste's first book—an allusion 

to The Conquest—Agness explains, "it was rather unusual she thought, because he had 

told a true story in every detail: but had chosen to leave his experiences with her out of if 

(462). Insisting that the revision is a mere extension of the first, 'true story," a 

development or elaboration of the truth rather than a complete revision of the truth, 

Agness' explanation attempts to justify the remaking of The Conquest. Yet, as 

Micheaux's autobiographical narrator admitted in The Conquest that he "would have 

given half [his] life to have had [the Scotch girl] possess just a least bit of negro blood in 

her veins," so he does in The Homesteader. ''Giving half his life" to fiction, Micheaux 

alters his true life story to make the romance possible. 
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The fact that Micheaux's revision supports the fantasy of the white woman as the 

Black man's "dream girl" is certainly problematic. Yet, the novel is less about 

Micheaux's obsession with white women than with his obsession with the frontier 

ideologies that the white woman had come to represent. Neither Micheaux, Devereaux, 

nor Baptiste are willing to marry a white woman. Even in Epoch the Fourth, the realm of 

fantasy where public scandal, a sensational trial, patricide, suicide, and a remarkable 

recover}- from drought and foreclosure arc possible. Micheaux's fantasy is not that he can 

marry the white woman. The fantasy is that the woman becomes Black. The reason he 

regards Agness so highly is because she admires and shares his belief in frontier 

ideology. Agness tells Baptiste that she "admire[s] the qualities [he is] possessed with" 

and that she thinks "he should be encouraged" in his homesteading venture (105). His 

reaction to her encouragement was not one of love or affection; rather, he thinks to 

himself, "How much he would have given to have heard those words uttered by a girl of 

his blood on his trips back East. But, of course the West was foreign to them" (105). For 

Baptiste, it is not the girl's race, but her relationship to the west that he privileges. His 

"dream girl" is decidedly not a white woman: it is a Black woman with frontier 

convictions. 

This fact is underscored by Baptiste's later musings over "what might have been" 

with Irene Grey, his first choice of the three Black women he had been courting when he 

was forced to propose to Orlean. Irene's father had joined those who had gone to Kansas 

to farm, and he had become none other than the real life "Negro Potato King." Baptiste 

"thought again of Irene Grey, and the memory was exhilarating" (412). When he finally 
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met her, he noticed "she was beautiful," she was possessed of a strong will" unlike 

Orlean, and "she was bold" (418-19). She and her father were "The kind of girl and the 

kind of family his race needed" (422), and "he could not help observe the contrast 

between the woman he had married, and the one now beside him that he might have had 

for a wife" (423). Baptiste had erred when he had rushed to marry Orlean in order to 

secure a claim; his embarrassment and guilt were only overwhelmed by "the one thing he 

would not do. and that was make excuses" (423). Once he had cast her aside for Orlean, 

he knew that Irene, a respectable woman, would not have him back. His only other 

model of a woman with frontier convictions—Agness Stewart—would have to become 

Black. 

Micheaux's true obsession is with equality and opportunity—and the idea that 

they were limitless on the frontier. Throughout The Homesteader, various people repeat 

the idea that "No one will beat Jean Baptiste in a fair fight" (226). The problem, of 

course, is that the fight is not always fair. Unlike Devereaux in The Conquest, Jean 

Baptiste is aware of the fact that he may even have to fight for the right to a fair fight. 

Baptiste possesses a more complex understanding than Devereaux of what customs and 

measures "began back in the time of slavery" {Homesteader 160). He claims, 

Ever since he had played as a boy back in old Illinois he had been deeply 

sensitive with regards to his race. To him, notwithstanding the fact that he 

realized that less than fifty years had passed since freedom, they 

appeared—even considering their adverse circumstances—to progress 

rather slowly. He had not as yet come to fully appreciate and understand 
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why they remained always so poor; always the serf; always in the position 

to gain so little—but withal to suffer so much! Oh, the anguish it had so 

often given him! (107. emphasis added) 

The omniscient narrator hints that, although Baptiste did "not as yet" fully understand the 

systematic repression of the Black race, the narrator does understand, and Baptiste might 

yet understand someday as well. Similarly, when Baptiste reflected on why racial 

equality seemed so difficult to achieve, the narrator again interjects. 

In after years he understood more fully why this was—but we deal with 

the present; those days when Jean Baptiste with a great ambition was 

struggling to 'do his bit' in the development of the country of our story. 

He struggled with these problems at times until he became fatigued; not 

knowing that he could never understand until the time came for him to. 

(108) 

One of the most significant, and understated changes in The Homesteader is the subtle 

evolution in the protagonist's thinking. Unlike the strident Devereaux, Baptiste is 

learning: his understanding would develop "in after years." The anguish of this 

understanding is what prompts Michcaux to seek a space where this horrible truth did not 

exist. 

