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There was never a moment where his mother had to tell him they were leaving. There was always a plan to strip the chunk of them off the island like a chunk of moss off the stones of a patio. Talk of America was usually interspersed throughout conversation the same way there were always dandelions scattered in a field of late spring grass. There are barely any seasons in the Philippines, besides monsoon season, but there are dandelions. 
His family left early. At 5 am on May 16th, 2010 the six of them piled into a rented van and had a friend drive them into Manilla for their flight to America. The drive from Angeles was long, but it seemed like nothing to the boy who slept through it with his head resting on one of his sister’s shoulders. The airport was busy even in the early hours of the morning. People coming to see the beaches, people leaving after concluding their business, people arriving to enjoy the sex tourism of the city. 
He had never been on a plane before. The initial take-off felt like an inverted roller coaster that pushed his stomach against his spine which was already pressed into the seat. The flight would be long – about 15 hours. They served food similar to the food his mother makes along with a Nature Valley granola bar. Not exactly a food indigenous to the Philippines. He took a bite of the hard granola rectangle. Then he passed the rest to his sister even though she hadn’t even touched her hiker’s snack. The sky was darker than the color of cooked ube – a sweet, dark purple sitting on top of grey, billowing clouds only a shade or two lighter. Clouds that looked like a rolling ocean – blanketing the actual ocean beneath. Covering his past home, Angeles. 
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Angeles was city-like but not a city. He thought that cities needed a skyline, a downtown, distinct areas that formed a huge hedge of life. If New York City was a line of spruce trees, then Angeles was a single shrub. The streets were crowded by rows of buildings with mainly terracotta some green and blues every now and then. But you couldn’t call it a skyline because the buildings didn’t reach into the Luzonian sky. They didn’t form their own unique, abstract shape that he could associate with the feeling of home and permanence. The shape of a skyline should mimic the lines of a favorite painting. The buildings exploring the canvas of the sky creating an intrinsic quality that’s unforgettable. Angeles didn’t sink deep into the sky just like the moss couldn’t sink deep into the side of the building. Everything ocean level. 
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He would miss pee streaming onto the mossy corner of an Angeles building. The moss had started growing there because he didn’t want to go back home. Not past the guard dogs that frightened him. Not while he was enjoying the air conditioning of the internet cafes with his friends. He’d rather go pee on the same corner every day until moss takes quasi root. He thought he was rooted in the Philippines but his feet had left the island grounds long before the wheels of the plane distanced themselves from the tarmac. Like a silver dandelion in the spring, his father had blown away to America a long time ago. His mother raised him, his brother, and three sisters by herself and worked on obtaining visas for all of them.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  “… the Filipino family structure is described as primarily egalitarian in nature. The egalitarian family structure encourages any family member, female or male, to advance the family status and resources through educational and financial success” (Paik 141). His mother’s actions and strength are not unusual in Filipino women. 
] 

The day he discovered he was leaving he spent hours with his close friends reminiscing on the times they had together in the streets of Angeles. They even awoke early in the dark morning to say their goodbyes to him. He exchanged five pisos with one of his friends. If upon return, the friend still had his five pisos from the exchange, then the boy would give him more money for the retention of the friendship and of his memory, which was unlikely.
