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A HISTORY OF “THE SAVAGE”

1876-1932 — Caricature of an Asian reprinted in
Amerasia Journal (FailfWinter 1982} unde;the sitleof
*Racism & Anti-Chinese persecution in Senora,
Mexico from 1876-1912," Volume g, No.2, p.21.

1876-1932 — Caricature of an Asian reprinted in
Amerasia Journal {Fall fWinter 1582) under the title
of “Racism & Anti-Chinese persecution in Senora,
Mexico from 1876-1932,” Volume g9, No.2, p.22.

1904 — Dubbed the “overlord afthe savage world,”"
anthropologist W. |. McGee supervised the display
and study of two theusand “primitive peaples” E?t
the 1904 5t. Lois World's Fair. “Human culture is
becoming unified,” wrote McGee, “not only
through diffusion, but through the extinction of the
lower grades.”

Thi Century by Peter |ennings and Todd

! Brewster, 1998, p.1g.
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SALVAGING THE SAVAGE

On Representing Filipinos and Remembering American Empire

A Taste of Empire

Several months ago, while riding the bus to the University of Minnesota, |
saw the billboard for the first time. Perched high on the corner of the busy
intersection at Franklin Street and Hennepin Avenue, the advertisement for
the new restaurant named Chino Latino consisted of a seemingly simple

-' phrase spelled out in larger-than-life letters: “As exotic as food gets without
- using the dog.” In a moment of double consciousness', a stream of images

entered my mind: Filipino, savage, dogeater, monkey. I wondered who else

© on the bus had looked at this advertisement. I wondered if they were looking

at me, a Filipino, savage, dogeater, monkey.

While the term Chino Latino historically refers to the longstanding pres-
ence of Chinese in the Americas, the peoples of mixed heritage there (such as
Chinese Cubans and Chinese Peruvians}, and the intermixing and fluidity of
cultures, the Minneapolis restaurant Chino Latino reduces this complex his-
tory to a trendy, exotic menu of dishes inspired by cuisine from different parts
of Asia and the Americas. Restaurant Chino Latino is the latest successful
venture of Parasole Restaurant Holdings. Parasole’s company partners—BDon
Hays, Pete Mihajlov, and Phil Roberts—own several restaurants in
Minneapolis's downtown and its trendy Uptown neighborhood.

As an American historian who spectalizes in Asian American Studies and
as a Filipino American woman, I interpret the advertisement as one form of
the persistence of U.s. colonial narratives of white supremacy and Filipino
inferiority in contemporary everyday life. The racist narratives implied in this
particular advertisement are no accident. This billbeard is only one piece of
the restaurant’s cohesive advertising strategy that exoticizes and degrades
Asians and Latinos. Several days later, I see another Chino Latino billboard
in another busy intersection of Minneapolis” trendy Uptown neighborhood.
This one reads: “All the flavors without all the vaccines.” Translation: You
(meaning you white young adventurous Americans) can eat the delicious
“street foods from the hot zone” (Chino Latino’s tag line) without having to
go through the trouble of visiting those diseased (meaning backward and
uncivilized) places. As yet another insidious billboard points out, these places
exist ambiguously somewhere out there to provide mysterious, yet tasty
dishes for “your” pleasure. It proclaims that the restaurant specializes in “hard
to pronownce food from hard to pronounce places.”

Restaurant reviews construct a favorable image of Chino Latino as hip and
cool precisely because of its global features without critiquing the unequal
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and exploitive power relations this globalization entails. As one review

claims:

Arguably the cleverest new restaurant in town, Chino La.tino drew
hipsters, foodies, and Uptown neighbors alike to its opening weelk-
end in mid-February 2000. . . . bring your pals . .. The Wl’ld, com-
plicated décor is a perfect match for the global menu ... It's crowd-
ed and loud and wild like a street festival.?

T imagine that the owners of the restaurant, the creators of the aévertisemcnt,

and the reviewers of the restaurant might vigorously disagree with my analy-

sis above. I imagine that they will insist that some of their best empioyf‘:es,

customers, and friends are Asian and Latino. They may rely on h15F0r1cal

amnesia: “We don’t even know anything about u.s. imperialism in the

Philippines! How could our advertisements about street foods from the hot
zone have anything to do with that?” And they would not be jalone. In gen-

eral, American scholars across disciplines have denied the existence o‘f u.s.

imperialism and its important connections to American culture. U.S. history
textbooks barely mention the Spanish-American War of 1898., which led to
the u.s. annexation of the Philippines, the Philippine-American War, and
four decades of v.s. colonial rule in the archipelago. As Amy .Kaplan has
astutely observed, three salient absences contribute to th‘ls ongoing pattern:
“the absence of culture from the history of u.s. imperialism; the absenqa of
empire from the study of American culture; and the absence of the United
States from the postcolonial study of imperia]js-‘,ycn..”3 .