Micheaux describes Baptiste as a man "overcome with memories" (172), and 

Baptiste must find a space free of these memories in order to be rid of his anguish. He 

hopes—he needs to find that space on the frontier. Optimistic, Baptiste declares, "Only 

in the pursuit of agriculture can the black man not complain that he is discriminated 
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against on account of his color" (430). Once on the frontier, he encounters the most 

agreeable neighbors: "With them there was no "Negro problem,' and he was glad there 

was not. The world was too busy to bother with such: he was glad to know he could work 

unhampered" (64). Desperate to prove the frontier a space for Negro success. Baptiste 

works towards owning a thousand acres of land. He reasons, with a few more good 

seasons. 

he could own the coveted thousand acres and the example would be 

completed. That was the goal toward which he was working. If he or any 

other man of the black race could acquire one thousand acres of such land 

it would stand out with more credit to the Negro race than all the 

protestations of a world of agitators in so far as the individual was 

concerned. (132) 

Eager to find a space where even "a world of agitators" could not hold his race down, 

Baptiste is driven by a vision borne from repression. Unlike Oscar Devereaux of The 

Conquest, who both acknowledged and dismissed his unpopularity amongst his ovra race. 

Baptiste "liked his people; he wanted to help them. Examples they needed, and such he 

was glad he had become" (147). 

Movie Magic 

It was Micheaux's own desire to help his people that eventually led him to the 

medium of film. Amidst the stark racial tensions of the early twentieth century, slowly 

exacerbated by a growing economic depression, a new cultural revolution was bom. The 
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advent of film would change Micheaux's life, consuming him from his initial 

involvement in 1918 to his death in 1951. During this time, Micheaux would take a 

twenty-seven year hiatus from writing novels, teach himself the film trade, and become 

one of the leading Black film producers in the business. From the nickelodeon and the 

development of the feature-length motion picture, to the rise of race pictures as an 

explicit form of counter-culture and the advent of talkies, film played a substantial role in 

mass cultural representations of race and difference. The subject matter of Micheaux's 

films, which ranged from lynching, passing, rape, economic exploitation, racism, color, 

and caste, and included deliberate attempts to provide positive and realistic 

representations of African American life, was so controversial that Micheaux was 

constantly being censored, fined, and even banned from showing his films in certain 

locales by state censor boards. Micheaux film scholars have conducted extensive archival 

research to document the remarkable skill with which he maneuvered against the 

objections of state censor boards around the countryMicheaux was a master at working 

the system to allow himself maximum opportunities. He remained vocal in his critiques 

of the judgment and methods of censor boards, at times openly defying official censors 

by showing unlicensed films. An incredibly savvy businessman, he was skilled at 

manipulating white censors by playing on the stereotypes they held of African 

Americans, and using the controversy surrounding a "banned" or edited film to 

sensationalize a showing of the "uncut" version elsewhere. His strength lay in his ability 

to successfully distribute his own product, a natural talent for salesmanship that dated 

back to his boyhood days on the farm. 
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Micheaux had launched his third career: after stints in homesteading and writing, 

he would finally become successful as a producer. Although the advent of film would 

change Micheaux's life, marking his notable place in motion picture history, it would not 

change his vision. The dream that haunted him on the prairie, the same dream that 

surfaced in various forms in his books, followed him onto the big screen. From his early 

days as a pioneer homesteader in South Dakota, Micheaux was constantly grappling with 

his desire to believe in the idea that America is the "greatest country in the world" 

(Micheaux Conquest 142), and his lived experiences that so often appeared to deny that 

possibility. His struggle to reconcile these two contradictor}' positions became what 

amounted to a lifelong obsession for Micheaux, appearing and reappearing in both 

literary and film versions from his first novel in 1913 to his last film in 1948. 

Micheaux's foray into the film industry began when the Lincoln Motion Picture 

Company made a bid for the rights to his novel. The Homesteader (1917), and Micheaux 

determined to direct the film himself. That he would reproduce his vision on film, then, 

is no surprise, since his first film was an adaptation of his revised story. When he 

reproduced this fictionalized version of his own lifc-turned-success story for the big 

screen, he was again remaking himself—this time as a hero who is literally larger than 

life. The release of his first film. The Homesteader (1919) '"consumed nine reels, over 

eight thousand feet of film," as opposed to the "two and three reel dramas" that had been 

standard in the industry up to that point (Young 57).^^ Micheaux's eight thousand foot 

extravaganza marked his experiences on the frontier with a grandiose sense of victory 

that was actually quite elusive to him during his actual days as a pioneer farmer. The 
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irony, of course, is that the very fact that Micheaux leaves the frontier to pursue a career 

in book sales, and later film production, negates the frontier ideologies that he continues 

to espouse in so many of his later works. Yet, unsatisfied even with the success of the 

film version of The Homesteader, Micheaux went on to re-present successful images of 

the frontier venture, glorified portraits of the ideologies and disciples of Booker T. 

