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Preface 

The Philippine-American War was one of the earliest historical 
subjects that caught my attention. I was just a little boy of about five or 
six, in Angeles City, Pampanga, when I stumbled upon so many references 
about this war in our hometown’s history. It was in the early 1990s, and 
my grandma was then the City Tourism Officer in charge of boosting the 
morale of the city after the series of catastrophes caused by Mount 
Pinatubo’s eruption; in her office and various community events, I found 
countless documents, including marketing materials, that mentioned this 
war. These materials talked about how many of our city’s iconic structures 
were all deeply impacted by the war, from our “Pisambang Maragul,” (liter-
ally, big church) serving as an American military hospital in 1900, to the 
majestic Pamintuan Mansion (now the Museum of Philippine Social His-
tory) becoming the seat of the First Philippine Republic in 1899, and of 
course, the roots of Fort Stotsenberg, or what would later become Clark 
Air Base, once the largest U.S. Military installation outside the Fifty 
States. But once I attended elementary school in the Philippines, I noticed 
how this major war was barely mentioned, if mentioned at all. In fact, each 
time when I mentioned this war, my childhood playmates and cousins 
often thought that I was making it up in my own head. When I became a 
Junior in a Southern California high school, I was excited to see references 
of this impactful chapter of our history in our U.S. history class, but also 
to my disappointment, it was just a few sentences under the small section 
on the Spanish-American War. The events were not even called the “Phil-
ippine-American War,” instead, it was downgraded to a mere “Philippine 
Insurrection,” as if the people of the Philippines were just unruly and un-
grateful to their benevolent rightful American overlords. Since then, I 
knew I wanted to dig deeper about this forgotten war, learn as much as I 
can, and be inspired to one day write a book about the war, to save it from 
being expunged in both American and Philippine collective memories. As 
I dug deeper from high school to college, I was naturally and increasingly 
drawn to the particular subject of this book, which was the bond that 
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developed between African Americans and Filipinos in the events sur-
rounding the war.   
 
 Before I talk about the process of writing this book, let me first 
begin by telling you what this book is not about. This book revolves 
around the Philippine-American War and the experiences of Filipinos and 
African Americans, but this book is not about the battles nor the tactical 
geniuses on both sides. This book is not about dissecting military strate-
gies and political maneuverings. It is not about glorifying the victories in 
the battlefield nor is it about lamenting over the tragedies. It is not about 
romanticizing the “heroes,” nor is it demonizing the so-called “villains.” 
This is also not an academic book in which I put forward a thesis and 
supporting arguments with intricate theories and complex scientific meth-
odologies. Such academic books about this subject still need to be written, 
in fact, I urge, they must be written. Maybe I, or better yet, many of us, can 
someday write them, but for now, this book is not it. This book, as the 
title suggests, is about retelling the untold histories of war, solidarity, and 
genocide, from the experiences of Black and Brown people in the face of 
imperialism and racism.  
 

The process of writing this was not simple. It involves not just 
pure academic research but also, very importantly, chronicling the oral 
histories and traditions passed down from one generation to another. 
Some academics may frown upon such method of delving into history, 
but for me as an author and researcher, I find it far more fulfilling when 
the oral traditions passed down from one’s ancestors are upheld, and it 
stands true by cross-referencing it with the available documents. One 
must painstakingly piece together these stories with the seemingly unim-
portant clues mentioned in official documents, to get a better and fuller 
picture of the events that transpired. One must be holistic in examining 
and inquiring about the experiences of the marginalized people whose 
value has been belittled and discredited by the dominant, and therefore 
convenient and more accessible narratives. These are the principles that 
guided me in writing this book. These are what guide me in learning about 
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the past, and in moving forward by retelling these untold histories for our 
people, so that our future generations may have a better sense of our be-
ing. This is a book weaving together the knowledge collected from 
academic works, official documents, and yes, albeit more meaningfully, 
from our people’s own oral traditions. In fact, I still think of this as an 
“unfinished” book. There is still a lot more to learn and uncover. There 
is also a lot more to write. My job in documenting and sharing these un-
told and unwritten histories is not over. It may never be over.   
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Islands of Pearls & Mountains of Gold 

 
 

"Pearls, Gold, & Conquistadors” 
 

Like a string of pearls wrapped in a pouch of deep blue silk, the 
islands, of what we now call the Philippines, are majestically situated and 
wrapped in between the deep blue waters of the Pacific Ocean and the 
South China Sea. Like an unrefined pearl cloistered inside its oyster, the 
Philippines captivates its visitors with its raw but unparalleled beauty, and 
indomitable character.  These islands were once called the “Pearl of the 
Orient Seas,” an enchanting destination for travelers, traders, and in-
vaders. A group of islands so rich in natural resources, its people sustained 
their communities for thousands of years. They traded with the outside 
world long before Europeans even knew such islands existed. They traded 
not for survival, but more for sport; they also shared what they had in 
abundance and received novelty items in return. For example, Siguei or 
Siguay, a type of sea shells teeming in the island’s pristine shores, were 
bought and sold in Ayutthaya (Thailand), and used by the Thai people as 
currency, a form of money. The water jugs used in the daily life of the 
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Kapampangans of ancient Luzon were highly prized in Japan. The Japa-
nese valued these jars as an exquisite and unrivaled pottery that they called 
the “Rusun Jars,” after Lúsung, the ancient name of the Kapampangans 
and their ancestral homeland (Central Luzon). Even the Spanish and Por-
tuguese conquistadors were astonished by the wealth of the islands upon 
their so-called “discovery” in 1521. They saw an abundance of gold, from 
the ruling Rajas or Datus, to the commoners and slaves, everybody wore 
gold, even the dead. It was not just the sheer amount of gold that amazed 
them, but also the intricacy of the ways the natives crafted this shimmer-
ing precious metal. The ancient metalwork they encountered were so far 
advanced and complex that even to this day, modern goldsmiths are still 
struggling to understand how they were made. They have been trying for 
decades but had no luck to recreate an ancient sash or belt, made over a 
thousand years ago, with interwoven threads of high quality gold. To this 
day, the Philippines remains one of the top countries with the largest gold 
reserves in the world. Gold wasn’t the only coveted mineral found in the 
country. In fact, gold is not even at the top of the country’s mineral export 
today, at the top of the list is actually nickel.  
 

The Philippines is one of the richest countries in the world in 
terms of natural resources, especially when it comes to metallic resources. 
In her Asian American Studies courses, classes that changed many 
lives, Dr. Robyn Magalit Rodriguez often reminded her students that the 
people of the Philippines are, “beggars on top of a mountain of gold.”  The 
wealth of the islands is simply immeasurable yet for centuries the people’s 
living conditions remained deplorable. The Philippines is currently the top 
producer of nickel, producing more than 500,000 metric tons in 2016 
alone, even the mighty Russia, trails behind in second, producing only half 
the amount in the same period. The archipelago is also home to the 
world’s largest deposits of gold and copper. The country is also one of the 
world’s top producers of iron, lead, chromite, manganese, platinum, silver, 
and aluminum. In 2012, the Mines and Geosciences Bureau of the Philip-
pine government estimated the country’s untapped mineral wealth to be 
worth $840 billion.  
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"Beggar on a Mountain of Gold” 
 

Today, it is the minerals dug from the depths of the earth that are 
highly sought-after and valued, but in the 19th and 20th centuries it was 
agriculture that dominated the colonial economy. Cash crops such as 
sugar, tobacco, abaca (Manila Hemp), coffee, pineapples, and many oth-
ers, were extracted from the land and forcibly extracted by means of 
exploiting local labor. Extractions of raw minerals and agricultural exploi-
tation would eventually fuel the export-oriented economy of the 
colonized islands. Despite being one of the top producers of raw materials 
and minerals, its once prosperous people remain in poverty. The immense 
wealth extracted from rich natural resources of the islands in the past 500 
years remains like a ghost, never truly seen and felt by the people who 
produced it. Like a ghost in the middle of the night, drifting like a cold 
wind, barely felt and could never be touched, and just like the ghost stories 
and urban legends of the vengeful “White Lady,” in the middle of the dark 
ill-maintained Kennon Road in Baguio or the urban-legend hotspot of 
Balete Drive in Quezon City, its haunting appearance and disappearance 
continues to be a hindrance to the Filipino people’s road to progress and 
justice. 
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1774 Map of the Philippine Islands 
By Pedro Murillo Velarde (Life time: 18th century) 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Rising Imperialism 

 
"Ten Thousand Miles From Tip to Tip" 

"Philadelphia Press" 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
It was the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century that was, per-

haps, the biggest change in the world. Despite its beginnings in the 1700s, 
the Industrial Revolution was flourishing by the 1800s. During this era, 
there was a pull towards iron production, chemical manufacturing and 
improved efficiency of managing energy sources. The pull towards ma-
chinery was common in factories and mass production was underway. 
This made it easier to make and sell products around the world. It highly 
improved the means of transportation of goods, faster communication 
between people, and an advanced system of banking. It basically laid the 
foundations for our present-day globalized economy.   
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The Industrial Revolution was also credited to have raised the 
standards of living around the world, but this was only mostly true for 
western countries. The rapid industrialization of the world led to numer-
ous developments. This unprecedented growth had affected almost every 
aspect of human life from clothing to food. With the help of the Industrial 
Revolution, Western powers began exploiting the land and labor in the 
underdeveloped countries with abundant natural and human resources. 
The detrimental effects on the working class is one of the biggest impacts 
of the Industrial Revolution that is seldom discussed.  

The technological advancement that characterized the Industrial 
Revolution in the 19th century led to an increased need for more raw 
materials. Raw materials such as iron, steel, cotton, fossil fuels, and coal 
were needed in large quantities to feed their ever-growing industries. This 
demand encouraged the rise of European imperialism. The colonies pro-
vided both raw materials and the markets for the manufactured products. 
The raw materials in the new colonies were looted and taken to western 
countries to be transformed into finished products. These western nations 
then also sold their finished products to the markets of the colonies they 
held.  The Industrial Revolution enabled Europeans to conquer and con-
trol large areas of the world. Technological developments and an increase 
in the sophistication of European weapons made non-industrialized na-
tions easier to defeat and colonize. Western powers began to consolidate 
power and divide the world amongst themselves. They started expanding 
borders for wealth and more other natural resources and raw materials. 
Countries created colonies and took over weaker nations around them. 
With the help of guns and other machinery built in the Industrial Revolu-
tion western countries were able to dictate the course of other countries 
that were weaker than themselves.   

The United States was rapidly transforming throughout the 19th 
century. The Industrial Revolution that fueled European imperialism also 
enabled the United States to expand economically and geographically. The 
American Civil War over the abolition of slavery that occurred from 1861 
to 1865 was the most significant chapter in the 19th century U.S. history. 
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In the years following the Civil War, the United States embarked on an 
aggressive settlement of what is now known as the American West. This 
led to an intensified displacement of Native Americans. The indigenous 
people of this continent had long been experiencing displacements at the 
hands of the White Americans.  

 
 

"The Trail of Tears" 

Since the early 1800s, the United States continuously expanded 
westward, taking over Native American lands. They forcibly deported and 
displaced indigenous people from their homelands such as in the infa-
mous “Trail of Tears.” This rapid westward expansion and forceful 
occupation of native lands over the centuries had resulted in the genocide 
of Native Americans. This expansion was not limited to killing and taking 
over Native American lands. The United States had also set their eyes 
upon other countries and territories. The Louisiana Purchase in 1803 dou-
bled the size of the country. Texas was annexed in 1845. The Mexican-
American War of 1846 to 1848 resulted in the United States taking over 
the present-day states of California, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, etc. 
In the same period, the United States had also taken over present-day 
states of Oregon and Washington from British control.   
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Throughout the 19th century, the United States had undergone 
rapid growth with the purposes of expanding its ballooning interests. 
They did so militarily with the annexation of Texas and the west coast and 
through exerting influence over other nations by means of political and 
economic interventions, as in the case of its constant involvement in many 
of its Latin American neighbors.  