I imagine that the owners of Chino Latino mllght also reque my ?lgzms
above by arguing that Chino Latino has noth_ing to d(? with Filipinos
specifically. Its “street foods from the hot ZOIIC-” include dishes from many
different parts of the globe bordered by the tropics of“Cancer and Capricorn.
Its “Philippine Paella” is only one dish among th?f “carne aiada ala more-
Jiana,” “Montego Bay jerked chicken,” and “B ali_fertihty feast. Hovaever, this
lumping of Asian and Latino cultures 1s especially d.angerous as it restruc-
tures, but ultimately strengthens our historical amnesia, v'vhat”Matthew Frye
Jacobson has referred to as “the modern art of fo'rgettm.g. 4 It‘ erases t%le
salient uniqueness of Filipino culture and histor_y (m particular its color.nal
relationship with the United States)®, while rerr.nndmg us of the oppression
that groups of racialized peoples share in America. .

At first glance, some of these contemporary representations seem to -hlave
nothing to do with Filipino bodies because they make these boc.‘hes mwsab}e
through the focus on white Americans’ adventure and consumption ?f exotic
food, for example. Yet Filipino bodies are central to the narratives 1mphcateF1 in
such references as “all the vaccines” and “using the dog.” In the early twentieth
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century, the quarantine and vaccination of Filipino bodies paralleled v.s.
colonial military aggression and control in the archipelago, and American
medical personnel and scientists constructed Filipino bodies as carriers of
disease. At the r9o4 St. Louis World’s Fair, exposition organizers exhibited
Igorots (one group of Filipino indigenous peoples) and newspaper accounts
highlighted their dogeating rituals to educate American masses about
Filipino savagery as well as American “civilization.”

This essay uncovers some of the pivotal moments of the representation of
Filipino as savage in twentieth-century American history. Specifically, it
traces this representation to the oppressive use of u.s. science and medicine
by American colonizers in the Philippines and the exhibition of Filipinos in
the 1904 World’s Fair at St. Louis. In these historical contexts, the words and
the images of savage, monkey, and dogeater are inextricably linked to racism,
resistance, and violence. I then connect colonial narratives of the Filipino as
savage with Filipino men’s experiences of racism in the 1920s and 30s in the
American West and the persecution of two Filipino immigrant nurses
(Filipina Narciso and Leonora Perez) who were accused of conspiracy, poi-
soning, and murder in the mid r970s in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The examples
I present here by no means comprise a comprehensive historical study of
Filipino representations as savage. I have chosen these examples specifically
in order to llustrate how racialized images have shaped the experiences of
different groups of Filipinos across class, gender, and time.

In this essay, I argue that it is politically imperative to “salvage the savage,” to
remember the history of representations of Filipino bodies as savage, sub-
human, inferior, and to contest the irresponsible perpetuation of these represen-
tations. By salvaging the savage, I refer to the importance of rescuing the repre-
sentation of Filipino as savage from contemporary historical amnesia about
Americas violent imperialism in the Philippines. While this history is ugly and
painful, it helps us identify the racist traces of u.s. imperialist ideology in con-
temporary representations and provides a foundation for strategies of resistance.
Through salvaging the savage, we learn a language with which to critique these
representations, strip them of their innocence, and construct counter-narratives
that challenge the imperialism and racism that inflict our everyday lives.

I'wili tell you that as I write this essay, I am physically and emotionally tired.
As an assistant professor, wife, and mother of an infant, T find that the hours of
the day are never enough to take care of work, family, myself, let alone protest
successful restaurant owners and advertisement executives. When I saw the first
Chino Latino billboard, I wanted to scream, to petition, and to picket. One of
my colleagues in American Studies told me that she wrote the restaurant own-
ers and criticized their advertisements, but they did not respond. Her experi-
ence reminded me of the importance of employing multiple strategies of resist-
ance. So in writing this essay, I chart the intersections between the personal,

SAVAGE 37




and the historical in the hope that this is one small, but integral step

the popular, : :
that contests contemporary racisi. This £852Y 18 MMy SCrearn.