Washington, vilified depictions of preachers, and sly possibilities for interracial romance 

over the next three decades. In his film The Symbol of the Unconquered (1920), the 

themes of passing, interracial romance, the "one-drop rule." and the frontier promise 

originally found in The Homesteader resurface." Here again we find a lone Black 

homesteader who heads to the Northwest territories to make his fortune. A budding 

romance between the hero and a young white woman is complicated, this time by 

prejudiced men who. "at the hour of midnight, robed in white, like ghosts, and with fiery 

torches"' attempt to drive the protagonist off of his claim (qtd. in Musscr, et al, 239). 

Although his plot now reflects the racial antagonism initiated by the Ku Klux Klan, a 

development that first appeared in his 1920 film Within Our Gates, the basic premise of a 

forbidden interracial romance on the frontier remains the same. Once again, his true love 

is rendered eligible for marriage by the discover} of Black ancestry just in the nick of 

time. The hero strikes it rich on the frontier, but not as a result of dedicated labor on the 

land; rather, it is the discovery of oil on his claim—an accident of nature aided by the 

luck of the draw—that ensures his success. Although it is the "white ghosts" who stand 

in his way in The Symbol of the Unconquered, Micheaux has not forgotten the dastardly 
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and hypocritical preacher who was his original nemesis in The Conquest: this character 

resurfaces in Micheaux's 1925 film, Body and Soul. 

The location of the frontier as the site of potential success, and a desire for what 

initially appears to be an interracial romance, marks many of Micheaux's subsequent 

films. His 1922 production of The Dungeon included a protagonist who, after losing his 

fiance to the guiles of another man, heads northwest to Alaska to settle a claim. 

Eventually becoming rich, again from oil discovered on his land, he wins back his lost 

love after exposing the unscrupulous deeds of her politician husband who had agreed "to 

secretly permit residential segregation'" in exchange for a bribe (qtd. in Musser, et al, 

244). Here again, Micheaux adds a current race problem to his storyline, but maintains 

the basic foundation of the frontier hero. This selfsame hero resurfaces in The Virgin of 

Seminole (1922). set in both the Southeast and the Northwest, which "tells of the 

adventures of a young man who goes into the Canadian wilds and through his manly 

character is made a member of the famous Canadian mounted police" (qtd. in Musser, et 

al, 245). The Millionaire (1927) depicts a new frontier—"the wild, billowy plains of the 

Argentine" (qtd. in Musser, et al, 264)—and God's Stepchildren (1939) again restates the 

promise of the western frontier. His 1925 rendition of Charles W. Chesnutt's The House 

behind the Cedars centers around "a beautiful mulatto being passed off as white" (qtd. in 

Musser, et al, 253), while Thirty Years Later (1928) asks "should a colored girl marry a 

white man?" (qtd. in Musser, et al 265). Despite the continued rehashing and revising of 

themes from The Conquest in all of these films, Micheaux's relationship with his 

autobiographical tragedy remains unsettled. In 1931 he resurrects The Homesteader in 



238 

total, with the release of a new film adaptation. "The Exile" reproduced the plotline of a 

complicated interracial romance in the West, in a renewed attempt to revise the story 

behind The Conquest once again. Again Micheaux's characters are overstated: the 

protagonist's first love is the villainous owner of a Chicago gambling den. a woman who 

is able to lure men "under her spell" (qtd. in Musser, el a! 273). Heartbroken by the 

seductress, the hero "goes West to forget" his first love; there "He falls in love with a girl 

but realizes that the barriers of race prejudice can never be overcome" (273). After 

considerable hardship on the frontier, in this version the protagonist leaves the West. He 

returns to Chicago and discovers that his first love's vampish ways have caught up with 

her: she is murdered by a jealous lover. The story ends with the discover)- that the 

protagonist's frontier love possesses Black ancestry, and the two are able to wed. 

Returning to the Page 

In the midst of these many big-screen plot reenactments derived from his 

autobiography and its first revision, Micheaux continued to write. His fifth and sixth 

books resurrected the semi-autobiographical character Sidney Wyeth from his second 

novel. The Forged Note (1915). Wyeth's story provides a sequel to The Conquest, 

picking up where the story of Micheaux's failed homesteading experience left off. As 

Young explains, "The novel's jacket claims that the story is at least partially true. It states 

that Micheaux's land was sold at far below market value by his wife, who forged his 

signature" (36). Although the novel is mainly a retelling of Micheaux's experiences as an 

author who traveled door-to-door peddling his novel, "The Tempest: The Story of a Negro 
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Pioneer'" (an obvious pseudonym for The Conquest: The Story of a Negro Pioneer), the 

very title of the novel indicates that his wife's betrayal still weighs on his 

consciousness."'" Almost overshadowed, and certainly propelled by the events that 

occurred in his prequel (as signified by the title), Sidney Wyeth travels through the South 

attempting to persuade the wayward people of his race to live more diligent lives. 

Wyeth's character then resurfaces in a much more fictionalized form in The Case of Mrs. 