He played with the five pisos in his hand as he thought on the plane. Plane thoughts. His eyes felt to him like strong winds on a clear day: noticeable. Not noticeable in the Philippines but noticeable in America. Not the Tropical Noticeable: welcomed and needed wind in incessant heat and humidity. The East Coast American Noticeable: the gust that brings goosebumps in otherwise warm weather. Temperate, American weather infiltrated his tropical thoughts. He thought about the Noticeable Factor of his eyes in a place where they blended in. Assimilation starts at birth in the Philippines because the islands were American territory, colonized. Thoughts are territory terrorized. Scared of his own eyes and the way they don’t fit in to a place he doesn’t live yet.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  “What was found was that among the Filipino community studied, 27% had major depressive periods or were diagnosed with depression compared to 10 to 20% of Americans overall. A reason for this was because of ‘colonial mentality’ which refers to feeling inferior among other populations. The result of colonial mentality is depression or low self-esteem.” (Cruz 8). ] 

They were hungry by the time they arrived in Jefferson airport in New York, especially after being fed nothing but nature’s rocks for snacks instead of some arozzo coldo[footnoteRef:3]. He stepped into the arctic 50 degree weather – the stark difference from the balmy tropical climate that he left raised goosebumps on his unprepared skin. Something else unprepared – their new home. The newly American family depended upon the clan. They stayed with their cousins for a month, waiting additional time for their new home. Inside his cousins’ home, stored in the fridge, was the granola bar from the flight. He took it out, took a bite, put it back in the fridge.  [3:  Chicken. With rice gruel and ginger (Vickers 2). ] 

His ears broke habit and didn’t work for the first few weeks in America or so he pretended. He needed people to repeat. Some are more lenient to repeat for someone with a hearing problem. The quick stabs of American English differed drastically from the English that he learned to read and write in the Philippines. The Philly accents accosted his hard of hearing ears. The best person for him to practice English with – the shower head. “Hi. How are you?” “Good. How are you?” The water jetting down and around him as the steam rose said it had a nice day, went for a walk in the park since the weather was good. The summer was spent practicing English in preparation for the start of school.
He opened the fridge again for his first day in American school to prepare some agahan – breakfast. His English practice in the shower had prepared him for the first day of school. But he stayed in his seat as the rest of the students rose to attend their other classes for the day. He was used to the small group settings of the Filipino schools in which the teachers moved from classroom to classroom and the students remained still. An inverse of what occurs in American public schools. Many basic customs of life had become inverted for him. The students were loud instead of quiet, the students sat instead of stood when the teachers arrived, he was a minority instead of the majority. 
Minority status remained apart of him when he began to attend a college prep high school in Philadelphia. Most of the students were black with the next largest group being Hispanics. It was a school of opportunity. Poor students could attend the school for whatever fee was manageable to their parents and it afforded them the same moments that privileged students have. There were five Asians including him in the class of about eighty students. Pennsylvania, or Pennsyl-tucky, does not have a large concentration of Filipino immigrants unlike other places in the states. Filipinos locate themselves primarily in sunny California, far away from the boy’s location in Philadelphia. 
Filipinos are like moss. Ready to peel themselves off the rocks of the island. The lack of roots making the task of emigration easy. Maybe they wouldn’t be so mossy if it wasn’t for the government. Filipino political culture is like the appearance of moss: beautiful in sunlight but a signal of damage – too much flow. Too much flow of tax funds directly to the tax collectors, causing an increase in the costs of public projects causing an increase in the taxes since about half of the funds will be stolen. Corruption is the scent of the moss: possibly earthy, possibly smelling of piss. Everyone agrees that government officials shouldn’t steal funds; but when it’s their relative they leech nepotistic and financial benefits. If you refuse you become an ostrich. The cultural values of gift giving and pakikipagkapwa-tao, the regard for the other, acts as a guise for bribery and kleptocracy[footnoteRef:4]. The lack of flow of funds back into the community causes high levels of poverty. It’s unsurprising that one-fourth of Filipino-Americans immigrated since the year 2000 when poverty was officially at 34.2%. Unofficially – the numbers run much higher. If moss sits at sea level, and there is a monsoon of corruption, it will drown.  [4:  “The problem of corruption runs deep. It’s a cancer that has creeped through time and affected the entire public service at all levels. Corruption accompanies everyday delivery of basic services, in particular, in taxation and procurement. According to some studies, only about 40 centavos of every tax-peso actually goes to the Treasury while the rest is pocketed by tax collectors and auditors. In civil works contracts, taxpayers are cheated by as much as 50% of the total project costs in the form of bribes or commissions (or the so-called ‘for the boys’… (Serrano 19).] 
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The first few droplets of rain begin to fall in Angeles. Luckily, he’s not there when the monsoon hits his old home in 2013. You’d think the droplets would knock columns of cigarette smoke out of the air, creating small holes in a cloud floating in the lowest level of the atmosphere. The smoke floats in between the droplets that are falling, succumbing, to gravity. It creates a strange juxtaposition between falling and rising. Racism against Filipinos is like smoke in the rain. A falling and a rising happens. Despite racism, Filipinos manage to accomplish higher rates of education than the majority of the population along with higher median income levels – the rising. In order to cope with the racism a falling action must happen to complement the rising action. Filipinos smoke. They drink, they suppress and repress. Because their culture dictates confrontation as rude. He works so hard to avoid being associated with the word rude. When he goes out with his friends, he drinks a bit too much. His hands wander his girlfriend’s body too much to be publicly appropriate. He doesn’t remember enough of the night.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  “… studies have shown that Filipino Americans have higher use of alcohol, tobacco, and substance abuse than other Asian American and Pacific Islander groups” (Cruz 5). 