 
"Greater America, 1899" 

From the book "War in the Philippines" 
by Marshall Everet. [Public domain],  

via Wikimedia Commons 
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Slavery: Blood Veins of America 

 
 

"Honest Abe" 
 

In the 21st century, it is almost inconceivable that slavery existed. 
Slavery, an extreme form of oppression and the denial of a people’s basic 
human rights, seems to be a distant past that we no longer seem to under-
stand. Today, many of us take human rights and civil liberties for granted. 
It is unbelievable for many of us to think that millions of people were 
subjected to forced labor without any form of compensation. It is also 
unbelievable that an entire race of human beings was treated worse than 
animals in the slaughterhouse, and millions of human beings were treated 
as mere properties that were easily disposable. This is a reality we cannot 
deny. This is an undeniable reality in the United States that lasted two and 
a half centuries. This is still a reality for many unjustly incarcerated people 
of color in America.  
 

In the western world, slavery was not a new thing. It was not an 
American invention. From ancient civilizations of Rome and Greece, to 
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the 19th century European colonial empires, social arrangements in the 
form of slavery existed. It was seen as normal and was deemed a legal 
institution, an indispensable institution to support their imperial appetite 
for wealth and power. Although different forms of slavery existed in other 
societies and cultures, in this chapter, we will mainly focus on the atro-
cious institution that developed in the western world.  
 

When the first slaves from Africa were brought to the British 
American colonies in 1619, first in Jamestown in the north and then in 
Virginia in the south, it was not necessarily meant to spread throughout 
all thirteen colonies. The reason for bringing the first twenty slaves into 
the American colonies was to help in the cultivation and production of 
tobacco and cotton commodities. The American system of slavery proved 
to be a very efficient workforce during the 17th and 18th centuries. As a 
result, slavery formed the basis of the economy in what would become 
the United States. It was estimated that six to seven million slaves from 
Africa were imported into thirteen colonies in the 18th century alone. The 
agrarian economy was very profitable in the ever-growing North Ameri-
can colonies. Slave labor and slave trading made it profitable. The 
plantation economic system that dominated the southern colonies relied 
heavily on the slaves purchased from the African slave trade. They pre-
ferred to import African slaves to cultivate their land over employing 
white servants and farmers because African slaves remained their proper-
ties like cattle.  
 

The mid-18th century saw the massive migration of cheap labor 
force from Europe. This was followed by the accelerated industrial devel-
opments in the north. Together, this socio-economic environment paved 
the way for slave-trade to slowly fade away in these regions, not only be-
cause it was immoral but mostly because it became unprofitable for 
northerners. In the south, the situation was entirely different. The agricul-
tural economy of the region originally relied on tobacco production, but 
the invention of the machine with seed extraction from cotton fibers in 
1793 shifted the economy to the highly profitable cotton production. 
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Growing cotton has become the most important sector of agriculture. 
The textile industry in Great Britain that dominated the world market was 
made possible because of exploited slave labor in the cotton fields of 
southern United States. The greater global demand for cotton led to a 
larger inflow of slaves, especially from the north. The economic progress 
and the immense profit from cotton production further made the south-
ern states dependent on slavery. With the wealth they were accumulating, 
slave-owners simply saw no reason for slavery to be abolished.  

 
The movement for the abolition of slavery in the entire United 

States began to develop between 1830 and 1860 in the northern states. 
The liberated African Americans from the north, led by Frederick 
Douglass, initiated the movement along with their white supporters. In 
the 1830s, the movement helped the slaves from the South to flee to the 
North. Such practice quickly began to diminish abolitionist feelings in the 
North. Sadly, the movement in its early years was not strong enough to 
influence the abolition of slavery in the country.  However, these actions 
of resistance acted as seeds planted for the emancipation of black people 
and made the Civil War inevitable. 
 

The outbreak of the conflict was the culmination of the decades-
long disagreements over the rights of states, and most significantly, over 
the issue of slavery. The election of Abraham Lincoln as the President of 
the United States triggered the secession of southern states. Lincoln was 
a northern Republican, and at the time the Republicans of the north were 
leading the call to end slavery. Although Lincoln was ready for a compro-
mise solution that included keeping slavery in slave states, South Carolina 
left the Union as early as December 10, 1860. It was followed by Missis-
sippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana and Texas. In February 4, 
1861, the secessionists in Montgomery, Alabama proclaimed the Confed-
erate States of America. Soon, they were joined by Virginia, Arkansas, 
Tennessee and North Carolina. The Confederate states lasted from 1861 
to 1865. 

 
The Civil War was a total war in which each side sought to oblit-

erate the other. The abolition of slavery became one of the most 
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important aims. In 1862, President Abraham Lincoln published a prelim-
inary emancipation proclamation, and in 1865, by the adoption of the 13th 
Amendment, slavery was officially abolished. In addition to gaining inde-
pendence of American colonies, the Civil War is one of the most 
important events that determined the course of American history. It was 
a bloody conflict between the northern states of the United States and the 
eleven southern states that seceded from the union. The Civil War may 
have officially ended slavery in the United States, however, it did not end 
racism or the massive exploitation of workers. The abolition of slavery 
did not end the bigotry nor the cycle of poverty that people of color were 
subjected to by the end of the 19th century. 

 

 
 

Scars of a Mississippi Slave, 1863 
By Original photographers: McPherson and Oliver 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons  
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19th Century Philippines 

 
"The Ilustrados" 

 
Nestled in the lush southern section of Barrio Sulipan was a lux-

urious mansion built in 1848. It was a palace in its own right. Outshining 
even the Malacañang Palace that for centuries housed the most powerful 
person in the islands. Some may even say it was even more lavish than the 
White House itself during this period. La Sulipeña, as it was called, was a 
glittering landmark overlooking the majestic Indung Kapampangan river. 
It was most famous for its extravagant banquets the landowning Arnedo 
family hosted. Serving over two hundred people at a time, these La Su-
lipena banquets happened all year round,especially during the town’s 
Apung Iru festival every June. Its opulence attracted not just the landown-
ing elites and colonial officials of the islands, but also European royalties 
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such as the Duke of Edinburgh who visited in 1869, and the Grand Duke 
Alexis Alexandrovich of the Russian Romanovs who was mesmerized by 
La Sulipeña’s beauty in 1891. Throughout the decades, their exquisite din-
ners also served the likes of Jose Rizal (1892), future Philippine presidents, 
from Quezon to Romulo, and even King Norodom of Cambodia (1872). 
By tradition, and perhaps to show off their wealth, the hosts would always 
throw away their finest china and silverware into the river after serving 
distinguished dignitaries such as the Japanese prince who was shocked by 
witnessing such practice in the 1890s. They would discard these so that 
they would never be used again. La Sulipeña’s landlords would later help 
fund the revolution against Spain; their sons, after all, were the peers of 
revolutionary leaders such as Dr. Jose Rizal and General Jose Alejandrino. 
A grandson of the Arnedo family, Felipe Buencamino, would become part 
of Aguinaldo’s cabinet. Instead of sacrificing one’s own self-interest, 
Aguinaldo would later support the Americans in their bid to rule the Phil-
ippines. 

 
 

“Filipino Farmworker" 
 

The Philippines of the 19th century had a feudal structure domi-
nated by the Spanish-born Spaniards at the top of the society. The native 
population was exploited, and the indigenous people were marginalized at 
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the very bottom. For the most part, the lighter your skin was, the higher 
up you were in the class system; although there existed very rare excep-
tions. The pure-bred Spaniards filled in the top positions, the Mestizos or 
those of mixed heritage lingered in the middle. The indios, the indigenous 
and native brown people, also lingered in the middle while the Negritos, 
the indigenous black people, were casted outside of what was considered 
"civilized.” 

 
 
The political system in the 19th century Philippines was dominated 

by the union between the church and state in contradiction to the present-
day fundamental democratic concept of the separation of church and 
state. By the 1800s, the most powerful institution in the Philippines was 
the Catholic church. Since Spain began colonizing the islands in the late 
16th century, the church played a big role in the administration and socio-
political affairs of the islands. The Catholic church was also the largest 
landowner in the Philippines and exerted strong influence over every as-
pect of colonial life, from religious affairs to education and the economy. 
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The immense distance between the Philippines and Spain had enabled 
both church and colonial officials to abuse their power and enrich them-
selves. Corruption flourished and was often unchecked despite efforts 
from Spain itself. Liberal progress in Spain did little to improve the situa-
tion in the Philippines. Power and wealth remained in the hands of the 
few and the foreign.   
 

When it came to the economy of 19th century Philippines, things 
seemed a bit better, at least on the surface. There was the opening of in-
ternational trade, and the islands experienced commercial growth from an 
agricultural standpoint. The boom in the economy resulted in more and 
more people elevating to the middle class. As a result, a large number of 
locals could afford the money needed to study in other countries like 
Spain or anywhere in Europe.   
 

Throughout most of its history, the Philippine economy was heav-
ily based on agriculture. It was not profit-driven, and it was domestically 
sustainable for the common people. However, the economic develop-
ments of the 19th century opened up the Philippine economy to 
international trading and the reforms initiated by the Spanish colonial gov-
ernment introduced the mass cultivation of cash crops. These were crops 
that were not necessary for survival but were highly profitable in the world 
market. The biggest cash crops produced in the Philippines were sugar, 
tobacco, and abaca, also known as Manila hemp. These cash crops gener-
ated an incredible amount of income for the upper class and the 
government, however, it had a lot of long-term detrimental effects on the 
country’s economic sustainability and food supply.  
 

The most affected were the lower class, in particular, the workers 
and farmers. Most of them were tenant farmers and because of the im-
posed cash crop economy they were no longer able to plant their own 
food like before. Instead, they had to rely on borrowing money from the 
landlords or the merchants, many of whom were Chinese, to afford their 
own food. The debt they had collected entrapped the farmers and their 
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families into a cycle of poverty. This new economic system known to 
many as the “Hacienda economy,” had allowed landlords to amass wealth 
and power while it further exploited and abused peasant farmers and 
workers.    
  

Not only did the church have considerable control over politics 
in the Philippines during the 19th century, but they also held jurisdiction 
over the public education system. In fact, the colonial education in the 
Philippines under Spain was monopolized by the church; they imposed 
strict conservative values and emphasized on religious subjects. Liberal 
reforms in the 1860s expanded primary public education in the Philip-
pines. Control over the curriculum, however, remained under the church. 
This progress in education led to better opportunities for higher learning, 
at least for those who can afford it—mostly people of mixed ancestry.   
 

By the 19th century, more people had access to the colleges and 
universities in big cities like Cebu in the Visayas and Manila in Luzon. 
Certain number of privileged students, sons of wealthy families, were also 
able to travel and get educated in Spain and other parts of Europe. They 
studied law, medicine, arts, and sciences. This led to the rise of a new class 
of educated individuals known collectively as the “Ilustrados,” or quite lit-
erally the “enlightened ones.” Their exposure to the liberal and 
democratic movements in Spain had inspired many of them to spread 
such ideas and enlightenment back to the motherland. Their efforts would 
later help in the brewing Philippine Revolution. Overall, despite the re-
forms implemented in the 1800s, education in the Spanish colonial 
Philippines was largely limited to those who had the money and the priv-
ilege to afford it.    
 

Prior to the late 19th century, there was no Filipino identity as we 
know it today. For most of the colonial period the term, “filipino," was 
only used to refer to “insulares,” or Spaniards born in the Philippines. The 
natives and those of mixed heritage were called indios and mestizos, respec-
tively. They were not initially considered Filipinos at all. The Filipino 
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“national” identity that we know today only began to emerge in the latter 
half of the 19th century. For the most part, and all throughout Philippine 
history, the native population had stronger ties with their diverse regional 
identities and ethnic heritage, such as Kapampangan, Ilocano, Cebuano, 
Ilonggo, Waray, Pangasinan, etc. And many indigenous people, such as 
the Moros, the Aetas, the Ifugao, the Lumads, and many others remained 
relatively untouched by Spanish colonialism.     