Wingate (1945) and The Story of Dorothy Stanfield (1946). In these two novels, 

following the path of Micheaux" s own life, Wyeth has now become a producer of race 

films. Diverging from Micheaux's life, however, Wyeth becomes an American hero in a 

tale of international espionage in The Case of Mrs. Wingate, and a crack detective in a 

high profile criminal case in The Story of Dorothy Stanfield. Although some of the 

themes from The Conquest persist in the Wyeth series, such as Booker T. Washington's 

accommodationist principles of self-sufficiency and meritocracy, these texts are more 

noteworthy as evidence of Micheaux's tendency to lose himself in fantasy. Always 

imagining for himself a more successful life than the one available to him in the Jim 

Crow era, Micheaux's artistic license allowed him both an escape from his own painful 

reality, and a means by which to envision creative alternatives to the status quo. 

More than three decades after the publication of the autobiography that continued 

to plague every one of his subsequent works, Micheaux returned once again to the 

literary representation of himself and re-told his life story anew in written form. Revising 

The Homesteader, Micheaux wrote his third rendition of The Conquest and dubbed it The 

Wind from Nowhere (1944). Micheaux was twenty-nine years of age when he first wrote 
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the autobiographical story of his frontier experiences that began when he was just twenty 

years old. When he felt compelled to undergo the arduous task of retelling his story in 

print in 1944, he was sixty years old. Clearly unsatisfied with the results yielded by his 

prior attempts, Micheaux was determined to settle his unfinished business with this 

version. Many of the basic premises remain the same, including the narrative of a Black 

man struggling to find success on the northwestern frontier; the forbidden interracial 

romance that is made possible in the end with the discovery of Black ancestry; the first 

marriage destroyed by the meddling of the protagonist's father-in-law-, a hypocritical 

preacher thwarted by his own vanity; and a consistent championing of the ideas of 

"uplifting the race" through labor and industry espoused by Booker T. Washington. The 

ways in which the narrative is altered, however, are of course more noteworthy than the 

fact that Micheaux seems to rehash old themes. 

Unlike The Conquest, which narrated the protagonist's humble beginnings, and 

The Homesteader, which began with the tale of the hero's attempts at securing a 

relinquishment. The Wind from Nowhere begins with the protagonist already the 

successful owner of an entire section of land. The unnamed "Scottish girl" from The 

Conquest, named Agnes Stewart in The Homesteader, and Deb Stewart in The Wind, 

benefits from substantial character development in the third rendition. Readers are more 

fully able to grasp the depth of the hero's initial sacrifice of this romance after reading 

about the virtues of the heroine and understanding the extent of their love. Rather than 

just another female character, Deb Stewart becomes a heroine in The Wind from 

Nowhere. Deb actually possesses "the gift of second sight," which allows her to forecast 
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danger and aid in the hero's struggle for justice. Bound by race codes to forsake their 

love, the protagonist again chooses the daughter of a villainous preacher as his bride. 

Unlike the first two renditions of this .story, however, their child—significantly, a baby 

boy—is in fact bom on the frontier. After the hero's wife (here named Linda) is lured 

away from the frontier by her father and sister, it is Deb Stewart who convinces her of the 

error of her ways. Linda even thanks Deb for enlightening her. pleading "Don't blame 

yourself for bringing me to see the sins of my commission"' (340). Frustrated by her own 

father's treachery. Linda here again commits patricide. Before being able to commit 

suicide, however, she is struck dead by a limousine in oncoming traffic. Deb Stewart 

then races against a swindling businessman to secure Linda's land claim on behalf of the 

hero—thus resolving one of the few remaining injustices from The Homesteader. Deb 

rushes to save Martin Eden's investment by jumping the businessman's devious claim. 

The dexterity of her horse through rushing waters enables her to outmancuver her foe's 

automobile, and the wilderness symbolically triumphs over the city in the end. The Wind 

concludes with Deb and the protagonist, here named Martin, becoming the benefactors 

for "a great Negro colony.'' where "They taught all to think and to conserve and to help 

others who were willing and anxious to help themselves—the philosophy of common 

sense." Martin has evolved beyond both Devereaux, the self-described exception to his 

race, and Baptiste, who "likes his race," but whose vindication relies on his own status as 

victim. Here, Martin is the confident father of a Negro colony, ready to lead his people to 

success on the frontier. Of course, the last-minute discover}' of Deb's ancestry allows the 

hero and heroine to marry and "rais[e] Linda's child [Martin, Jr.] and many of their own" 
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(385). Together, as Deb, Martin, and their progeny work to supply "worthy and 

industrious" families with similar opportunities for frontier success, Micheaux at last 

attains his "happy ending," albeit fictional. The last line of The Wind, in stark contrast to 

The Conquesfs "That was the last time I saw my wife," reads "And so together they 

worked and continued to plan and prospered and lived happily ever afterward" (385). 

Blake Allmendinger pinpoints the particular oddity of the resurgence of The 

Conquest story more than three decades after its original publication. Allmendinger 

explains. 