] 

But he remembers when they first connected. In Old San Juan, Puerto Rico. Working and saving allowed him to go on the trip with his friends during their fall semester break. The sun was strong enough to turn his skin a bit pink and there was sunblock continuously being passed around the group. They stayed in the apartment of a local resident and there were not enough beds for everyone in the group to sleep alone. He was hoping that she would choose to sleep with him. She didn’t the first night. They had been friends for four years, but she didn’t even notice him. The first night of vacation was an unnoticeable event in the timeline of life.
The next morning however brought more excitement. The group went to a nearby beach with gorgeous water and sand. A local woman came and sold them homemade empanadas while they drank capri sun like pouches of Gasolina Sangriiia – a mix of Puerto Rican rum and tropical flavors. There were large spontaneous mountains of coral in the waters that they swam in. Most of the group were conscious to avoid these, but not her. He noticed the waves knocking her into spire after jutting spire of dead, bleached coral. She must have drunk too much Gasolina Sangriiia. 
The combination of coral and rum must have exhausted her because when they returned to the apartment, she curled against him on the air mattress in the living room for a nap. The nap lasted longer than the drive from Angeles to Manila. The rest of the group went to explore an area full of food trucks that served hot Puerto Rican food, but he didn’t join them. He didn’t want to move and wake her up. 
He woke up with a headache. But his grades are good. His level of success in fulfilling his mother’s plan for betterment of the family was high. Utang na loob: debt of gratitude. His mother did so much. So much to get them to America for better educational and financial opportunities. “This sense of gratitude may manifest in children feeling familial pressure to succeed in school as a way of ‘repaying’ parental sacrifices to provide educational opportunities. Individuals who do not follow this code of gratitude are viewed as disrespectful and may,” become an ostrich, “which violates another key value known as pakikisama or harmony. Maintaining the appearance of harmonious social relations (or group solidarity) requires people to always act in a respectful manner towards each other, even if it means suffering in silence rather than initiating a conflict.”[footnoteRef:6] It’s no wonder he drinks a bit too much when he goes out with his college friends. The dreaming didn’t last long enough for him to remember the moment. He moved through his apartment with his headache, gathering the things he would need to spend the rest of the weekend studying in the library. He’d chosen computer science for his major at Villanova – a profitable choice of major. When he received a job offer with a substantial salary, he became the myth of the ideal immigrant. Successful, educated, a true American story not including Noticeable Factors.  [6:  (Paik 141)] 
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His mother ignored the factors that made them poor. She ignored the fact that none of her son’s friends ever came over to the house. He didn’t want to bring them past the new guard dogs in Philly. When news of his son’s job acceptance came in, she was proud. So proud that she bragged to everyone within the extended clan; which led to him not getting the normal monetary presents that usually come around Christmas time from his godparents and other relatives. But that was fine because his mother was proud. 
Probably proud that he was in the library right now. Doing hours of coding trying to develop websites for his classes. Websites with easy user functions that provide ease of navigation across the screen. But his mind was somewhere else other than the library. Other than campus. Back in Puerto Rico floating through the water. 
Culebra – snake. The name of a famous island about two hours away by boat from the mainland of Puerto Rico. Like the slithering snake in the garden of eden the island curves through the ocean, gliding on top of the salty water leaving a tempting trail of paradise. If there are any remnants of Eden still on earth, then they’re in Culebra. The clear water was warmed all the way to the soft, shell-free sand at the bottom. The beach curved around both sides of them like the hug of a crescent moon with coconut trees. Weird that he doesn’t like coconuts or any kind of fruit when he’s from an island, not so weird that he doesn’t know how to float since he spent the past ten years in the middle of Philadelphia and ten years before that within a shrub. 