 

 
 

"Indigenous Peoples" 
 

It was only due to their exposure to the rising nationalist move-
ments in Europe that the ilustrados or the wealthy educated indios and 
mestizos began to reclaim and explore a collective “Filipino” identity. The 
rise of Filipino nationalism started with the ilustrados. Their quest for 
equality and better opportunities for the people of the Philippines was 
initially limited within the context of the Spanish Empire. There were no 
serious efforts for independence, but they focused more on reforms and 
attaining equal opportunities for the people of the Philippines regardless 
of the color of their skin. In general, the elites, at this point in history, had 
stronger affinities to Spain while the indigenous and the marginalized re-
mained loyal to their respective local and regional communities.   
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The gap between the rich and the poor, and the class struggle be-
tween landlords and peasants were no different in the 1800s to the 
present-day Philippines. Only a handful of families enjoyed the economic 
benefits while the rest of the population was struggling to make ends 
meet. Workers were being exploited and education remained inaccessible 
to the greater marginalized communities. Many of the youth were forced 
to start working at an early age to help support their families instead of 
being encouraged to aim for higher education. Overall, these aspects of 
the 19th century Philippines were no different to the situation of the coun-
try today.   

 

 
 

Iloilo Natives in 1899 
From the book “The history and conquest of the Philippines and our other islands  

possessions; embracing our war with the Filipinos in 1899” by Alden March 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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“Aling pag-ibig pa ang hihigit kaya 

sa pagkadalisay at pagkadakila gaya ng 
pag-ibig sa tinubuang lupa? Aling pag-
ibig pa? Wala na nga, wala.” 
 
(“What love can surpass the purity or greatness like love of  
country? There is none. None.”) 
 

 
Andres Bonifacio, 

Pag-ibig sa Tinubuang Lupa 
(Love for One's Homeland), March 1896 



 

 26 

 

 
 

A Map of the Philippines, 1898 
From Harper’s Pictorial History of the War with Spain, Vol. II 

published by Harper and Brothers in 1899 [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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The Philippine Revolution 

 
 

“Monumento” 
Andres Bonifacio Monument in Caloocan City, Metro Manila, Philippines, depicting  

the historic “Cry of Balintawak,” also known as the “Cry of Pugadlawin” 
 

Spanish rule significantly contributed to the creation of political 
unity between the diverse people and regions of the archipelago. From 
1565 to 1821, the islands of the Philippines were part of the Viceroyalty 
of New Spain. Catholic missionaries turned most of the population into 
Christians and established schools, universities, and hospitals. During 
their reign, the Spanish suppressed several rebellions of the indigenous 
population, and with the help of native warriors, they prevented several 
attacks by Chinese pirates, the Dutch, and the Portuguese. The British 
occupied Manila for a brief period from 1762 to 1764, but after the signing 
of the Treaty in Paris in 1763, they had to withdraw. In the 19th century, 
the Philippine port became accessible to ships from other countries, and 
significant changes occurred in the Philippine society. Many Spaniards 
were born in the Philippines, the so-called Creole, and those from mixed 
marriages experienced upward social mobility. Additionally, the influx of 
immigrants from Latin America led to the assumption of leadership 
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positions traditionally held by the Spaniards born in the Iberian Peninsula. 
Revolutionary ideas also spread to the archipelago. The dissatisfaction of 
the creole led in 1872 to the uprising in Cavite, one of the precursors to 
the Philippine Revolution.  
 

Revolutionary feelings were ignited in 1872 after the colonial au-
thorities executed three priests: Mariano Gomez, Jose Burgos, and Jacinto 
Zamora, whom were accused of inciting the people to rebel. These events 
contributed to the creation of a Propaganda Movement in Spain under 
the guidance of Marcelo H. Del Pilar, José Rizal, and Mariano Ponce. The 
aim of the Propaganda Movement was to implement political reforms in 
the Philippines. The attempts of the Propaganda movement to address 
the inequalities in the Philippines was faced with strong resistance from 
the powerful church and colonial government.  
 

On July 7, 1892, a revolutionary secret society known as the Kati-
punan was founded by group of nationalists led by Andres Bonifacio. The 
ultimate objective was to achieve independence through an armed strug-
gle. The Kataas-taasang, Kagalang-galangang, Katipunan ng mga Anak ng Bayan 
(the Highest Most Honorable Society of the Children of the Nation/Peo-
ple), or simply the KKK, remained a secret revolutionary movement until 
was discovered by the Spaniards on August 19, 1896.  
 

KKK?! No, the Katipunan had no relation with the racist Klu 
Klux Klan in the United States. In fact, the Katipunan, or KKK in the 
Philippines, stood for racial equality and what we would now call social 
and economic justice. They shed blood for these noble principles in stark 
contrast to the Ku Klux Klan who terrorized communities in the name of 
White supremacy and the genocide of black and brown people.  
 

The revolutionaries first declared their defiance against Spanish 
rule on August 23, 1896. It was an act known as the “Cry of Pugadlawin,” 
or the “Cry of Balintawak.” The Katipuneros tore up their cedulas (tax 
identification certificates) into pieces to symbolize their defiance and 
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uprising against colonialism. They expressed their willingness to shed 
blood and fight to the bitter end. Similar to the Grito de Dolores, celebrated 
as the Mexican Independence Day, the Cry of Pugadlawin was a historic 
declaration of a people’s desire to fight and die for their freedom. For this 
reason, many assert that this historic “Cry,” should actually be celebrated 
as Philippine Independence day, similar to many other nations and revo-
lutionary traditions, such as Mexico’s Grito de Dolores and Brazil’s Cry 
of Ipiranga. 

 
By the time the revolution broke out in 1896, the number of Ka-

tipuneros had risen to tens of thousands, many of whom were women. 
Their strong presence was spread throughout the provinces of Central 
Luzon, the capital Manila and its surrounding areas. The Spanish colonial 
authorities swiftly responded with cruelty. Hundreds of suspected rebels 
were arrested, jailed, tortured, and deported to remote places like the Car-
oline Islands. Some 151 Filipino Patriots were exiled as far away as Africa. 
Many others, including Dr. Jose Rizal, were executed in the capital. Rizal’s 
own personal involvement with the Katipunan is at best very minimal. 
Believing that the people were not yet ready for an armed revolution, Rizal 
distanced himself from the Katipunan. But this did not matter in the eyes 
of the Spaniards. On the morning of December 30, 1896, Jose Rizal was 
executed by a firing squad in Bagumbayan or what is now Luneta Park.  
 

The following Central and Southern Luzon provinces of Manila, 
Pampanga, Tarlac, Bulacan, Nueva Ecija, Batangas, Laguna, and Cavite 
were immediately placed under martial law. These were the first eight Phil-
ippine provinces to rise up and revolted against Spain. They are now 
represented as the eight rays of the sun in the flag of the Philippines. De-
spite the terror and the atrocious response from the Spaniards, the 
revolution would soon spread throughout the archipelago.  
 

The Katipunan was in a position to attack the capital Manila and 
thus take power in the country; however, personal ambitions from some 
of its own leaders got in the way of their goal. Andres Bonifacio, the father 
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of the revolution, was not killed in combat by the colonizers. Instead, he 
was violently murdered by his fellow Filipinos. He was brutally assassi-
nated by a rival band of rebels led by Emilio Aguinaldo. Bonifacio, his 
brother, and his wife were abducted by Aguinaldo’s men following a du-
bious election that elected Aguinaldo to the presidency in 1897. According 
to some accounts of the event, Bonifacio was too weak to stand up be-
cause of his untreated gunshot wound, and so he was mercilessly stabbed 
and hacked to death by Aguinaldo’s men while lying defenseless in his 
hammock. His brother, Procopio, was also beaten to death, and his wife, 
Gregoria de Jesus, was raped.   

 
To this day, the location of Bonifacio’s remains, still remain a mys-

tery. His widow, Gregoria de Jesus, herself, searched the mountains 
tirelessly for his body but to no avail. No tombs were erected for Boni-
facio nor his brother, and his memory was maligned and devalued by his 
rivals in an attempt to erase his legacy from history. Emilio Aguinaldo 
quickly filled the vacuum of power created by Bonifacio's death. A 
wealthy haciendero had now taken over the helm of the struggle for liberty 
and justice.  
 

After several setbacks, Aguinaldo entered negotiations with the 
Spaniards. On December 14, 1897, the Pact of Biak na Bato was con-
cluded. It was an agreement between the Spanish officials and the 
Philippine Revolutionaries that was meant to formally end the revolution. 
With his signature on a contract with the Spanish Governor General, 
Aguinaldo pledged to voluntarily leave the Philippines. He received a large 
sum of money and the Spaniards have pledged to implement reforms. 
  

The anti-colonial revolution, led by the Katipunan, was a turning 
point in Asia, particularly in the history of Southeast Asia. But unlike the 
diplomatic or the "peaceful" approach of the Propaganda movement, the 
Katipunan under Bonifacio's leadership advocated for Philippine inde-
pendence from Spain by means of an armed struggle.   
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“Malolos Constitution” 
 

The First Philippine Republic was a short-lived republic that was 
established in the Philippines following the Filipino Declaration of Inde-
pendence back in June 1898. After many years of fighting for their 
freedom, the Filipino Revolution was victorious in liberating the Filipino 
people from three hundred years of Spanish rule. The Filipinos formally 
declared independence on June 12, 1898, and by August, the Filipinos 
effectively controlled most of their country. By this time, Emilio 
Aguinaldo ruled by decree as the country’s, “First President." It was prac-
tically a dictatorship until a democratic constitution was put in place. 
Elections were held between the rainy months of June and September in 
1898. The plan was to elect representatives for seats in the Revolutionary 
Congress. It was meant to be the country’s first national legislature. 

On September 15, 1898, this congress, representing the different 
provinces of the Philippines met in the quiet town of Malolos, Bulacan. 
The first item on their agenda was to write a constitution for the inde-
pendent Philippines. By September 29th, the so-called Malolos Congress 
ratified the declaration of Philippine Independence, re-affirming the proc-
lamation that was made in Cavite back in June 12th. 
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By January of 1899, the new constitution was ratified and put into 
effect. This constitution, also known as the Malolos Constitution, or more 
accurately the Constitucion Politica de 1899, became the basic law of an in-
dependent Philippines. It established a democratic republic and placed the 
sovereignty of the islands back to the Filipino people. It guaranteed the 
civil liberties of the people, the separation of church and state. It also in-
cluded the protection of what we would now call civil human rights 
against the abuses of those in power. 

The First Republic was inaugurated with much celebration and 
fanfare, after all, it is considered to be the first constitutional republic in 
Asia. Aguinaldo was quoted expressing his dream for the nation "to live 
under the democratic regime of the Philippine Republic, free from the 
yoke of any foreign domination." However, these hopes, and dreams of 
an independent republic would soon be challenged. Merely a month be-
fore the constitution was officially ratified, the Spaniards formally sold the 
Philippines to the United States on December 10, 1898.  

The Americans who were once the allies of the Filipino people in 
their fight for independence were, by now, the invaders threatening to 
take away the very freedom they earned. By February of 1899, the Philip-
pine-American war would erupt between the First Philippine Republic 
and the United States. The War would prove to be a prolonged agony for 
the people of the Philippines, the ghosts of which still haunts the islands 
and its people to this day. It was a bloody war that resulted in a violent 
occupation of the Philippines and what we would now consider as a mer-
ciless genocide of its people. Formally, the First Philippine Republic 
ended towards the end of 1901, after the capture of Emilio Aguinaldo in 
March of the same year. By 1902, the United States would officially de-
clare an end to the war, or what they called the “Filipino Insurrection.” 
However, the fight against U.S. imperialism in the Philippines would con-
tinue for at least another decade and, if you think about it, in many ways, 
the anti-imperialist struggle continues to this day.  
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The First Philippine Republic, may have only lasted for around 
two years but its legacy survives. It has proven to the world, that the peo-
ple of what is now the Philippines have always been capable of self-
determination and fit for self-rule. It was an evidence of the people's tri-
umphant victory against three centuries of colonialism, and their 
determination to fend off foreign domination. Although it was not per-
fect, but let’s be honest, no republic has ever been perfect, the First 
Philippine Republic had many of the fundamental elements of modern-
day nation-states, and of present-day democracies. It had a strong execu-
tive branch, a congress to balance it out, an independent judiciary, its own 
army, and it guaranteed the protection of the rights of its people. It even 
included the establishment of a public university for the people. 