The Social and Scientific Construction of the Savage Filipino Boc‘!y -
Disease and “suffering” among Filipinos as \.Ne].].- as Am\‘?]f'lcaTIS in the
Philippines justified American coloniat intervention in the Phﬂ{ppl}llle%m- 1;6 ;
form of medical practice. After American victories over choler:et.mt' e Uni °
States in the 1830s and 18505, an outbreak of cholera in the Phjll.pplj‘ies inthe
early 19o0s gave the v.s. colonial government represented by its }zlnerzf:i
military surgeons and sanitation personnel a righteous purpose 1n theit
veillance of the islands.® N o .
The perception of Western science and medm-me as progressive 15 sci1 P
vasive that even Filipino anti-colonial, nationalist writers have praise Uns
colonial health projects in the Philippines. For exa_n}p'le, Teodoro Aggn? (;
and Milagros Guerrero documented the blqody Filipino struggle t(; e ;n
their independence in the Philippine-American war of 1899~1902, but then

later noted:

When the Americans came, they immediately set to work to -
mize the spread of diseases and to improve, on the ot-her hand, the
health of the people. Epidemics that 1\%sed to m1grate- to the
Philippines were either prevented or minimized by the estal?hshment
of the Quarantine Sexvice supervised by competent American doc-
tors and public health officers.”

However, Warwick Anderson and Reynaldo Ileto h?ive persuasively argued
that American scientific and medicine-related practices, such. as labc?rato;y
studies, vaccination, and quarantine, furthered uU.s. colomahsml in t i
Philippines and racialized Filipino bodies.® My research on thf‘., dex‘fe cg)n'ir;_
of Philippine professional nursing further revea,led that A@er;car;}ii : nines
ing justified the white womarn's (as well as mans? jbl%rdeng in the ] 11311)1 nes
and imposed physical and social control on Filipinos. Amerman rt1-l X
actively participated along with other r-nedzcal personnel in C-OﬁSﬁ;lE ngb
cultural and racial hierarchy with Amencafls c:’n“top ax}’d Fﬂigmos clow by
imagining and contrasting their “progressive, c%ean, 3n.d’ -modern ways
with the “backward,” “dirty,” and “primitive” practices o-f F1hpmqs.

Steeped in their belief in their “power” to he’fﬂ, Amejncan medical pers'ona—l
nel simultaneously linked Filipino social practices to sgnoxar-lc.e‘anc% socuj!tL
backwardness and Western ones to intelligence‘ z'm.d c1v111zat1-on. 3
American chief quarantine officer contrasted F11_1p1n05' Wl;]‘.? ignore
American anti-cholera measures such as quarantine with . mtelhgf:nt
Americans or Europeans.”® Although the introduction of American nursing
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in the Philippines differed from previous American medical intervention as
it involved the agitation and participation of American women in the
Philippines, nursing education reinforced many of the functions and beliefs
of previous forms of colonial medicine. In her history of Americanized
nugsing in the Philippines, Lavinia Dock reified the beliefs of other
American medical personnel that medical knowledge was elusive to
Filipinos as a result of interrelated factors such as “native stupidity” and
“dirty” indigenous social practices. According to Dock, young Filipino
women who were targeted to train as nurses suffered from a lack of “rudi-
mentary knowledge” about sanitation as a result of the prevailing Filipino
“primitive customs.”!!

Colonial medicine penetrated the colonized’s bodies through statistical
and laboratory studies, and then used these studies to authenticate cultural
and racial hierarchies. In the early 1900s, the u.s. colonial government had
established laboratories to study Filipino and American bodies in the archi-
pelago. American scientists in government laboratories in the Philippines
conducted studies of Igorots’ stools in order to study parasites. These labora-
tory studies then linked native bodies to dirt and disease. For example,
Philippine Commissioner of Health Victor Heiser referred to Filipino bod-
ies as “incubators of leprosy.”’? At the same time, these studies enabled
American medical personnel to biologically and socially re-invent American
bodies and social practices. Colonial laboratory studies “re”-discovered
American bodies as a resilient racial type and concluded that American bod-
ies could survive the tropical climate, once thought to be the source of the
“white man’s grave.”* Thus, the denigration of Filipino bodies was inextri-
cably linked to the “health” of white Americans.