[image: ]She taught him how to float. While he’s sitting in the library, he remembers her instructions: relax your neck, stick your stomach to the sky, stop your legs from sinking back into the water. Her hand stayed under his back and cradled his head as he laid down in the clear water. He felt himself relax. His face was warmed by the sun as the water blocked the noise from entering his ears. He stuck his belly button out and kept his legs from falling. She slowly let go of him. He floated with no roots holding him in place and no breeze to blow him away. 







Americanization – The Process of Trying to Become White: An Analysis of Lutang
There was never a moment where the impossible task of Americanization was forced onto Filipinos – there were several. One of the first moments of forced Americanization was during the Balangiga massacre in 1901 where, “… American troops destroyed crops, imprisoned male civilians, and ordered the women to evacuate their homes… An estimated 200,000 Filipinos were killed, most of them civilians. Where outright terror and physical force were not enough, approximately 1,000 American schoolteachers were sent to the Philippines to help consolidate the pacification of the newly subdued colony by steeping its future leaders in the history and culture of the oppressor” (Hamamoto 15). The moments of the protagonist struggling with the inverted culture of American schools is more significant than it seems at first glance because of the gruesome and purposeful history of the colonization of the Philippines by America. The controlling habits that the young boy adheres to, such as constant respect to teachers and people in roles of authority, when he transitions to the American can be seen as remnants of a systematic oppression enforced through the educational system of the Philippines. The protagonist’s habits from school are not the only evidence of Americanization and oppression of Filipinos and Filipino Americans. The narrative shows the struggles of the protagonist to assimilate into a culture that has fearsomely oppressed him. The domesticated similes and analogies, the dejection of Filipino physical features, the illustrations throughout the narrative, and the romantic plot explore the difficulties that the protagonist faces when trying to conform to a culture that makes it impossible for him to be a part of. 
	The strategically placed American teachers after the Balangiga massacre had their full effect of submerging the newly oppressed colony in the culture of the oppressor and this can be seen through the domesticated similes and analogies that are part of the protagonist’s consciousness. Not only do the literary components explicate the extent of the colonization of the mind they also make the viewer think of the demands of whiteness. It’s not sufficient for the thoughts of an immigrant to be domesticated to the point where he’s thinking in similes that don’t directly apply to his life, for example, “… like a chunk of moss off the stones of a patio” (Baranowski 2). The patio invokes the imagery of a suburban house with a white picket fence – the “American dream” as opposed to his actual home in Angeles which had a chain link fence with guard dogs inside. Whiteness demands a certain mindset that doesn’t involve thinking in similes that relate to the protagonist’s homeland, a tropical island that differs greatly from the vast majority of topography in America. “Before coming to the U.S., many native born Filipinos have already started a journey of American acculturation in their home country since the Philippines has had over four decades of colonial rule…” and the colonization of the protagonist’s mind expresses itself through domestic American, culturally white, literary elements (Cruz 8). The continuation of the white picket fence suburban imagery is continued with the comparison between New York and Angeles: “He thought cities needed a skyline, a downtown, distinct areas that formed a huge hedge of life. If New York City was a line of spruce trees, then Angeles was a single shrub” (Baranowski 3). Not only does his thinking defy his immediate topography and indigenous flora, but also his environment’s meteorology: “… the same way there were always dandelions scattered in a field of late spring grass. There are barely any seasons in the Philippines, besides monsoon season, but there are dandelions” (Baranowski 2). The imagery that he chooses to compare his world to is that of a traditionally Anglo-Saxon background. European settlers of America made sure to bring dandelions with them to remind them of their majority white homeland – the dandelion is a species native to Eurasia, but is generally associated with whiteness due to its French name and English travel background (Caryopsis). Thinking in culturally white terms, but still not being accepted as white making him forever journeying towards the destination of Americanization, produces harmful effects on the psyche of the protagonist. “What was found was that among the Filipino community studied, 27% had major depressive periods or were diagnosed with depression compared to 10 to 20% of Americans overall. A reason for this was because of ‘colonial mentality’ which refers to feeling inferior among other populations. The result of colonial mentality is depression or low self-esteem,” and is an issue that the protagonist struggles with and he is especially self-conscious when it comes to his Asian physical features (Cruz 8).