The Malolos Constitution was a testament to the aspirations and 
the capabilities of the Filipino people for democracy, liberty, and justice. 
It was a beautiful reminder that people of the Philippines, are capable of 
their own greatness. As opposed to being seen as “uncivilized,” and “sav-
ages,” by both Spain and the United States. In fact, along with the Filipino 
Revolution, the First Philippine Republic was beacon of hope for many 
colonized and occupied people in Asia. It was an inspiration for many in 
the region to fight for their freedom and to establish modern and demo-
cratic societies. 
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Political cartoon from 1899 showing aftermath of the 
Spanish-American War. Uncle Sam balances his new 
possessions, which are depicted as savage children. 

Unknown Cartoonist [Public domain], 
via Wikimedia Commons 
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Aguinaldo & the Americans 

 
"Emilio Aguinaldo" 

 
Manila was under siege. Far beyond the horizons and beneath the 

surface of the bay’s glistening deep blue waters were the claws of Ameri-
can imperialism creeping in. It was said that the Americans promised 
Aguinaldo that the United States would support Philippine independence 
if the Filipinos would fight alongside Uncle Sam’s army against the Span-
iards. Aguinaldo quickly obliged, abandoning an agreement he had earlier 
made with the Spanish officials. Perhaps Aguinaldo thought this was an 
opportunity to cement his rule over the islands. The so-called first presi-
dent of the Philippines vainly hoped for the Americans to back his 
presidency, a presidency some would strongly argue was stolen from the 
father of the revolution, Andres Bonifacio. Nevertheless, Aguinaldo 
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resumed the leadership of the struggle for Philippine independence, align-
ing himself with the United States.  

Aguinaldo and his men returned to the islands aboard an Ameri-
can patrol boat. Aguinaldo arrived in the Philippines confident that they 
would eradicate colonial rule over the islands. Despite the refusal of the 
Americans to officially put their agreements on paper, Aguinaldo blindly 
trusted his new American friends. Despite the warnings of his brightest 
generals and advisers, such as Antonio Luna, Jose Alejandrino, and 
Apolinario Mabini, Aguinaldo was convinced that an independent Philip-
pines under his rule would be recognized by the world’s fastest rising 
empire, the United States. When it was becoming clear that the Americans 
had no intentions of letting go of the islands, Aguinaldo and wealthy 
members of his cabinet openly negotiated to place the Philippines under 
American “protection.”  

 Wealthy land-owning statesman like Aguinaldo and Felipe Buen-
camino were willing to abandon their allegiance to the freedom of their 
motherland so long that their economic interests were protected. They 
were ready to sell the liberties of their people to a new colonial master as 
long as they remained at the top of the country’s social and political hier-
archy. In other words, they were willing to betray their nation in order to 
secure their own self-interests, to secure their own wealth and political 
power over the masses. Perhaps it was this greed that the Americans took 
advantage of to secure their own imperialist ambitions in Asia and across 
the Pacific. Philippine independence under Aguinaldo was doomed.  

 In a previous election for the revolutionary government, also 
known as the Tejeros Convention in March of 1897, the wealthy land-
owning Aguinaldo and his allies belittled the intellectual capacity of An-
dres Bonifacio who hails from the working class. They disputed 
Bonifacio’s ability to lead the new nation by questioning his academic 
background. Bonifacio did not finish his formal education, he did not fin-
ish school, as opposed to Aguinaldo who graduated from Colegio de San 
Juan de Letran, one of the country’s oldest universities. Throughout the 
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dubious elections and in its aftermath, they insinuated that Bonifacio did 
not have the ability to safeguard the country's freedom. Yet, in reality, it 
was Aguinaldo who made compromising agreements with the United 
States despite not speaking English, and despite having terrible Spanish-
speaking skills. In comparison, Bonifacio, on top of his Kapampangan 
heritage, he mastered the Tagalog language, he fluently spoke in Spanish, 
and was, at the very least, conversational in English. Despite the setbacks, 
Bonifacio, throughout his life, continuously pressed forward and onward 
for the liberation of his people. Aguinaldo, on the other hand, had already 
profited by surrendering to the Spaniards and willingly accepted his exile, 
so it came as no surprise that he would be blinded by the empty promises 
of the rising Uncle Sam.  

 Aguinaldo’s men accused Andres Bonifacio and his brother Pro-
copio as traitors for refusing to recognize the legitimacy of Aguinaldo’s 
election as president. Yet, history has shown that it was Aguinaldo himself 
who would eventually betray his own motherland on multiple occasions. 
Aguinaldo willingly abandoned the welfare of the people in order to gain 
the favor of the Spaniards in June of 1897, surrendering to the Americans 
in 1901, and even collaborating with the invading Japanese during World 
War II. Aguinaldo may very well be officially recognized as the “First 
President” of the Philippines, but his track record shows that his alle-
giance was to himself and never truly for the people. 

 It was also very clear that the Americans played Aguinaldo. Offi-
cially, the U.S. Department of the Navy ordered Admiral George Dewey 
to distance himself from Aguinaldo. The United States never trusted 
Aguinaldo, they just needed him to return to rile up Filipinos against the 
Spaniards. They also needed to have a legitimate face--a brown face--to 
help in their conquest of the islands. Washington D.C. was also clear in 
their instructions to Dewey to not put any of their so-called commitments 
for Filipino freedom on paper. They knew from the beginning that they 
had no intentions of recognizing Philippine independence. Even without 
these official directions, Dewey himself believed that it was unwise to of-
ficially be in alliance with Aguinaldo and his men. Dewey admitted that 
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he just needed the cooperation of Aguinaldo until the arrival of more 
American soldiers for their conquest of the Philippines. Having the ap-
pearance of Aguinaldo on their side gave the Americans a sense of the 
legitimacy of its invasion. After all, Aguinaldo, at least in their eyes, held 
the leadership of the Filipino people. But what they failed to understand 
was that the movement, the revolution against tyranny and colonial rule, 
goes far beyond its leaders.  

 Aguinaldo may have won the title of being president, but the true 
allegiance of the revolutionary movement was not on their leadership but 
for the liberation of their motherland, and for the freedom of their people. 
Aguinaldo’s dubious election to the presidency and the subsequent mur-
der of the Bonifacio in March of 1897 forfeited any moral ascendancy he 
had over the Filipinos. When the Spaniards paid him to go into exile in 
June of 1897, the Spaniards thought that they had quelled the revolution, 
the reality, however, was that the people continued on with their struggle 
for independence. The revolutionary fervor kept burning brighter, even 
when Aguinaldo and his closest circle were far away living the comfortable 
life of their paid exile. The same thing happened in the war against the 
Americans. By 1901, Aguinaldo was captured and soon surrendered to the 
United States. In fact, even though officially taken as a prisoner of war, 
Aguinaldo was brought to the Malacañang Palace where he was welcomed 
as a guest. He was treated with honor and even had his own quarters in 
the lavish palace. Just like the Spaniards before them, the Americans 
thought that Aguinaldo’s surrender would spell the end of the revolution. 
They thought that having Aguinaldo on their side once again would mean 
the total victory over the Filipinos. But just like the Spaniards, they were 
wrong, and they were sorely mistaken. 

 Aguinaldo, upon surrendering in 1901, called upon his fellow Fil-
ipinos to give up their arms and recognize American sovereignty over the 
Philippines. He called upon the people to relinquish their struggle for their 
liberation and to just embrace American rule. But his calls, no matter how 
dramatic and passionate, went unheeded. The people of the Philippines 
were determined to defend their freedom and protect their people from 
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the tyranny of imperialism. General Malvar who assumed command of 
the Filipino troops after Aguinaldo’s surrender would soon declare, “For-
ward without turning back!” The revolution went on and the war would 
rage for at least another decade. 

 
 

Emilio Aguinaldo’s special quarters. Malacañang Palace, 
Manila, after being captured by the Americans, 1902 

United States Military [Public domain], 
via Wikimedia Commons 
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Miguel Malvar from the book Mga Dakilang Pilipino  
by Jose N. Sevilla, 1922 

Project Gutenberg Archives [Public domain], 
via Wikimedia Commons 

 
 

 
 

“Uncle Sam to Little Aguinaldo — See Here Sonny, Whom Are 
You Going to Throw Those Rocks At?” 

September 1898. Charles L. Bartholomew, Minneapolis Journal 
 [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons  
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Why Buy the Philippines?  

 
 

“Your Own Empire for Only $20 million!" 
 

We were taught in schools that the United States defeated the 
Spaniards in the Spanish-American War of 1898, and that as a result, the 
United States paid Spain $20 million to own the Philippines. This was 
formalized in the Treaty of Paris in December of 1898. It was a peace 
agreement between Spain and the United States that officially ended the 
war. It seems simple, Spain was defeated by the United States and there-
fore the Americans were entitled to take over its former colonies. Right?  

Well, not exactly. What the official history does not tell us is that, 
while it was true that the U.S. could defeat Spain, and they defeated Spain 
in Cuba, it was an entirely different story in the Philippines. It was not 
really the Americans who defeated the Spaniards in the Philippines. As 
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mentioned earlier, it was the Filipino revolutionary forces that did most 
of the fighting against the Spaniards.   

The Filipinos fought vigorously for their freedom while their 
American allies were basically bystanders waiting for the next move. By 
June of 1898, the Filipinos had already declared independence, and by 
August they already had effective control of pretty much most of the 
country, except for the capital Manila, and minor places such as the tiny 
fortified church in the small town of Baler almost 200 miles up north. It 
is also important to note that by this time, Mindanao was not fully colo-
nized by any western power and it was not fully integrated to what we 
now call the Philippines.  

Despite all of these, the Spaniards refused to accept defeat at the 
hands of the Filipino people… Instead, they chose to surrender to the 
Americans. It was more embarrassing for the once mighty Spanish Em-
pire to recognize being defeated by the brown people they called “indios” 
than it was to make a deal of surrendering to their fellow Western power. 
Since the United States is first and foremost a capitalist nation, it was eas-
ier for the Americans to pay the Spaniards for the “ownership” of the 
Philippines than to justify their own colonial aspirations over the islands. 
Simply put, it was easier for the United States to buy the Philippines than 
face the fact that they were invading a sovereign people and trampling on 
their rights and freedom.  

The United States had always been interested in acquiring colonies 
in Asia and the Pacific, but it was difficult for them to justify their actions 
since their own country was founded on the principles of freedom, justice, 
and democracy. Imperialism is simply the opposite of what the United 
States ought to be. Imperialism is incompatible and contradictory to the 
true essence of liberty and democracy that the Americans claim to repre-
sent. However, the United States would eventually be an imperialist 
empire through acquiring colonies after colonies. 

Spain, on the other hand, was a dying empire. They were desperate 
to hold on to whatever was left of what was once the largest most 
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powerful European empire in history. They knew that they were losing 
grip and they wanted to make the most out of it. They tried to hold onto 
their last remaining colonies, namely the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Cuba, 
and other islands scattered across the Pacific, until the bitter end. When 
the Spaniards realized it was too late for them to keep their empire, they 
negotiated with the Americans. The negotiations in Paris started in Octo-
ber of 1898. By the following November, Spain had accepted the demands 
of the Americans to buy the Philippines for $20 million. The United States 
eventually pressured Spain into selling the islands. The peace treaty was 
formally signed on December 10, 1898.   

  
 

Filipino Casualties on the First Day of the  
Philippine-American War, 1899 

Original caption: “Insurgent dead just as they fell in the trench near Santa Ana, 
 February 5th. The trench was circular, and the picture shows but a small portion.”  

U.S. National Archives [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Throughout this process, the most important voice was ignored. 
The voices of the Filipino people were simply silenced and ignored. The 
representatives from the First Philippine Republic were intentionally kept 
out of the talks. The Filipinos were denied participation in discussing the 
future of their country, the future of their people despite the fact that they 
had already won their independence from Spain, and America’s claim that 
they were supposed to be friends and allies.  