Displaying the Savage, Consuming the Savage

The knowledge of Filipino savage hodies was not confined to American colo-
nial medical personnel and other officials. Rather, they shared the results of
their scientific and personal observations with American masses in the United
States through popular representations in travel literature and public exhibits.
As Fatimah Tobing Rony astutely notes, “the exotic is always already
known.”" She refers to the “average museum goer” who “views a group of
Hopi dancers handling snakes,” but does riot see these images for the first
time. Rather, he or she has become familiar with these images through narra-
tives that link indigenous peoples with the exotic. Similarly, the Filipino sav-
age is always already known by the “average American.” In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, the conditions that made this knowledge pos-
sible involved the popularity and mass consumption of travel literature and
photography. During this time period, travel literature and u.s. colonial agen-
das in the Philippines were linked in 2 mutually beneficial relationship.
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Photographs of Filipino bodies on postcards and in books, magazines,
and newspapers were an integral part of this travel literature. They func-
tioned as “spatial and temporal bridges” from the Philippine colony to the
imperial United States, enabling masses of Americans to consume the
Philippines and its peoples visually.’ In their visual consumption of the
Philippines, “average Americans” imbibed American colonial officials’ con-
struction of the Filipino savage. For example, Fred Atkinson, the first
General Superintendent of Education in the Philippines, shared his pur-
portedly accurate and comprehensive observations about Filipinos in his
book, The Philippine Islands, published in 1905. According to Atkinson,
non-Chyistian Filipino tribes—Negritos, Igorots, Moros—-comprised the
archipelago’s savage races. Photographs including those of a scantily clad
Negrito boy shooting a large bow and arrow and a group of Igorots drum-
ming and dancing wildly in a circle reinforced Atkinson’s descriptions of
their savagery through their illustration of stereotypically primitive social
practices.'s Other photographs of squatting Negritos and Igorots depicted
them as subhuman and monkey-like.”

Atkinson's written text reaffirmed the narratives of savagery in the photo-
graphs. He characterized the Negritos, for example, as “true savages™ “These
people seem to be the survival of the unfittest, and are physical and mental weak-
lings; their legs are like broomsticks; their feet are clumsy and large, and their
bodies are covered with tattoo marks in the form of long gashes” (241). Again, the
use of the Filipino body to illustrate v.s. colonial narratives of diseased, and thus
racially inferior, Filipino savages is foregrounded in these representations.

Colonial travel literature and photography were not the only modes of the
corporeal colonization of Filipinos. Late-nineteenth and early-twentieth-
century World’s Fairs exhibited Filipino bodies in ways that reaffirmed
Filipino savagery and American civilization for the average fair goer.
Exposition directors displayed Filipino bodies at multiple fairs throughout
the United States. However, the Filipino display at the r9o4 World's Fair in
St. Louis was unprecedented in its scale. At that fair, exposition directors,
with the full support of the federal government, organized the Philippine
Reservation, which displayed nearly twelve hundred Filipinos living in vil-
lages on a forty-seven-acre site. According to Robert Rydell, the exhibits of
the Filipino “wild tribes™Bagobos, Negritos, Igorots, and Moros—were
the most popular displays of the reservation. Newspaper accounts of these
displays exoticized Filipino savagery by highlighting the dogeating rituals of
Igorots. As one account of the Filipino exhibit claimed: “See the Igorotte. .
.. To the Tgosotte a Dog with any other name will taste as sweet. . . . After
the Igorotte gets hold of a dog it is Dog-Gone.”?

While such accounts popularized Filipino savagery through the veil of
humor, Americans’ inhumane treatment of Filipinos resulted in the disease,
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deaths, and dismemberment of Filipino bodies. Two Filipinos died on a train
while traveling to the 5t. Louis fair after train crewmen turned off the heat
in their cars despite freezing weather. Others died from disease contracted
during the fairs, Furthermore, American academics and museum officials
strategized about the dissection and distribution of these Filipino corpses’
body parts. According to Rydell, after discussions with Columbia University
anthropologist Franz Boas, Ales Hrdlicka (the head of the Department of
Physical Anthropology at the United States National Museum) “proposed
obtaining as many corpses as he could lay hands on and dividing the bodies
in such a way that Columbia and the American Museum would receive ‘the
soft parts’ and skeletons while the United States National Museum would
receive the brains” (Rydell 163).