	The eyes of the protagonist provide the source for much of his self-esteem issues because they do not fit into the process of Americanization, which is really the process of becoming white. His physical features prevent the fulfilment of the Americanization process and so they become a source of distress to a person who belongs to a culture that wants to assimilate because their oppressors were extremely effective in their colonization of the mind. “His eyes felt to him like strong winds on a clear day: noticeable. Not noticeable in the Philippines but noticeable in America. Not the Tropical Noticeable: welcomed and needed wind in incessant heat and humidity. The East Coast American Noticeable: the gust that brings goosebumps in otherwise warm weather. He thought about the Noticeable Factor of his eyes in a place where they blended in,” meaning that his low self-esteem began early on and it is directly tied to a feeling of inferiority due to differences in race between the oppressor and the oppressed (Baranowski 5). His self-esteem issues and rejection of his physical features could be due to more individualistic influences but, “It is more likely the case that the very idea of “Americanness” is a reified concept that serves the interests of a social and intellectual elite who have a vested interest in the perpetuation of an Anglo-Saxon monoculture” (Hamamoto xi). The protagonist experiences such significant emotional discomfort because of the way his physical features don’t conform to the concept of Americanness that his eyes are physically removed from his presence in the structure of the narrative.
	The painting of the protagonist’s eyes is the only painting to be separated from the prose lines associated with the image. It was important to me to provide the visual stimulus of ethnically Asian eyes because of the amount of discomfort the protagonist felt concerning his own features and how they didn’t conform to the definition of whiteness. The first painting provides confrontation with the physical traits of otherness. “For Asian Americans, like other people of color, physical identifiability remains of paramount importance in the creation and maintenance of ‘racial meanings’ in U.S. society,” and presents a bodily barrier to Americanization which demands conformation to the definition of the majority, conformation to whiteness, an impossibility for certain groups certainly for all Asian groups (Hamamoto xi). Not only do the pictures serve as a source of confrontation of impossibilities, but they also provide a more concrete feeling of setting. The prose by themselves tend towards vagueness with the instable timeline and changing locations caused by series of flashbacks and stream of consciousness narration. The vagueness of the prose imitates the vagueness of recognition of the Filipino American community who too often gets clumped into the massive conglomerate that is Asian American. The term Asian American fails to recognize the variety of cultures and ethnicities within the umbrella term and creates a lack of visibility for many groups including Filipino Americans. The visuals attempt to combat this lack of visibility of the world of Filipino Americans and the desire of the process of Americanization to make the Asian immigrant non-visible while exclaiming his features as something noticeable. 
	A noticeable feature of the narrative is the inclusion of several different types of movement. The stream of consciousness style combined with flashbacks feels like the flow of the ocean around islands of thought. The different types of movement throughout the narrative are meant to highlight the actual physical movement that is an integral part of immigration. There’s the actual travel involved through vehicles, van and then plane, that’s necessary to change locations. Then there’s the emotional movement that happens before and after the process of physical movement: peeling away, rooting, and floating. The narrative and thus the end of the series of movements, concludes with the motion of floating and it provides the only sense of stillness throughout the entirety of the story. Floating symbolizes the acceptance of his inability to meet the demands of Americanization which requires rooting oneself in their new environment, it requires you to be a plant other than moss. The main preventions of rooting for the protagonist within the United States are poverty and the impossibility of becoming white. The protagonist ends the narrative as moss at sea level with no fear of being drowned because he learned how to float – in other words he learned how to overcome poverty and feelings of low self-esteem through the embrace of the myth of the ideal immigrant and the rejection of Americanization. 
	Despite the negative side effects of the myth of the ideal immigrant, it presents as a more achievable state of being than that of Americanization for the protagonist. Him and other, “… Filipinos have been categorized under the model minority myth which labels all Asians as successful, high income and educated individuals. The model minority myth is misleading because it disregards other problems this population faces…” like racism and health disparities (Cruz 7). “In all, 92.8% are high school graduates or higher… The poverty rate for Filipinos is 4.6% compared to the general Asian American population of 12.3%. According to the Center for American Progress, the median 12-month household income for Filipinos is $80,000, compared to $71,709 for all Asian Americans and $53,046 for all Americans,” making Filipinos extremely successful even when compared to their white counterparts (Cruz 2).