As mentioned earlier, the United States decided to buy the Philip-
pines perhaps because it was easier for them to justify a purchase than to 
recognize the sovereignty of the people of the Philippines. They saw an 
opportunity to legitimize their occupation of the islands by easily buying 
it. By doing so, they stepped on the rights of the Filipino people and spat 
on the true principles of freedom, democracy, and justice. By buying the 
Philippines they thought they could easily forge a new global empire, but 
instead their betrayal would entangle the United States in a bloodier war 
and plunge the Philippines and its people into a violent occupation and 
merciless genocide, claiming the lives of up to three million Filipinos.  
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“I want no prisoners. I wish you to kill 

and burn; the more you kill and burn, the 
better it will please me... The interior of  
Samar must be made a howling  
wilderness...” 
 

 
 

General Jacob Smith, 
On Pacifying Samar, September 1901 
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Cartoon depicting the application of the “water cure” 
(or what we now call “waterboarding torture”) by United States 

Army soldiers on a Filipino revolutionary 
Life Magazine Cover, May 22, 1902 [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Rape of Apalit 

 
 

“Welcome to Apalit!” 
 

It was the Summer of 1899. The day was breaking, and the Amer-
icans were approaching. The quiet and ancient town of Apalit was once 
of the wealthiest in Pampanga. Less than forty miles north from the co-
lonial capital of Manila, Apalit was the gateway to the rich and fertile 
Provincia de la Pampanga, a vast region that was the breadbasket that fed and 
sustained the cities of the colony. The fighting against the Americans that 
started over a bridge in Manila had slowly been crawling up north to the 
provinces of Central Luzon. These provinces were the stronghold of the 
Filipino revolution, and with San Fernando, the provincial capital of Pam-
panga, just a town over, the Apaliteños knew that war was coming their 
way.   

Perhaps driven by their fear of senseless bloodshed and the reck-
less destruction of their properties, the wealthy and prominent families of 
Apalit decided to open the gates of their town to the Americans. With 
hopes of being spared, the Apaliteños welcomed the Americans with open 
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arms. Some said the town even prepared a feast, a town fiesta, to herald 
the arrival of General Arthur MacArthur and his men. They opened up 
their living spaces to the Americans. They prepared rooms and comfort-
able beds for the soldiers who had long been sleeping in mosquito-
infested encampments. They cooked their finest dishes; after all Pam-
panga is famous for being the culinary capital of the islands. They willingly 
showed Americans the meaning of genuine Filipino hospitality, hoping 
that their town would be spared from the meaningless killings and indis-
criminate violence. But this hope would soon be shattered into pieces. No 
matter how warm and genuine the welcome was, the Americans were not 
there for a vacation. No matter the extravagant feast the town prepared, 
the hunger of American imperialism was too enormous to feed.    

Believing that the town was the base of the so-called "Banditti," 
or outlaws, General MacArthur ordered his men, the 20th Kansas Regi-
ment, to pillage the town. The homes of the prominent Apaliteños, the 
same houses that were nicely prepared to host the Americans, were ran-
sacked. Their properties they hoped to protect by befriending the invaders 
were all destroyed. Their sources of living that they hoped would show 
Americans the peaceful civility of the town was all ruined. Worst of all, 
innocent children were killed, women were humiliated and raped, and 
men were brutally tortured and murdered in public. Nothing was spared, 
not even the church. The Saint Peter's Parish Church of Apalit was once 
known as the "pride of Pampanga." It was built by the hard work of the 
people of Apalit, from the money of the wealthy families, to the toiling 
labor of the poor, it was a feat of ingenious indigenous engineering. The 
architecturally unique church of Apalit belonged to its people, but not 
even the sanctity of this pristine Catholic church was respected. Sadly, this 
was not the first time and definitely not the last time that such carnage 
was mercilessly carried out by the Americans during the course of this 
war. One can only imagine what was done to the towns and the people 
who were not as welcoming to the Americans.   

Apalit laid in ruins. Some say the town has not yet fully recovered, 
even after more than a hundred years that had passed. Apalit is no longer 
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the wealthy gateway to the rich and fertile plains of Pampanga it once was. 
Although it remains a cultural destination with a thriving local community, 
the treasures of the old Apalit had long disappeared. Gone were the 
golden days of what was once one of the most prosperous and industrious 
towns in Luzon’s history. Even the town's own land, its own geographic 
territory, was drastically reduced under the American occupation of the 
Philippines. The borders of Apalit today has gotten so much smaller than 
what it was before the war.  

 

The burnt ruins of the San Fernando Church in  
Pampanga during the Philippine-American War, 1899 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
 

Apalit fell into the hands of the Americans on April 27th, 1899, 
along with other nearby towns, such as Quingua (present-day Plaridel), 
Norzagaray, Angat, and Pulilan. In 1900, medals of honor were awarded 
to the Americans involved in capturing these towns along the Rio Grande 
de la Pampanga. The 700-kilometer main highway that passes through 
Apalit, stretching from Manila to the present-day provinces of Bulacan, 
Pampanga, Tarlac, and all the way up to Pangasinan, was named after 
Gen. Macarthur. The American soldiers were rewarded with medals and 
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a highway to immortalize their conquest, while the plunder and the car-
nage, such as the Rape of Apalit were further pushed into oblivion.  

The tragic Rape of Apalit remains a mystery and almost forgotten 
even among Filipino historians. Unlike other events during this war, the 
Rape of Apalit was not as well-documented. Sources about this incident 
are very scarce. One must also comb through the old letters written by 
the American soldiers. Vivid letters describing what they had witnessed 
and what they had done to innocent people. One must also piece these 
letters together with the oral traditions and the histories passed down 
from the elder Kapampangans. Oral traditions and bedtime stories that 
became the refuge for these histories. Significant histories that were erased 
out of the textbooks and the dominant narrative.   

 
 

View of Apalit town and church as seen from the mighty 
Indûng Kapampángan River 
By Jhonry Cortez Dela Cruz, circa 2018 
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The Bells of Balangiga 

 
 

“The People’s Bells” 
 

The bells of Balangiga are enormous church bells from the town 
of Balangiga on the island of Samar, in Central Philippines. In his 2017 
State of the Nation Address, Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte de-
manded that these historic bells be returned to the Philippines. His boldly 
announced that if the United States was sincere in its goodwill, then they 
should return the bells to the Filipino people. Why did he want this back 
and what does it have to do with anything? 

In 1901, at the height of the Philippine-American War, the Amer-
ican forces enforced this aggressive policy in which they starved the entire 
island of Samar. They blocked key ports, deprived the local people with 
food and supplies, and even destroyed properties. They did all of these to 
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weaken the Filipino forces who were fighting for their independence. An 
independence that they have already earned but is now being taken away 
by the Americans, who were once their allies against Spain. Balangiga was 
a major port town on the southern coast of Eastern Samar. The Ameri-
cans wanted to control Balangiga not just to starve and weaken the 
Filipino forces but also because Samar was at the heart of the Manila 
Hemp industry. The Manila Hemp or Abaca was used, and is still used 
today, to make a wide variety of products. It was a very lucrative and 
highly profitable trade that the Americans wanted to control no matter 
the cost. Balangiga served as one of its primary ports, making it a strategic 
place both politically and economically.   

During the later portion of the Philippine-American War, an 
American infantry regiment known as Company C arrived in Balangiga to 
serve as the guards for captured President Emilio Aguinaldo. When the 
group arrived in the town on August 11, 1901, correspondence between 
the Americans and the local Filipino citizens were amicable to the point 
of friendliness. The soldiers would drink wine, play baseball, and even in 
a few cases, become romantically involved with the citizens. It was not 
until late September, when two American soldiers attempted to molest a 
girl working at a tuba store, initiating a fight between the soldiers and the 
girl’s brothers that tensions began to rise. Because of this fight, Company 
C Commander Captain Thomas Connell began to take a stricter approach 
towards the Filipinos. Forced physical labor, unsuitable living conditions, 
and the removal of many from their homes were thrust on the citizens 
driving tension so high that the American military was setting themselves 
up for one of the bloodiest encounters since the Battle of Little Bighorn.  

In the beginning the interactions between the people of Balangiga 
and the Americans were welcoming. But as the days went on, the Ameri-
cans became more violent and aggressive against the people. And of 
course, the local people became increasingly frustrated and angry, and not 
to mention cruelly starved by the Americans. Who wouldn’t be angry 
when innocent people were forcefully starved? They were violently de-
tained, and their properties confiscated or destroyed. It was a series of 
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unwarranted violence since the town itself was amicable or initially 
friendly to the Americans.   

By mid-September, after much frustration, the people of Bal-
angiga began to organize for an attack. The chief of police in Balangiga, a 
man named Valeriano Abanador, was the mastermind behind the planned 
attack. Late in the evening on September 27, 1901, the women and chil-
dren of the town were quietly sent away through careful planning. They 
were evacuated because of the anticipation of the gruesomeness to come. 
Five hundred men were left behind pretending to prepare for their town’s 
“fiesta” or festival. A lot of them were dressed in women’s clothing to 
deceive the watchful eyes of the Americans. The Americans did not even 
notice that the town’s entire women and children population had already 
left.  

 A marathon prayer session began the afternoon before the attack 
where the natives sought divine help for a successful attack on the Amer-
icans. The prayer session lasted until approximately 6:45AM on the 28th, 
when Abanador himself seized Private Adolph Gamlin’s rifle and was able 
to hit the soldier with the gun, knocking him unconscious. Shortly after a 
few shots were fired from the stolen rifle, the church bells began to ring 
signaling the beginning of the fight, and a chant of “Atake, mga Balangi-
ganon!” was yelled by Abanador, meaning “Attack, people of Balangiga!” 
The surprise attack had begun, and history was being made.  

The bells of Balangiga rang, to signal the start of the day. Normally 
church bells ring to call in the people for the mass or for prayers. But this 
morning, unknown to the Americans, the bells were ringing to signal the 
start of an attack. The townspeople came out while the Americans were 
having breakfast, and they hacked American soldiers to death. They were 
only armed with Bolos or huge knives similar to a machete.  

The guards who were outside the church were immediately killed. 
The well-planned attack was working. Many American soldiers were 
caught away from their weapons, where they were hacked to death by the 
townspeople. Those Americans who were able to survive the initial 
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ambush were forced to fight with items such as kitchen utensils, steak 
knives and chairs. It was not until Gamlin regained consciousness, 
grabbed his rifle, and began unloading on his attackers that Abanador or-
dered a retreat. Instead of pursuing the fight, Sergeant Frank Betron and 
the remaining survivors decided to retreat from Balangiga to neighboring 
cities. In total, 48 soldiers of Company C were killed in the attack, and 
another 22 were severely wounded, leaving a mere 4 members of the com-
pany who were left relatively unharmed. There were deaths on the other 
side as well with fifty casualties, including twenty-eight Filipinos.   

Any conflict with as many casualties as the Balangiga massacre 
had was bound to make waves in the media and have an impact on public 
perception. This event was no exception, as American media outlets and 
prominent military members began to speak out about the shock that took 
place and the response that would be coming. Major General Adna R. 
Chaffee proclaimed that the attack called for “shot, shells and bayonets”. 
Chaffee warned the American public that “if they should hear of a few 
Filipinos more or less being put away, don’t grow too sentimental over 
it.” These words played a large role in the monstrosities that would take 
place. Monstrosities unleashed by American soldiers throughout the re-
mainder of the war.   

This is what is known as the “Balangiga Massacre” in American 
history but what happened next was more bloodshed and a far worst mas-
sacre. Prior to the massacre, things seemed friendly between the people 
of Balangiga and the American soldiers but the events following the mas-
sacre was a far different story. The gruesome behavior and the lack of 
morality that took place made the conflict one of the most horrific in his-
tory. It was an atrocity and a darker chapter in history that has been buried 
and almost forgotten.   

In retaliation to the massacre, the Americans were fuming with 
anger, General Jacob Smith was sent to “pacify” Samar. General Smith 
ordered his men to, “Kill and Burn,” and he said to them, “I want no 
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prisoners. I wish you to kill and burn; the more you kill and burn, the better it will 
please me... The interior of Samar must be made a howling wilderness...”   

The Americans intended to kill everyone and burn everything. 
They did these gruesomely. Smith also issued an order in which he de-
clared all of the natives as enemies and be treated as such, regardless if 
they were innocent, hostile or not. He ordered his marines to, “kill every-
one over the age of ten,” with no mercy. The people of Samar were 
brutally killed by the thousands.  