In other parts of the United States, university officials expressed interest in
obtaining Filipino body parts. During the research for his acclaimed experi-
mental documentary, Bontoc Eulogy, about Filipinos' experiences at the 1904
St. Louis World’s Fair, Marlon Fuentes came across a letter from University
of Minnesota President Cyrus Northrup to the War Department’s Bureau of
Insular Affairs. Northrup inquired about the possibility of obtaining the
skeletons of Filipino natives buried in St. Louis and justified his request with
the belief that “they were buried where their friends would never visit their
graves, and the matter may be carried through without arousing a sentimen-
tal cry in objection.”'® Northrup's letter reveals one important historical con-
nection between Minnesota’s imperial interests and Filipino bodies as well as
the significance of memory—and, more specifically, a purposeful forgetful-
ness—in American imperial agendas. The absence of 2 “sentimental cry in
objection” to this inhumane treatment of Filipino bodies is justified by the
inability of the Filipino dead’s family members and friends to visit, and thus
remember through this act, their loved ones. Equally important, the absence
of objection is also based on Americans’ purposeful forgetfulness, their denial
of Filipino humanity through the commodification of Filipino bodies.
Ultimately, the Smithsonian obtained three Filipino brains and, according to
Fuentes, the presumption is that the brains are from three Igorots who died
of pneumonia in the Philippine Reservation. In the early twentieth century,
Americans displayed and consumed Filipino bodies living and dead.

The (In)dispensable Savage

Throughout the twentieth century, Filipinos have comprised an indispensa-
ble labor force in specific American industries. However, despite these
important contributions, Filipino workers faced racist hostility from white
workers in the forms of jeers, sturs, exploitation, and violence. Filipinos’ lived
experiences of racism in America have been inextricably linked to the social
and scientific constructions and popular representations of their savagery.
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In the 19205 and 19308, the numbers of Filipinos in the mainland United
States increased exponentially from 5,603 in 1920 t0 45,208 in1930.2° As U.s.
nationals (given the v.s. annexation of the Philippines), these Filipinos—pri-
marily young, male, and working class—comprised an inexpensive, yet crucial
fabor force in American agricultural, canning, and service industries after u.s.
racist legislation had excluded the entry of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and
South Asian migrants. During this time period, most Filipmos worked in
agriculture, planting and picking various crops, such as tomatoes, celery, and
in particular, asparagus. Farmers viewed them as ideally suited for “stoop
labor,”?! a belief that hearkened back to late nineteenth-century stereotypes
that cast native peoples’ posture and gestures as racially inferior. As ideal stoop
laborers, Filipinos were expected to tolerate highly exploitive, dehumanizing
labor conditions that punished their bodies. As one laborer recalled, “T worked
about six hours that first day. . . . my back was hurting . . . the next day I could
hardly sit down because my back and all of my body was sore.” Another
described conditions of one of the camps where Filipino migrant workers
were housed during busy agricultural seasons. These conditions reveal that
employers provided these Filipinos in America with subhuman, animal-like
living quarters. He explained, “The bunkhouse . . . was crowded with men.
There was no sewage disposal. When I ate swarms of flies fought over my
plate .. . I slept on a dirty cot: the blanket was never washed.”?

While Filipinos increasingly suffered from violent attacks by white work-
ers in the late 1920s, one must not underestimate the pain of the day-to-day
racism Filipinos faced in the United States. The racism of ordinary life sheds
light on the intersecting politics of food, labor, and discrimination that chal-
lenges the perception that food is used mnocently for entertainment and
pleasure. During this time period, Filipinos planted and picked food for
Americans, but were excluded from some American restaurants. They
suffered from racist segregation practices, which denied them access to hotels
and swimming pools. As one hotel sign in Stockton, California during the
19308 emphasized: “POSITIVELY NO FILIPINOS ALLOWED.'?* Furthermore,
Americans publicly taunted Filipinos during this time period by calling them
“monkeys.” As George Pimentel recalled, “Some would stare. . .. They would
even call us monkeys.”? According to Ray Corpuz, even American children
participated in these racist jeers: “At school, my schoolmates as young as they
were, wouldn't talk to me. Mostly every other day we fight. They don’t address
me directly. They tell me, ‘Hey, where did that monkey come from?”26

While the difficult economic conditions of the Great Depression hastened the
repatriation of Filipinos and, ultimately, their exclusion from the United States,
American exclusionists justified their actions by referring to Filipinos’ savage and
unsanitary ways. For example, in 1930, Justice of the Peace D.W. Rohrback
endorsed a resolution that proclaimed, “The unrestricted immigration into the
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State of California of natives of the Philippine Islands is viewed with alarm
both from a moral and sanitary standpoint while constituting a menace to
white labor.”” In an interview for a local newspaper, Rohrback characterized
Filipinos as “little brown men about ten years removed from a bolo and
breechcloth . . . fifteen of them will live in one room and content themselves
with squatting on the floor eating rice and fish.”?® In the 19205 and 19308,
Filipinos may have supplied an integral source of labor, but American exclu-
sionists refused to incorporate them into the life and culture of the United
States. Perceptions of Filipino savagery ultimately rendered them dispensable
at least until other labor shortages necessitated future migrations.