Whereas The Conquest and The Homesteader take place at the turn of the 

century, The Wind from Nowhere, published many years later, seems stuck 

in a time warp. It refers vaguely to an "economic depression" that must 

have been in the late 1920s (WN, 14). It mentions the existence of 

automobiles (WN, 20) but makes no further reference to modernization 

and industrialization, no allusion to either World War, and no 

acknowledgement of the progress African Americans had made since The 

Homesteader [....] While African Americans in the 1940s migrated to 

large urban areas, or went to fight overseas, Micheaux's characters remain 

on the prairie, staging the same battles that their predecessors fought in 

The Conquest in 1913. (555) 

"Stuck in a time warp" indeed, Micheaux's odd determination to reproduce his narrative 

again in 1944 calls for closer examination. Micheaux was, in fact, staging the same battle 

in which he had been enmeshed for over thirty years. Remarkably, four years later, at the 
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age of sixty-four Micheaux came out of retirement to write, produce, and direct what was 

to be his last film. The Betrayal (1948) was his screen adaptation of The Wind from 

Nowhere. Although the film is now lost, and the possibility of understanding the 

differences between the film version and the novel lost with it, what is clear is that 

Micheaux remained unsatisfied with his representations throughout his entire life. 

Micheaux suffered a fatal heart attack in 1951, while on tour handling the promotion and 

distribution of his most recent attempt to represent what had become, at best, only a 

dream, and at worst just an elaborate fiction. His obsession with the tragedy surrounding 

his forsaken interracial romance, the betrayal by his wife, and his failure to achieve 

frontier success had indeed haunted him from his first book to his last film. 

' While Bill Foster (also known as Juli Jones) has been named the first known Black 
producer for his comedy shorts beginning with The Railroad Porter inl912, and Noble 
and George Johnson, owners of the Lincoln Motion Picture Company, produced several 
two and three reel Black-cast dramas beginning in 1916, Micheaux's film rendition of 
The Homesteader (1919) was the first feature-length motion picture produced by an 
African American, taking up nine reels and offering a counter-cultural rendition of the 
new genre of "feature" filmmaking first popularized by D.W. Griffith. See Mark Reid 
chapter one, pp. 7-18, and Young 57. 
^ Most "race movies" featured all-Black casts and targeted segregated Black audiences by 
attempting to offer positive and realistic representations of African American life. Race 
movies were produced by a network of independent Black filmmakers across the United 
States from around 1912 to 1951. 
^ Beginning in 1927, "talkies" was the term used to describe the addition of sound to film 
immediately after the silent era. 
" Micheaux's foray into the film industry actually began when the Lincoln Motion Picture 
Company made a bid for the rights to his novel, The Homesteader (1917), and Micheaux 
determined to direct the film himself. See Bowser and Gaines; see also Midnight 
Ramble, a video production by Bestor Cram, et al. 
® Young continues, 'Though the vast majority of these crimes occurred in the South, 
victims were brutally slain in every state except Arizona, Idaho, Nevada, Wisconsin, 
Connecticut, and Maine" (23). 
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'' Micheaux variously references these texts throughout his novels, and develops a 
complicated business relationship with Chesnutt, revising one of his novels for print and 
adapting two for film. See also VanEpps-Taylor 20-21. 
'' VanEpps-Taylor explains that "The Middlewestem black press included the Cairo 
Gazette, a weekly publication that carried news to southern Illinois blacks. Editors of 
several weekly journals published in Chicago and Springfield and sympathetic white 
journalists served as agents of social change, carrying information about business 
enterprise, artistic expression, racial solidarity, and black self-esteem. Newspapers 
controlled by blacks contained editorial pages that often addressed race matters [....] 
Generally, outside the South editors could speak freely without fear of retribution. They 
produced steady barrages of counsel for hard work, family values, thrift, personal 
ambition, home ownership, and entrepreneurship—all of the values espoused and 
publicized by Booker T. Washington" (13). Katz adds that the Black press also extended 
into the West. He writes, "From 1855 [...J the black western press has spoken for the 
voiceless black masses. In denouncing lynch law and mob violence and in prodding the 
slumbering white consciousness [....] black papers demanded that the nation adhere to its 
Declaration of Independence and Constitution by renouncing its exploitation of both 
black America and those dark-skinned people in recently acquired colonies from Puerto 
Rico to the Philippines. By 1900 more than sixty black papers had appeared in states 
west of the Mississippi" (195-6). In addition to the press, Micheaux's work as a Pullman 
car porter also helped to provide inside information on the political debates of the time. 
VanEpps-Taylor describes Micheaux's years of portering as "the equivalent of a college 
education" (23), and Young concurs that "As a porter. [Micheaux] received an education 
in the world" (27). 
® This premise had been popularly established by newspaper editorials and leaflets as 
early as 1879. As Katz explains, "The South's oppression had spawned a black westward 
movement. In the decades following the Civil War, African Americans headed west to 
find their American dream. They were desperate to escape the jaws of the oppressive 
white-supremacy system" (183). The realization that "Free men and women were still 
'being whipped, some of them, by the old owners," and that many of the conditions of 
slavery remained the same after Emancipation in the South, prompted "the 'Exodus of 
1879,' a huge black migration into Kansas and points west" (Katz 167-170). Yet, as Katz 
concludes, "The frontier that beckoned to black migrants after the Civil War was no El-
Dorado. The 'Exodusters' of 1879 who came to Kansas seeking land and opportunity 
found little of either" (317). 
^ While Micheaux's description specifically excludes "negroes" and "colored girls," the 
frontier was certainly not open to other racially ethnic minority groups. See chapter 2, 
"Contextuaiizing Bulosan: Intersections of Filipino Fact and U.S. Fiction," 33-40, for a 
discussion on the ways in which the frontier was closed to Asian Americans. An 
explication of Micheaux" s treatment of Native Americans is discussed later in this 
chapter. 