 
 

"Kill every one over ten." - Gen. Jacob H. Smith. 
Bottom caption: "Criminals Because They Were Born  

Ten Years Before We Took the Philippines"  
New York Journal - May 5, 1902. [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 

Entire villages were burned to the ground, and in one instance, a 
little innocent Filipino boy peacefully riding a carabao was shot half a 
dozen times by the Americans, this attracted the villagers to curiously 
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come out and despite being peaceful they were gunned down in cold 
blood, many of whom were women and children. Innocent people were 
often trapped between the engulfing flames devouring their homes and 
the American bullets, pleading mercy, and even with white flags, innocent 
people were shot to the ground.  

 
As unbelievable as it may sound, this was just one chapter over a 

long and brutal war filled with merciless bloodshed and trauma. Some say 
at least 15,000 died, while others say up to 50,000 perished in the island 
of Samar alone. The exact numbers will never be known to us, but what 
is for sure, is that this was an act of genocide. This was a horrendous and 
intentional act of genocide committed by the Americans, whom under the 
guise and promise to bring Liberty and Justice to the Filipino people 
brought misery instead to the very people they tauntingly called their  
“Little Brown Brothers.”  

The people of Balangiga were inhumanely treated by the Ameri-
cans despite being warm and welcoming upon their arrival. They were 
starved, tortured, and looked down upon. They were seen and treated as 
“subhumans.” When the people finally had enough, and mustered the 
strength to fight back, the Americans retaliated brutally and unleashed 
such violence that today would be considered an atrocious war crime.  

The sad thing is that not a lot of us remember this tragic chapter 
of history, not even in the Philippines, and especially not in the United 
States. It’s only now that many are beginning to ask about it. The bells 
were taken from the town as sort of a war prize, a trophy for the Ameri-
cans to express their pride over their actions to “pacify” Samar, to 
symbolize their victory over their little brown brothers. To this day the 
bells are being displayed as a symbol of American valor, one in South 
Korea, and two in Wyoming. And despite numerous attempts and re-
quests from the Philippine government, despite the friendly relations 
between the Philippines and the United States, and in spite of the Philip-
pines being a loyal ally of Uncle Sam for a century, the United States had 
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consistently refused to return these historic bells to its rightful place, to 
the people and the town where they truly belong.   

 

American Soldiers showing off their war trophy, one of the  
Bells of Balangiga, Calbayog, Samar, April 1902.  
By Brown, Fred R. (History of the Ninth U.S. Infantry, 1799–1909)  

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Common 
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Bud Dajo Massacre 

 
“Mount Dajo” 

 
Rising above the bustling island of Jolo, Bud Dajo, or literally 

“Mount Dajo” is the highest peak that guards the island. A dormant vol-
cano whose last eruption had long been forgotten, Bud Dajo had once 
been a place of refuge for the people of Jolo away from Spanish attacks. 
It was a cradle that safely embraced its people, protecting them from the 
violence of war and foreign invasion. It was no surprise that by the time 
hostilities against the Americans and Leonard Wood’s imperialist policies 
reached another peek in Jolo, the people once again found sanctuary in 
the embrace of Bud Dajo’s extinct volcanic crater. About nine hundred 
to a thousand of Jolo’s Tausug population, frightened by the onslaught of 
violence, ran up the mountain’s crater for protection. Hundreds of the 
Tausug fortified the crater and cultivated crops for survival. According to 
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the American District-Governor of Sulu himself, the Tausug villagers had 
“declared they had no intentions of fighting.” By this time the Tausug 
people, along with fellow Moros, had been living under the bitter condi-
tions of American invasion and occupation for almost eight long years. 
The Tausug, which in their indigenous language means “the people of the 
[sea] currents” were perhaps tired of the violence the Americans had been 
unleashing throughout the Philippines since 1899. They resented many of 
Wood’s policies, but their discontent did not amount to severe threats 
against the American superiority over the islands. Nevertheless, in January 
of 1906, General Leonard Wood and his forces insisted on dealing with 
the villagers encamped in the shadow of the sleeping volcano. “They will 
probably need to be exterminated,” wrote one of his aides. By February, 
Wood started issuing secret orders in preparation for an attack on Bud 
Dajo. The preparations were all done in secret because the United States 
Secretary of State, backed by the White House itself, issued a standing 
order on any new military campaigns in the region. Wood had, obviously, 
ignored such orders and went ahead with his plan in the same manner that 
Theodore Roosevelt ignored his superiors and went ahead with the inva-
sion of Manila Bay in 1898.  
 
 Although rising above the sea level at roughly 2,030 feet, the 
slopes of Bud Dajo were steep and deeply forested. Such thick jungles and 
sharp mountain ridges provided a level of protection for the over 900-
1000 Tausug villagers encamped at its crater. In fact, there was only three 
major pathways that led up to its summit. These major trails were like 
labyrinths, especially to the Americans who were unfamiliar of the terrain. 
The thickness of the jungles also prevented the invaders from creating 
new paths. However unbeknownst to the Americans, the Moros kept a 
secret intricate network of minor trails that connected the villagers of the 
crater to the towns of the lowlands. This hidden network of transporta-
tion allowed the Tausug to easily move supplies and people in secret, 
under the watchful eyes of the U.S. military. The wide base of the dormant 
volcano proved to be another obstacle, making an effective siege of the 
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mountain practically impossible. Bud Dajo really was a safe haven for its 
indigenous people. 
 
 For many months the population in the crater of Bud Dajo grew 
to about a thousand. They cultivated the land and planted crops such as 
rice to feed their growing community. Despite attempts by the Sultan of 
Sulu to negotiate their return to the lowland towns, the people of Bud 
Dajo stood their ground and refused. Perhaps they preferred the isolation 
and safety of the sleeping volcano away from direct American rule. Sup-
port for Bud Dajo which came from the common people of the island 
also grew stronger despite its isolation. Even though the Sultan and the 
local Datus (nobility) denounced such encampments, the people of Bud 
Dajo persisted. They continued to live in relative peace, away from the 
claws of imperialism. After all, as mentioned earlier, they had declared that 
they had no intentions of fighting. All they wanted was the preservation 
of their culture and the freedom of their people, no matter how isolated 
or how small their new community may seem. 
 

 
“Moro Crater Massacre” 

 
 The people of Bud Dajo were civilians, many of whom were 
women and children. In the eyes of the American forces led by General 
Leonard Wood, however, they were a menace that needed be eradicated. 
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Branding their sanctuary as an “armed rebellion”, American infantries 
mobilized quickly to crush them. By 4:00 a.m. on March 5th, the Ameri-
can troops departed the town of Jolo for the assault. They quietly climbed 
the mountain carrying their artillery. They approached the crater from 
three positions, from the north, the east, and the south. They braved the 
intimidating thick jungles and creeped up the mountain with their can-
nons. These were the very cannons that were meant to exterminate the 
Moros they saw as rebellious and stubbornly refusing to submit to Amer-
ican rule. By March 7th the American soldiers reached the rim of the 
crater and began the so-called “battle”. The artillery they pulled up the 
mountains using trees, ropes, and pulleys, were strategically positioned 
along the edges of the crater. They were all aimed at the civilian popula-
tion below. The Americans encircled the crater and unleashed a fury that 
remains one of the worst atrocities the United States had ever committed 
in a single day. It was a gory massacre of innocent civilians, of elderly, 
women, and children. 
 
 Between March 7th and 8th, the American army showered the 
people of Bud Dajo with bullets. Artilleries were fired from every direc-
tion. The people, civilians, were trapped in a bowl of blood-soaked 
madness. General Wood, who himself was present at Bud Dajo, ordered 
his men to “Kill or Capture the 900!” Calling them “savages”, they made 
no distinction nor consideration for the innocent women, children, and 
the elderly. Using bayonets and 19th century machine guns, the Americans 
charged down the surviving villagers. They slaughtered the people of Bud 
Dajo one by one. Snipers targeted and shut down Moro defenders from 
afar while those charring down the civilians below slashed their bodies 
into pieces. Like slashing down weeds and buses the people of Bud Dajo 
were mowed down to make way for American rule. The Moros fought 
back with whatever weapons they had. From using the traditional double-
edged wavy sword called Kalis to daggers and makeshift grenades made 
with seashells and gunpowder, the Tausug people resisted up to their last 
breath. Accounts of the so-called battle may seem inconsistent, but one 
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thing was for sure, it was a gory massacre, committed by the “benevolent” 
and “victorious” Americans.  
 
 Official records reported that “the battle was fought with prodi-
gious energy on both sides,” a glorified report assuming that it was, as 
General Leonard Wood claimed it to be, a dangerous armed rebellion. But 
the truth of the matter remains, it was not an armed rebellion. If anything, 
the Tausug encampment in Bud Dajo’s dormant crater was an act of re-
sistance, an act of survival. A seemingly harmless act that got into the 
nerves of the Americans, because what on earth do the indigenous Tausug 
have against the benevolence of America’s growing empire? Why didn’t 
they just accept the superiority of the United States? Why couldn’t they 
just surrender and submit to be under the great Star-Spangled banner?  
 

 
 

U.S. Soldiers posing over the bodies of innocent Moro civilians 
killed by US troops during the Bud Dajo Massacre, March 7, 1906 

Pershing, John Joseph [Public domain], via Library of Congress 
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The Americans claimed they were there to liberate the people of 
the islands. They prided themselves with the idea that they were the her-
alds of freedom, bringing with them the benevolence of western 
democracy. But the fact of the matter was, the islands of Sulu and Minda-
nao had always been independent. The Moros were already free from the 
madness of colonization. In fact, the Americans who arrogantly assumed 
the role of liberators and saviors, were the very enemies the Moros needed 
to be freed from. They were the colonizers that terrorized their commu-
nities and took away their sovereignty. Of the nine hundred to a thousand 
Tausug who took refuge in Bud Dajo, only six or seven survived the mas-
sacre. They were taken as prisoners of war by the Americans, while 
hundreds of their people, innocent people, laid dead, brutally mowed 
down by the Americans. Piles and piles of dead bodies filled up the crater. 
The stench of their cadavers lingered for days, if not weeks or months. 
Their lifeless and butchered bodies were treated as if they were war tro-
phies. American soldiers proudly took pictures with the heaps of 
butchered innocent civilians, arrogantly showing off their badge of honor 
and victory over the “savage” Moros. But looking back at what seems to 
be the only surviving photograph of the massacre, there was no doubt 
that they were indeed savages, not the Moros, but the freedom-loving 
forces of Uncle Sam.   
 

The massacre of Bud Dajo marked one of the lowest points in the 
history of American imperialism, at least in the Philippines. Along with 
the Rape of Apalit and the atrocities surrounding the Balangiga Massacre, 
the senseless bloodbath that descended upon the people of Bud Dajo re-
mains largely forgotten in our mainstream consciousness. These 
massacres were not in the slightest way absolutely necessary in securing 
tactical military victory over the islands, but they were indeed necessary in 
advancing U.S. imperialism and in decimating the spirit, the indomitable 
spirit of the indigenous people. The so-called “battle” of Bud Dajo re-
vealed one of the worst face of American presence in the Philippines. It 
was said that the bullets the Americans used against the Moros were 
soaked in pig’s blood. It was their intention not just to harm the Moros 
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but also humiliate and insult the spirituality and culture of the people. 
News of the massacre immediately reached the United States. Such im-
morality caught the attention of the American public and bolstered anti-
imperialist sentiments.  
 

American intellectuals such as Mark Twain and W.E.B. Dubois, 
condemned such atrocious acts brought upon by the so-called harbingers 
of liberty and justice. Similar to the massacre at My Lai during the Vietnam 
War, the carnage in Bud Dajo shattered the carefully crafted image of the 
United States as a liberator. But despite such ugly revelation, despite the 
rising tide of anti-imperialism in the United States, despite the obvious 
immorality, the damage had been done.  
 