“The Filipino culture emphasizes the importance of family and making decisions that are beneficial to a collective group rather than the individual. Their ‘collectivistic culture’ may play a role when faced with racism and discrimination since most ‘collectivist cultures’ endure or tolerate actions done directly towards them rather than risking the safety or reputation of others,” and curiously their lack of confrontation to racism makes them less American (Cruz). Filipino Americans remain true to their collectivist culture and strongly resist the individualist nature of American culture. Collectivist culture continues to strive among Filipino immigrants long after their displacement from the source of the culture. When considering the recentness of arrival of about 25% of the Filipino American population an internal clash between collectivist culture and individualist culture is expected. It would be a sign of deeper Americanization for Filipinos to openly confront racism and purposefully disturb the harmony of the group for their own betterment. “Major results demonstrated that 99% of the participants interviewed reported at least one incident of racial microaggressions within one year. Further, results demonstrated Filipino men in the study experienced a greater number of microaggressions, and reported being ignored and treated rudely, which was positively associated with having higher levels of psychological distress,” which many collectivist cultures cope with through the abuse of substances (Cruz 9). 
“In order to cope with the racism,” that accompanies the myth of the ideal immigrant, “a falling action must happen to complement the rising action…When he goes out with his friends, he drinks a bit too much. His hands wander his girlfriend’s body too much to be publicly appropriate. He doesn’t remember enough of the night” (Baranowski 9). The discomfort of this scene shows where Filipino culture and Americanization clash. This is the combination of the Filipino culture of repression of low self-esteem and racists remarks due to collectivism meeting the drinking culture of a national higher education institute. Several, “… studies have shown that Filipino Americans have higher use of alcohol, tobacco, and substance abuse than other Asian American and Pacific Islander groups,” usually to cope with the effects of racism and low self-esteem (Cruz 5). The representation of a Filipino American at a four-year institute is also important despite the negative encounters he has with alcohol due to a cultural predisposition because those institutes lack Filipino representation in areas where the population of the group is dense. 
[bookmark: _Hlk39501135]The representation of a Filipino American male having a romantic relationship with a woman also bears great importance due to the systematic desexualization of Asian Americans in order to prevent the formation of interracial marriages in America. Interracial marriages could be viewed as the only path to complete Americanization because of the dilution of Asian physical features into the population. The majority of desexualization is geared towards Chinese and Japanese immigrants but since Filipinos and other Asian ethnicities are viewed as a single conglomerate in America the racist tactics affecting one group affects all Asian American groups. “Why is it sexuality which forms a major arena for the articulation of racism? Leaving aside the empirically unfalsifiable psychoanalytic hypothesis she advances concerning the conflation of ‘fear,’ desire,’ and ‘otherness’ with sexuality, it nevertheless can be observed that sexuality is ‘indissociable from the effects of polarization and differentiation,’” so no facet of a Filipino’s life goes unaffected by racism (Hamamoto 10). A male Filipino immigrant in a romantic role shows that the polarizing effects of racism can be overcome, and romance can be a form of acceptance within American society that abandons the process of Americanization. The romance eventually becomes a source of acceptance to him, but prior to that her lack of acknowledgement reinforced his feelings of low self-esteem. “He was hoping that she would choose to sleep with him. She didn’t the first night. They had been friends for four years of university, but she didn’t even notice him,” potentially because his Noticeable Factor had made him unnoticeable as a partner because of the systematic desexualization (Baranowski 9). The romance provides evidence to counter the desexualization of the protagonist and also establishes a path away from his continued pursuit towards the impossible goal of Americanization.
The romantic acceptance is nice, but it still is not a substitute for a solitary path to Americanization – the relationship would be useful in the Americanization of future generations of the protagonist’s offspring, but not directly useful in his own process of Americanization. “Assimilation starts at birth in the Philippines because the islands were American territory, colonized. Thoughts are territory terrorized,” and the protagonist’s thoughts were terrorized by the daunting impossibility of becoming white (Baranowski 5). The successful colonization of his mind served to keep him oppressed but did not contribute to his journey towards whiteness. There was never a moment where Americanization was possible for the protagonist and the futility of his journey shows the importance of taking the requirements of whiteness out of the list of demands of Americanization because they cause severe emotional distress for those with physical features that don’t match the definition of whiteness.
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