Micheaux's conceptualization of the frontier as a potential site of empire will be 
examined later in this chapter. 
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" See Frederick Jackson Turner's The Significance of the Frontier in American History. 
For a complicated discussion on the myth of meritocracy, see Chapter two, 

Contextualizing Bulosan: Intersections of Filipino Fact and U.S. Fiction, 18-25. 
" Micheaux was 31 years old when he witnessed the lynching of Leo Frank in Atlanta, 
Georgia, on August 17. 1915. In Black Film as Genre, Thomas Cripps explains that "In 
[his film] Within Our Gates (1920), Micheaux reconstructed an anti-Semitic lynching he 
had witnessed in Atlanta" (27). In Redefining Black Film, Mark Reid provides the name 
of the lynching victim (12), none other than the accused in the Leo Frank case of 1913. 
Wrongly convicted for the murder of a thirteen year-old blonde girl in a highly publicized 
trial. Leo Frank was sentenced to death by hanging. Although his sentence was 
commuted by then governor of Georgia, John M. Slaton, a lynch mob forcibly removed 
Frank from prison to exact vigilante justice. After the lynching the body was left for 
public view, and it was then that Micheaux witnessed the spectacle. Frank's asserted 
guilt, although widely acknowledged as an egregious miscarriage of justice at the time, 
was not overturned until 1986. Micheaux's filmic representation of the lynching makes 
clear that he understood the injustice and anti-Semitism involved in the Frank case. In 
addition to the historical, cultural significance of racially motivated vigilante violence in 
the South, the Leo Frank lynching was especially important for two reasons; the lynch 
mob, who had named themselves the "Knights of Mary Phagan" in reference to the 
murdered young girl, helped to spur a revival of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan which 
had begun to wane in activity over the years: and the anti-Semitism surrounding the 
Frank case initiated the formation of the Jewish Anti-defamation League, an organization 
that remains active to this day. See Aiuto's "The Case of Leo Frank."' 

Micheaux was 14 years-old and living in Illinois when the United States became a 
colonial power in 1898; World War I (1914-1918) occurred while Micheaux was writing 
and distributing his first three books, between the ages of 30-34, and World War II 
(1939-1945) took place while he was nearing the end of his career, between the ages of 
55-61. 

Reid gives an example of how African American military service was received during 
the early twentieth century: one of the first Black film companies in the U.S., the Lincoln 
Motion Picture Company, released The Trooper of Company K in 1916 to honor African 
American service in the Mexican-American war. The film documents how "Troops K 
and C of the all African-American Tenth Calvary almost perished. The newspaper 
account noted that the film 'will rank as an exceptional picture if only for its historical 
value, commemorating as it does the battle at Carrizal, where our boys made such a good 
fight against overwhelming odds, sacrificing their blood and life for their country'" (10). 

See Midnight Ramble. 
" Although the film is no longer extant and the producer remains uncertain, it is 
suspected to be a Micheaux production. See Bowser, Gaines, and Musser, Oscar 
Micheaux & His Circle, 233. 

See Booker T. Washington's "Views of the Great Northwest" 1+. 
" A discussion problematizing the space of the frontier for racial minorities appears later 
in this chapter. 
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^ See Takaki 231-238. 
Van-Epps Taylor explains further that "Relinquishments were lands returned to the 

market for sale by claim holders for a variety of reasons including death or abandonment. 
Prices varied with the quality and location and the eagerness of the buyer or seller. 
Traffic in relinquishments became the largest stock-in-trade of the real estate dealers and 
speculators" (35). 
" Although land not in use had been generally referred to as "dead land," Micheaux 
definitely invokes a double meaning when he inserts the word "Indian" here. "Dead 
Indian land" can be read either as Indian land not in use, or land stolen from murdered 
Indians. 

See Katz 12-13. 
^ As more people of color began to settle on the frontier, and the number of Asian and 
Mexican laborers increased on the West coast in particular, the frontier became a site for 
overt racial violence and discrimination for racial minorities. See chapter 2 of this 
dissertation, 33-40. 
^ Micheaux's last novel, The Masquerade (1947) is a rewriting of Charles Chesnutt's 
The House Behind the Cedars (1900). Taylor points to Micheaux's unconventional 
literary practices as a possible reason for his exclusion from the canon of the Harlem 
Renaissance. 
^ See Memmi 128. 