Almost 99% of the people of Bud Dajo were brutally killed. In-
nocent women, children, men, and the elderly were butchered 
indiscriminately, butchered worse than a pig in a slaughterhouse. If one 
were to even imagine, within just one and a half day, an entire village of 
freedom loving indigenous people were massacred. In one of the worst 
acts of carnage in the history of the U.S. military, the perpetrators left 
unscathed. It was a carnage that would make Liberty weep, ashamed, and 
broken. Yet those who insisted on undertaking such unnecessary blood-
bath returned home as war heroes. General Leonard Wood, despite the 
shame of being the mastermind of the massacre, would be promoted, and 
honored. Between 1921 to 1927 he served as the Governor of the entire 
Philippines. Military camps would also be named after him. His legacy as 
an American War hero remained pretty much intact, while the people of 
Sulu and Mindanao would continue to endure oppressions and injustices. 
The same oppressions and injustices whose impact are directly related to 
the violence and the turmoil that plagues the region today. 
 

It was also said that it was precisely this deeply entrenched racism 
against Black and Brown people that led to the refusal of African Ameri-
can soldiers in the U.S. Army to participate in the succeeding war against 
the Moros. Perhaps coupled with what they had witnessed in Luzon, many 
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of the Buffalo Soldiers who stayed in the U.S. Army took a stand. They 
stood in solidarity with the people of Mindanao by refusing to participate 
in the carnage and the atrocities against the indigenous and Muslim com-
munities. This defiance was a gesture that earned them the great respect 
of the Moro people, respect that some say continues to this day. 
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"Once let the black man get upon his 
person the brass letter, U.S., let him get 
an eagle on his button, and a musket on 
his shoulder and bullets in his pocket, 
there is no power on earth that can deny 
that he has earned the right to citizen-
ship." 
 

 
 

Frederick Douglass, 
During a speech in the National Hall 

Philadelphia, July 6, 1863 
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Racist caricature depicting an ex-slave lounging idly while White 
men work hard. Part of a series of posters published in 1866  

to support White Supremacy 
[Public domain], via Library of Congress 
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“Beheaded” African American 

 
 
 

“Captain David Fagen” 
 

Coursing through the central plains of Luzon, the Indung Kapam-
pangan river (literally Motherland Kapampangan river) known to the 
westerners as the Rio Grande de la Pampanga, dominates the landscape 
and the communities along its banks. Much like the Nile river that dictated 
the flow of Egyptian history, the Indung Kapampangan river witnessed and 
guided the currents of the region's history. This vast river network was 
the blood veins that sustained the rich fertile soil of Central Luzon, a re-
gion that in turn fed the colony. It was the main highway by which goods 
and people were transported for thousands of years. It was both an ob-
stacle and a strategic river that connected the many towns and provinces 
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of the region. A vital and intricate network of transportation provided by 
mother nature.   

Once the southern banks of the mighty river had fallen to Amer-
ican control, the United States was quick to maximize its use to sustain its 
attacks against the Filipino forces. The once seemingly impregnable river 
was now the freeway that transported American weapons to advance its 
occupation and imperialism over the Philippines.   

One quiet day along the sparkling waters of Rio Grande de la 
Pampanga, an American steam launch gently courses through. It was a 
steam-powered boat filled with cargo. Disguised as a civilian boat, it 
towed behind a large barge loaded with merchandise. As it passed through 
the banks near the foot of the sacred Bunduk Aláya (Mount Arayat), a 
mysterious being appeared. Taller than the average Filipino, this mysteri-
ous man jumped out of nowhere. Behind him was a hundred and fifty 
guerilla warriors following his every direction. Their mere appearance sent 
chills down the spine of the Americans. Perhaps they knew what these 
band of black and brown warriors came for. The steam boat and the barge 
it was towing behind were not carrying any commercial merchandise nor 
any other commodities. Despite the civilian appearance, they were actually 
filled with guns, ammunitions, and other military equipment. They were 
meant to be used to subjugate the Filipino people. But on this day, the 
fate of these ammunitions took a drastic U-turn.  The mysterious man and 
his band of warriors were there to make sure none of these weapons will 
be used against black and brown people.  

Shots were fired. The smell of gunpowder filled the air. Chaos 
quickly consumed the American steam launch. The mysterious band of 
warriors dashingly swept through the river. They swiftly took every piece 
of ammunition they could find. They grabbed every piece of weapon they 
could use to liberate the Filipino people.  It all happened so fast, before 
they knew it, the Americans were left with almost nothing but an empty 
boat floating aimlessly along the Pampanga river. The band of black and 
brown warriors disappeared into the thick jungles. They escaped without 
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getting hurt. They got away without being seen by an American infantry 
nearby. In fact, when the first shots were heard, the American forces 
quickly mobilized and left their nearby encampment to protect the boat 
from being looted. But the speed of the American cavalry did not matter. 
It was too late. They were able to rescue the boat but not much else. Even 
the boat's officer and his crew were taken. The band of guerrilla warriors 
was on its way, unhurt.  

Unhurt and unapologetic, these guerilla soldiers and their auda-
cious raid was led by the mysterious David Fagen. He was an African 
American soldier who defected. He deserted the American army to join 
the Filipino people in their fight for justice and freedom. This daring raid 
was just one of at least eight known clashes David Fagen led against the 
Americans. It was just one of his countless military exploits that earned 
him the ire and hatred of the American military officials. But just who was 
this David Fagen? If he was an American soldier, why would he fight 
alongside the Filipinos?  

David Fagen was born in Tampa, Florida in the year 1875. Noth-
ing much is known about his early life, but by 1898 he was enlisted in the 
24th infantry Regiment, which at the time was one of only four regiments 
of African American soldiers in the United States Army. The Philippine-
American War had been raging since the beginning of 1899. The war be-
tween the United States and the Philippines broke out as Filipino patriots 
and revolutionaries fought vigorously to defend their independence. An 
independence they had won in a revolution against Spain, but it was a 
freedom that was swiftly taken away by their American “allies.” By Au-
tumn of 1899, David Fagen and his regiment were sent to the Philippines 
and were thrusted in front of a brutal and bloody war. They set-up camp 
near the Rio Grande de la Pampanga, or the Indung Kapampangan River, at 
the heartland of the Filipino revolutionary forces. At the core of the Fili-
pino struggle for independence.  

Fagen was immediately assigned to the frontlines of the brutal of-
fensive against the Filipino forces in Central Luzon. But by November of 
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1899, David Fagen ran away from his camp. He fought his way through 
the thick jungles to reach the Philippine army for sanctuary. He took ref-
uge in the Filipino-controlled Bunduk Aláya, at the sacred and mythical 
heart of Indung Kapampangan. Fagen brought with him all the weapons, 
revolvers and bullets he could carry. He defected and was branded as a 
“bandit” and a “traitor” to the United States.  

 

Bunduk Aláya also known as Mount Arayat, 2017 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
In spite of the mischievous propaganda against him, it was in his 

time with the Filipino people that he has shown true heroism and selfless-
ness. His bravery earned him much respect and the trust of the Filipinos. 
He earned not just respect and admiration, as he also quickly rose up the 
ranks. By 1900, the highly revered Kapampangan General, Jose Alejan-
drino, officially promoted him to the rank of Captain. Better yet, he was 
referred to by the Filipino people as “Heneral Fagen.” He was a gifted mil-
itary officer, who also spoke in the local languages, such as Tagalog. David 
Fagen eventually fell in love and married a local Kapampangan lady.  
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By the end of 1900, newspapers such as the New York Times be-
gan to describe Fagen favorably. Some described him as an exemplary 
warrior who was ready for the various challenges of guerilla warfare. He 
encountered the famous American general, Frederick Funston, in at least 
two skirmishes. Skirmishes in which David Fagen remained unhurt and 
undefeated. General Funston's claim to fame, especially during the Phil-
ippine-American War, was for being the best guerilla hunter America has 
ever known. Nicknamed "Fighting Fred Funston," he was instrumental in 
capturing Emilio Aguinaldo in March 1901. But despite his many suc-
cesses, "Fearless Freddie" remained a failure when it came to hunting 
David Fagen.   

General Funston continuously chased David Fagen. From the cit-
ies to the rainforests, Funston followed every lead and intended not just 
to capture but also to kill Fagen. In one instance the American forces 
surrounded the capital Manila to capture Fagen, but once again they failed. 
Funston's relentless chase of Fagen lasted for several months. It con-
sumed pretty much most of his military campaigns but Fagen kept 
slipping away. Rumors brewed from both sides. These were rumors that 
ultimately contributed to the mystery and reputation of David Fagen, such 
rumors that only added to the endless frustrations of General Funston. 
His inability to capture Fagen, whom in his eyes was just a bandit and a 
mere traitor, would continue to haunt the guerilla-hunting general 
throughout his life. Americans call him "Fearless Freddie" but perhaps, at 
least from David Fagen's point of view, "Frustrated Freddie," seemed 
more appropriate.   

The Americans also resorted to fearmongering. They started 
spreading rumors that David Fagen was a brutal and an immoral traitor. 
They accused Fagen of mutilating his American prisoners and butchering 
his enemies. But these accusations were proven to be false. Fagen's own 
American prisoners would later testify that they were treated with respect 
and kindness while in his custody. General Jose Alejandrino himself had 
many fond memories of Fagen, some of which were immortalized in the 
General's own memoirs, La Senda del Sacrificio (The Price of Freedom, 
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1933). David Fagen met the Kapampangan general in August of 1899 dur-
ing a bloody battle in the dense forest along the riverbanks of the Rio 
Grande de la Pampanga. It was a battle in which the forces of another 
Kapampangan general, Maximino Hizon, was being slaughtered.     

The two heroic soldiers, Fagen and Alejandrino, would form a 
strong bond over their shared quest for the liberation of their people. Ac-
cording to General Alejandrino's own memoirs, Fagen was an affectionate 
and faithful companion. A companion who even went out of his way to 
carry the general across rivers and mountains when the general was terri-
bly ill. It was a kind of faithfulness that General Alejandrino likened to 
the affections of his own son or a brother. The esteemed general also 
fondly remembered David Fagen's bravery and romantic character.  

One evening, according to the general himself, Fagen was at-
tacked in his sleep. Fagen had just ended an eventful night in a village 
along the Chico river in Pampanga. It was an evening filled with laughter, 
drinking, and serenading the local women. Fagen had just fallen asleep but 
he was quickly woken up by his Filipino companion. A panicking com-
panion who heard footsteps and foreign voices in the thick of the night. 
The small hut in which Fagen and his companion intended to spend the 
night was suddenly surrounded by the Americans hunting them down. 
David Fagen took no chances. He jumped out of the window and took 
advantage of the darkness and the wilderness unfamiliar to the Americans. 
Fagen grabbed his revolver and started shooting at the Americans. The 
Americans were stunned as Fagen courageously leaped forward, firing at 
his enemies and escaping unscathed.   

When the First Philippine Republic was defeated and General 
Alejandrino was left with no better choice but to surrender, he used what-
ever leverage he had left to negotiate an amnesty for David Fagen and 
two other African Americans who joined the Filipino revolutionaries. The 
American officials, however, stubbornly refused. By May of 1901, another 
Filipino general, Urbano Lacuna, negotiated for Fagen's peaceful surren-
der. But instead, the bitter General Funston insisted on punishing Fagen 
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and guaranteed that his surrender would lead to his brutal execution. In 
General Funston's own eyes, Fagen was nothing but "a bandit pure and 
simple". The celebrated American general also equated David Fagen to "a 
mad dog."   

 

General Jose Alejandrino with his wife, Adela Chuidian 1901 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
Before parting ways, General Alejandrino left Fagen with enough 

weapons to defend himself from the American guerilla-hunters. Fagen 
along with his wife and several of his loyal soldiers went up the mountains 
of Nueva Ecija vowing never to surrender. Branded as a pure and simple 
bandit who deserves nothing better than a mad dog, the American forces 
sought bitterly to end David Fagen's life in whatever way possible. As 
mentioned earlier, they chased him day and night, but they always re-
turned empty handed. David Fagen consistently evaded countless 
attempts against his life. 