A Savage Is a Savage

While men dominated Filipino migration flows to the United States in the
1920s and 1930s, Filipino women began to migrate in significant numbers by
the second half of the century. Many of these Filipinas entered the United
States as occupational migrants who ameliorated critical labor shortages in
the United States. During this time period, the most visible occupation of
Filipino women in the United States was nursing. Post-World War 1 critical
nursing shortages in the United States, the passage of new American immi-
gration legislation in 1965 (which encouraged the migration of nurses and
other professionals to the United States), and the implementation of
Philippine labor export policies in the 1g70s shaped a significant Filipino
international nursing labor force. By the late 1960s, Filipino nurses comprised
the overwhelming majority of foreign-trained nurses in the United States,
replacing decades of numerical domination by nurses from Canada. Thus,
Paul Ong and Tania Azores have argued that “a discussion of immigrant
Asian nurses, indeed of foreign-trained nurses in general, is predominantly
about Filipino nurses.”

Studies about more contemporary migration flows from the Philippines
often emphasize that, unlike early-twentieth-century Filipino migrants,
newer migrants are highly educated and professional. Although this
difference is important, the common perception of a professional is of some-
one who is judged on his/her training, credentials, and expertise, and not on
his/her race or national origin. While some histories have foregrounded how
classism and racism have shaped the development of the nursing profession,30
little scholarly attention has been paid to the barriers faced by Filipino nurses
in the United States. The case against Filipina Narciso and Leonora Perez
illustrates how the stereotype of the Filipino savage has persisted in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century.

Between July and August of 1975, approximately thirty-five patients suffered
from respiratory arrest at the v.a. Hospital in Ann Arbor, Michigan and approx-
imately ten of these patients died.>! Because the v.A. is a federal institution, the
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rI launched an investigation and accused two Filipino nurses, Filipina
Narciso and Leonora Perez, of committing the crimes. In June 1976, Narciso
and Perez were arrested and indicted for ten counts of poisoning, five counts of
murder, and one count of conspiracy.

At the time of her arrest, Narciso was a thirty-year-old permanent resi-
dent who had applied for v.s. citizenship. She arrived in the United States
from the Philippines in May 1971 and worked as a registered nurse at
University of Alabama Hospital before she began working at the v.A. in
Ann Arbor in November 1972, Perez was a thirty-one-year-old permanent
resident who had also applied for u.s. citizenship. She arrived in the United
States from the Philippines in March 1971. At the time of her arrest, Perez
was married to Epifanio Perez, Jr, also a Filipino-American permanent
resident, and they had a three-year-old son, Christopher. Perez was also
four months pregnant. Neither Narciso nor Perez had a criminal record,
and during the initial stages of the investigation, they cooperated with the
investigation by testifying before a grand jury on two occasions and appear-
ing in a line-up.

Assistant v.s. Attorney Richard Delonis admitted from the beginning of
the investigation that the case was “highly circumstantial” as murder weapons,
direct eyewitness testimonies, confessions, and fingerprints were unavailable
and/or non-existent. However, the ©.s. government’s strong motivations for
solving the case of the v.a. murders, its use of seemingly unlimited resources
of money and manpower, and racist stereotypes about Filipmos helped shape
a powerful case against Narciso and Perez.

At the beginning of the case, defense lawyers for Narciso and Perez were
optimistic. Attorney Thomas O’Brien believed that Narciso and Perez
“looked innocent.”32 Even the prosecuting attorneys admitted that it would
be difficult to prove that Narciso and Perez—“small, soft-spoken, young
women”—could be involved in such a crime.??