See Bhabha's The Location of Culture. 
^ The beginnings of postcolonial theory, articulated as such in the academy, is generally 
marked by the publication of Frantz Fanon's Black Skin White Masks (1952), Aime 
Cesaire's Discourse on Colonialism (1955), and Albert Memmi's The Colonizer and the 
Colonized (1965). 

See Slotkin's Gunfighter Nation: The Myth of the Frontier in Twentieth Century 
America. 
^ See Baker's Long Black Song (2). 

See Souls of Black Folk 47. 
See VanEpps-Taylor 40, Bowser and Spense 4, and Early James Young 24-36. 
See Thulani Davis" Foreward to Bowser and Spense's Writing Himself into History x-

xi. 
I say "closest to factually accurate" here to acknowledge that every written 

representation, even "strictly autobiographical" prcxluctions, are marked by the author's 
subjectivity and, in many cases, by strategic attempts to manufacture variously motivated 
images of self and other. Because of the rhetorical manipulation involved in any 
discursive account of "real life events," there is really no such thing as a "true story." 
Micheaux's The Conquest, however, is the "closest-to-true" story that remains of his life. 

See Bowser and Spense 14-18, and Charlene Register "Black Films, White Censors" 
and "Oscar Micheaux on the Cutting Edge." 

D.W. Griffith was the first to alter the industry standard with the 1915 release of his 
incredibly problematic, twelve reel tribute to the Ku Klux Klan, The Birth of a Nation. 
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Micheaux was the first African American filmmaker to expand the dramatic short into a 
feature-length film with The Homesteader in 1919; see Bogle 10. Micheaux's third film, 
Within Our Gates, took up eight reels, 8,000 feet of film, and has been read as a direct 
response to some of the problematic themes in Griffith's Birth of a Nation. See Midnight 
Ramble. 

Since most of Micheaux's footage is now lost, present descriptions of his films depend 
upon African American newspaper reviews of the time and other valuable archival 
materials. "An Oscar Micheaux Filmography," compiled by Musser, et al, provides a 
thorough account of Micheaux's silent film production, including the reproduction of 
many primary source reviews. See also Reid 13. 

"The Forged Note" refers to the bank note from The Conquest, on which the Reverend 
had Orlean sign Devereaux's name in order to withdraw—and overdraw—funds from 
Devereaux's account. 



CONCLUSION 

The experiences of ethnic minority groups in United States history did not occur 

in isolation; on the contrary, diverse cultural histories collided, converged and diverged, 

influencing the course of future events. For example, as chapter three explains in detail, 

Native American genocide during early colonization and the lynching of Blacks during 

and after Reconstruction are overtly connected to the massacre of Filipinos during the 

Philippine-American war.' Similarly, the rationale behind Jim Crow Segregation is also 

inextricably linked to Indian Land Allotment, Japanese Internment, the Civil Rights 

Movement, and the birth of Ethnic Studies." While the linkages between various 

movements and eras in U.S. history are not always readily apparent, it is often these 

points of contact that help to fill in the gaps in historical narrative. The way in which U.S. 

literary and cultural history is elucidated in the intersections of difference—whether 

ethnic, racial, national, socioeconomic, or gendered—is profoundly significant. 

Comparing multi-ethnic experiences within parallel historical trajectories helps to 

demonstrate patterns of systematic racial domination. Just as individual histories did not 

occur in isolation, neither should a review of the literature representing those histories. 

Interdisciplinary, cross-cultural comparisons of communities of color in the United 

States, and Micheaux and Bulosan in particular, help to build important bridges between 

disciplines such as Filipino/a Studies. African American Studies, Literary Theory, 

Postcolonial Studies, Politics and History. 

The autobiographical fictions of Oscar Micheaux and Carlos Bulosan become 

even more rich in content and context when read in tandem. (Post)colonial theory 
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provides both the rationale for pairing the two authors, and the framework with which to 

examine their central problems. With new applications of existing colonial and 

postcolonial theories, we are not only able to explain common incongruities in ethnic 

minority autobiographies in early twentieth-century America, but also to revise popular 

U.S. narratives that render the nation exempt from the role of colonizer. By rethinking 

postcolonial theory and revaluating the significance of early American mythology, we are 

able to understand Micheaux and Bulosan's narrators as postcolonial subjects, and 

address previously inexplicable narrative problems. Absent recognition of the United 

States as an agent of colonialism, we are left with incomplete readings of disenfranchised 

ethnic communities in the United States. 

There are three significant aspects of this project in American studies: first, it 

provides a new, comparative reading of racialized autobiography. While many studies 

have focused on autobiography as a Western genre, and more recent studies have focused 

on autobiography as it relates to particular ethnic groups (the novels of second generation 

Asian Americans, for example, are disproportionately autobiographical),"' there has yet to 

be a cross-cultural comparison of African American and Filipino American racial 

autobiographies in the early twentieth-century United States. Although The Conquest 

and America is In the Heart have been treated extensively, especially within the 

respective fields of African American and Asian/Filipino American studies, they have yet 

to be examined in tandem. In reality, however, the histories of African Americans and 

Filipino Americans are absolutely connected, as are their struggles, and my project 

attempts to highlight this connection. 



250 

The second way in which this project is significant is in its reading of ethnic 

minorities on the frontier. In her 1992 essay, "Letting Go Our Grand Obsessions," 

Annette Kolodny called for a reconceptualization of the American frontier to include, 

among other things, "fresh analysis [of immigrant literature such as the work of Anzia 

Yezierska, Edward Rivera. Sholem Aleichem and Carlos Bulosan]" (8). This project 

offers just such a revision, suggesting that the work of racially ethnic immigrants written 

after the so-called closing of the frontier must be read not only in the context of extant 

frontier mythologies and national and world history, but with the aid of postcolonial 

theory as well. Whereas Micheaux writes explicitly about homesteading—the 

quintessential frontier experience—Bulosan arrives after the so-called closing of the 

frontier to find lingering frontier mythologies which were inaccessible to him. Kolodny's 

re-defminition of the frontier as an urban space, precisely the space in which Bulosan 

operates, helps to explain the similarities in Micheaux and Bulosan's texts. The closing 

of the American frontier signifies a redefinition of American exceptionalism with the 

move from westward expansion to U.S. global imperialism; this move significantly 

coincides with the Chinese Exclusion Acts, the "Philippine Insurrection," and the rise of 

the Ku Klux Klan. As U.S. foreign policy developed abroad, the sanctioned and 

unsanctioned "regulation" of ethnic minorities persisted at home, and the two are 

inextricably connected. Buried underneath decades of foreign policy, domestic 

legislation, and national history are the people who struggled with a promise of 

exceptionalism—freedom, equality of opportunity', and unlimited potential for 

wealth—tliat was failing to live up to itself Because Micheaux and Bulosan share similar 
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frontier challenges—or challenges inherited from frontier ideologies—Kolodny's re

definition of the frontier enables critics to read the two authors together. 

Oscar Micheaux and Carlos Bulosan wrote about their struggles; yet, the racism 

which they had internalized, coupled with the way in which they have both scapegoated 

other minority groups in their writing, has led to problematic interpretations of both of 

their lives. These problematics begin to make sense, however, in the context of the works 

of Albert Memmi and Frantz Fanon, for example, which leads to my contention that 

established postcolonial theories are necessary to understanding U.S. ethnic minority 

autobiographies in the early twentieth-century. The final way in which this project is 

significant, then, is in its application of postcolonial theories. Many critics have 

discussed the colonial ideologies at play in Micheaux and Bulosan's desire for the white 

woman and their often staunch defense of America. Although contradictions between 

apparently assimilationist and resistant ideologies in the two texts have been heavily 

debated. I suggest that the most pivotal aspect of this debate does not lie on one or the 

other side of this dichotomy; rather, the significance lies in the contradiction itself. Long 

before the advent of "postcolonial theory." Micheaux and Bulosan's autobiographical 

fictions provide textual representations of the process of decolonization, mapping the 

construction of an acute consciousness of race after "the closing of the American 

frontier." Whereas most scholarship focused on the apparent contradictions found 

throughout these texts has attempted to argue whether they espouse patriotic idolatry or 

advocate social revolution, I propose that these incongruities can in fact be read as 

evolving states of consciousness. 
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' See chapter three, 2-4. 
^ Jim Crow Segregation, Indian Land Allotment, and Japanese Internment are all 
examples of racial separation according to ideas of biologically determined inferiority. 
The doctrine of "Separate but Equal" has long been exposed for its assumptions of 
inherent inequality. While in theory the parceling of Native American land into separate 
Reservations was meant to "preserve" Native land rights, the act of colonial warfare 
waged against the Indians in order to control land distribution in the first place was 
steeped in racist notions of civilization and savagery. Subsequent Land Allotment then 
helped to strip Native Americans of much of their land rights (sec chapter four 169). 
Many of today's reservations, while rich in culture, are economically impoverished. The 
segregation between Native Reservations and mainstream culture helps to shield white 
Americans from having to witness the fallout of the very acts of colonialism from which 
most of them continue to benefit today. Japanese Internment is yet another example of 
the way in which white America has worked to systematically disenfranchise ethnic 
minorities when their own privilege is at stake. The separation of Japane.se Americans 
based on a biologically-determined lack of patriotism or threat to national security 
invokes the earlier, false notion of "Separate but Equal." (The concept of a biologically-
determined terrorist threat of course persists event today, as evidenced by the current war 
on Iraq.) The Civil Rights Movement and the birth of Ethnic Studies each arose from the 
efforts of communities of marginalized peoples and their allies, in response to the long 
history of racist and sexist oppression in the "new world," including but not limited to the 
aforementioned examples. 
^ See King Kok Cheung 17. 
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