However, these positive images of Narciso and Perez co-existed with neg-
ative ones conjured by mainstream news media and a popular non-fiction
book. Narciso and Perez’s gender, race, and national origin could invoke mul-
tiple and dangerous images of savagery. Such images became popularized in
a non-fiction book by Robert Wilcox entitled The Mysterious Deaths at Ann
Arbor published in 1976. In this account, Wilcox highlighted the nurses’
Philippine origins and linked them to stercotypes of savagery. Although
Wilcox acknowledged that Narciso was a v.s. permanent resident, he
emphasized that “in plain language, until [u.s.] citizenship 1s granted, she is

an alien” who “in the meantime . . . retains her Filipino citizenship.”* Both
Narciso and Perez were from the Philippines, which Wilcox described as “for
the most part, jungly, hot, and steamy.”* And the image of “jungly” savage
natives committing the v.a. murders appeared in the opening chapter in
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which Wilcox informed his readers that Pavulon, the poison allegedly used
in the crimes, was “a poison derived from special tropical plants and used, for
instance, by South American jungle Indians on the tips of darts shot to kill
game.”*® Wilcox concluded that the nature of the v.a. murders suggested “a
real and monstrous savagery in the killer.”*”

In the popular narratives of America’s benevolent colonialism in the
Philippines, American nurses and doctors trained young Filipino women to
create a healthy and modern nation, and saved them from continuing their
native, dirty, and backward ways. Yet although Filipino nurses may have
clothed their native bodies in white uniforms, the symbol of professional
expertise in their field, they were still savages. Their academic degrees enabled
them to practice professionally, but the potential for these professional women
to act as deadly natives remained in Americans’ imagination.

These stereotypical images of Narciso and Perez as dark, deadly natives
were not confined to Wilcox’s text, but also made their way into main-
stream publications, prosecution witness testimony, and the prosecution
attorneys’ questions and statements in court.*® For example, mainstream
magazines such as Time also referred to the drug Pavulon as jungle poison,
“the lethal plant toxin used by South American Indians to tip poison
darts.”? Despite the presentation of “highly circumstantial” evidence, the
jury convicted Narciso and Perez of conspiracy and three counts of poison-
ing in July 1977.

In February 1978, a new v.s. Attorney dismissed the case against them
after the defense team successfully appealed the verdict. However, Narciso,
Perez, and other Filipino nurses in the United States endured incalculable
hardship as the result of the indictment, trial, and short-lived conviction. In
a Detroit Free Press interview before the trial commenced, Filipina Narciso
characterized her experience as a “nightmare.”® Leonora Perez revealed the
painful ways in which her husband and son had been affected by the public-
ity of the case. Her son was “too young” to understand what was happening
with the investigation of the v.a. murders, but old enough to see his moth-
er’s arrest on television. “You can't erase it from his mind,” she lamented. As
for her husband, “he just cried and cried and shut off the Tv.™ In late 1976,
as they awaited trial in their homes, both women had their phones discon-
nected after receiving harassing phone calls.*?

After the jury convicted Narciso and Perez in July 1977, Filipino nurses
across the United States suffered from public doubt about their nursing abil-
ities and public suspicion about their professional intentions. One v.a. hos-
pital nurse in Philadelphia reported that she received a phone call from
someone who threatened to kill the Filipino nurses of the hospital.*® Filipino
nurses across the United States reported instances of patients refusing to take
medication from Filipino nurses and of hospitals developing policies not to
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hire Filipino nurses. Stereotypes of Filipino savagery had buried the very
important professional contributions of these Filipino nurses out of view,
rendering them invisible and forgotten.

On Recollecting the Buried and Forgotten

In his analysis of Filipinos in the United States and their literature of exile,
Oscar Campomanes critiqued what he argued to be “the repetitious and
unreflective use of the modifier forgotten™ to describe Filipino invisibility in
American history. He queried, “What is being forgotten?”** In this essay, I
have argued that what is forgotten is the exploitation of Filipino bodies
through American medicine, popular representations, and Filipino immi-
grant labor, and, as a result of this exploitation, the material and psychologi-
cal benefits of racial superiority and inexpensive labor reaped primarily by
white Americans. The present day Chino Latino advertising I analyzed at
the beginning of this essay is only one disturbing example of how “what is
forgotten” is reconstructed to be humorous, trendy, and chic. Thus, it is polit-
ically imperative to confront what is forgotten by analyzing the history of
American imperialism and its connections to contemporary everyday life.
For me, the salient question then becomes: After recollecting what has been
forgotten, how can we sustain these very important memories?

~~CATHERINE CENIZA CHOY
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