A bounty of $600 or about $18,000 in today’s money was offered 
to anyone who can bring his severed head to the Americans. By the end 



 

 76 

of 1901, a bounty hunter brought the head claimed to be that of Captain 
David Fagen, but it was never really confirmed. Sightings of him were 
reported here and there in the years following his official “death”. These 
sightings only added to his legend and myth. Rumors of his sightings and 
factual reports about his legendary exploits would lead to mythical pro-
portions. This was especially true amongst the Kapampangan elders and 
the indigenous Aetas. Many in the region, from the Aeta villages in the 
mountains to the Kapampangan towns in the lowlands, referred to him 
as “Pugut,” a dark-skinned mythical giant but friendly supernatural being. 
In the indigenous Kapampángan traditions, Pugut are mythological beings 
with dark complexions, they inhabit gigantic tropical trees and were 
known to be the protectors of the rainforest and mother nature. Before 
David Fagen, and as written in the Vocabulario de la lengua Pampanga, the 
oldest known Kapampangan dictionary written in the 1700s, the word 
Pugut also meant someone from the black race, but ever since his sup-
posed beheading, especially if you ask Filipinos today, the definition of 
the word Pugut has evolved into simply being “beheaded.” David Fagen, 
and his legendary life, quite literally redefined the significance of the word, 
and added another layer into the already colorful pantheon of Philippine 
mythology, not just in the mountains but also in the country’s urban leg-
ends. 

But why would David Fagen and other African Americans switch 
sides? Why would they dare leave the all-powerful U.S. army to join the 
scattered guerilla forces in the jungles of the Philippines? It has a lot to do 
with racism. Yes, racism, both in American institutions and in the every-
day life in the United States, and beyond. Despite fighting for the United 
States in countless wars, African American soldiers were treated terribly 
and were seen as disposable bodies. They suffered violence from their 
white superiors and were bitterly despised by their fellow white soldiers. 
Racism in the United States goes hand-in-hand with American imperial-
ism overseas. The violence the Americans unleashed in the Philippines 
reminded many African Americans of their own experiences from the 
atrocities of their past to their present bitter conditions.    
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Black Soldiers in the U.S. Military 

 
 
 

“Pawns” 
 
 What was the role of African Americans and Black soldiers in the 
Philippine-American War? What does it have to do with the rising Amer-
ican imperialism? After the collapse of the Spanish empire in the 
Americas, decades even before the Spanish-American war, the intentions 
of the United States were pretty clear. The rapid industrial development 
of the United States was the fruit of the senseless bloodshed, of Black and 
indigenous blood, spilled all over the land. It allowed the United States to 
fill in the power vacuum created by the demise of an old European em-
pire. They saw no significant obstacle in their quest to become the new 
dominant power in the North and South American continents.  
 

Along with the economic expansion of the 19th century came the 
blatant rise of the U.S. imperialism. A growing empire that was coupled 
with the deeply rooted racism in the country’s social and political 
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institutions. The U.S. military was not immune to the presence of racism. 
Their racist tendencies towards Filipinos and their treatment of the Black 
soldiers during the Philippine-American War was not an isolated case. 
Racism in the U.S. military has a long and deeply entrenched history, da-
ting as far back as the country birth itself or even further. During the 
revolutionary war for U.S. independence, Black people fought for both 
sides. The British promised African slaves absolute freedom for those 
who would turn against their American masters, and fight for the British. 
It is believed that over 1,000 slaves had then fled across the British lines, 
with many of them ending up in Canada. Perhaps driven by his desires for 
victory over the British Crown, rather than the emancipation of the slaves, 
George Washington promised something pretty similar. He promised 
freedom for the slaves who would fight in his army, but he had much less, 
considerably less success than the British. An estimated 20,000 Black sol-
diers fought alongside the British while only 5,000 Black soldiers were on 
the side of the thirteen revolting colonies. But regardless of their success 
in attracting Black people to fight in their war, regardless of their promises 
of freedom, the sincerity of the Americans and the British to genuinely 
emancipate the African American slaves remained questionable. It was 
pretty clear that both sides were more concerned with defeating the en-
emy, no matter the cost.  
 

Freeing the slaves would just be another price to pay to taste vic-
tory. The act of freeing the slaves, for them, was just an afterthought and 
tokenistic or simply just for show. This was only possible if the slaves 
were to actually mortgage their own life. This was a kind of freedom that 
is only imaginable if they were willing to put their bodies in harm’s way, 
as if being enslaved wasn’t suffering enough. Recruiting African Ameri-
cans in either of their armies was not meant to create the foundations of 
a multi-ethnic nation. It was not meant to forge solidarity among the peo-
ple, whose sweat, blood, and tears built the nation. It was not meant to 
establish a united front that could embody the promises, of liberty and 
justice for all. Rather, it was just another tactical move to bolster their 
numbers and obliterate the other side. It was just another ploy to deceive 
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and mislead Black people to fight for a free nation that was never intended 
for them in the first place. Slavery in the British empire was only abolished 
in 1833, 57 years after U.S. independence, while the U.S. itself, would of-
ficially abolish slavery only in 1865, almost 9 decades after its declaration 
of independence, 89 years after it had announced to the world that “all 
men are created equal,” and that everyone was endowed with the unalien-
able rights to “life liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”   

 
During the Civil War, the Black soldiers who fought for the Union 

thought that they were fighting to eradicate slavery once and for all. The 
great African American thinker Frederick Douglass advocated for the en-
listment of African Americans in the Union’s army. He strongly argued 
that enlisting Black soldiers would not just guarantee victory but that it 
would also be the right thing to do in moving forward towards equal 
rights. After all, the biggest ideological rationale behind the Civil War was 
about ending slavery, which was then the most obvious obstacle to equal 
rights in the United States. Many supported Douglass and his arguments, 
however, not everyone was convinced. Many Americans feared that arm-
ing African Americans was a terrible idea. They feared that allowing 
former slaves to fight in the war would only bolster the secessionists. The 
American majority feared that enlisting Black soldiers in the northern Un-
ion army would only lead to more enraged White men to join the 
Confederate army. They thought that allowing African Americans to bear 
arms would actually result to the defeat of the Union. It was not just be-
cause they saw Black soldiers as inferior but also because they knew that 
arming Black people would also cause many in the border states to switch 
sides and leave the Union to join the Confederacy. 
 
 In the Confederate Army, many slaves were forced to fight. But 
instead of enlisting them as part of the army, the Confederacy forced 
many slaves to serve mainly as cannon fodders. This meant that they were 
considered as useful tools but disposable bodies. Some say being a cannon 
fodder actually comes from the phrase “food for the cannons,” because 
they were used as a distraction, as a target for enemy cannons to fire upon. 
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Up to the last month of the Civil War, slaves were forbidden by law to be 
enlisted as soldiers. But these racist laws of prohibiting Black people from 
becoming soldiers did not stop the Confederate Army from exploiting the 
slaves for their military advantage. Thousands of slaves were forced to do 
the dirty work to support and sustain the Confederate forces. From the 
plantations that fed the army, to the building of fortifications and the 
manufacturing of ammunitions, slavery forced Black people to sustain the 
very military machine that was meant to keep them enslaved. An esti-
mated 1% of the Confederate Army were African Americans. Black 
soldiers were coerced to put their life in harm's way for an institution that 
could not be bothered to respect the life of those with darker skin. An 
institution willing to wage a cruel war but could not be bothered to 
acknowledge the humanity of black and brown people. This was in all 
actuality, the American institution demanding respect for their rights but 
unwilling to respect the rights of people of color to be free and be treated 
as human beings. 
 
 According to the National Archives of the United States, about 
10 % of that served in the Union Army were African American men. This 
translates to an estimated 180,000 Black soldiers fighting in the U.S. Army 
with an additional 19,000 serving in the navy. Almost 200,000 brave Afri-
can American soldiers fighting under the Star-spangled Banner to end 
slavery and keep the confederation intact. Also, according to the National 
Archives, Black soldiers in the U.S. Army were mostly assigned in the 
artillery and infantry. Similar to the slaves serving in the Confederate 
Army, Black soldiers in the north were also responsible for doing all the 
work that sustained the Union army. From being cooks, nurses, surgeons, 
and even serving as chaplains, and spies, African Americans performed 
every task imaginable to hold the U.S. Army together. Even Black women, 
such as the heroic Harriet Tubman who were forbidden by law to enlist 
as soldiers, still found ways to contribute in the fight to end slavery. Many 
of them served as spies, nurses, and scouts, doing whatever they can to 
help in the emancipation of Black people. 
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Despite their contributions and their prominent role in the Civil 
War, African Americans serving in the Union were still subjected to rac-
ism. Despite valiantly fighting for the United States in many battles, 
military officials were still hesitant to trust Black soldiers in combat. Of 
the thousands of African Americans fighting bravely to keep the union 
together, only sixteen were ever awarded medals of honor. Despite their 
heroic gallantry and despite serving as the backbone that did all the ground 
and scut work to sustain the army, Black soldiers were still paid the lowest, 
especially when compared to their White counterparts. Apart from the 
unequal pay, African Americans in the Union Army still faced intense dis-
crimination from their White superiors. 

 
It is also worth noting that regardless of their proven skills in bat-

tles, Black soldiers were never assigned to lead their own units. Union 
officers strongly believed that African Americans were not as brave nor 
as skillful as their White fellow soldiers. Only White officials were allowed 
and respected enough to command forces and only White officials were 
given the power to dictate what Black soldiers could or could not do. 
Racism was deeply entrenched in every aspect of the American military. 
It was only in 1864 when the U.S. Congress passed a bill to allow equal 
pay for Black soldiers. Even then, the practices of racial discrimination in 
the U.S. military persisted. Conditions that persisted well up to the 
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Philippine-American War and beyond. These were precisely the same op-
pressive conditions that countless Black soldiers, like David Fagen, 
experienced upon arriving to fight the war in the Philippines.  
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The Buffalo Soldiers 

 
 

Buffalo Soldiers 10th Calvary Photo from 1899 
US Military [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
The Buffalo Soldiers, sometimes referred to as the “Negro Cav-

alry,” was part of the 10th Cavalry Regiment of the U.S. Army. From the 
Indian Wars, or dare I say the violent displacement and genocide of Na-
tive Americans in the mid-19th Century, to the splendid little Spanish-
American War, the so-called Buffalo Soldiers stood out for their skills and 
bravery in the many battles that they had fought. They were the first all-
Black regiment officially established by the U.S. Congress during peace 
time, following the destructive Civil War.  
 

As mentioned in an earlier chapter, the United States embarked 
on a rapid westward expansion in the 19th century. It was an accelerated 
growth that resulted in the further displacement and the unimaginable 
genocide of indigenous communities. Even before the Civil War the 
United States was already involved in messy military campaigns that ex-
posed and immersed soldiers to the brutalities of spreading the idea of 
White supremacy. After the Civil War, the many African American sol-
diers who survived were re-organized to form the six all-Black infantry 
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and cavalry regiments of the U.S. Army. Black regiments that continued 
to fight for the United States up to World War II, with some also fighting 
in the Korean War. They were fierce and fearless warriors that has proven 
to be some of the most valiant soldiers in the battlefield. However, it could 
be said that proving to be valiant and fearless was exactly the reason that 
inevitably led to their exploitation. 
 

The nickname “Buffalo Soldiers” was obtained during wars 
against the Native Americans. Many believe that it was a nickname given 
to them because of the color of their skin, a darker skin similar to buffalos. 
Other believe that they were called Buffalo Soldiers because of their kinky 
curly hair that resembled those of the great American Bison. However, 
according to the Buffalo Soldiers National Museum, the name came from 
the indigenous Cheyenne warriors. According to this official native his-
tory, they were called “Wild Buffalos,” in the Cheyenne language by the 
Native Americans because of their valiant reputation in the battlefield. 
This was a nod to the indomitable prowess that reflected the highly 
revered attributes of the mighty buffalos. Regardless of the reasons be-
hind their names, be it as racist as comparing their skin and hair to wild 
animals, or as magnificent as equating them to the beloved mighty bison 
of the great American plains, the moniker “Buffalo Soldiers” would prove 
to be another reflection of their experiences serving under the Star-Span-
gled Banner of the United States. Just like buffalos that became the beasts 
of burden in many cultures, the Buffalo Soldiers would become the beasts 
of burden forced to do dirty work of expanding American imperialism.  
 
 Just like the buffalos carrying the load over mountains and rivers, 
the African American soldiers would carry the burden of spreading impe-
rialism and White supremacy across continents and oceans. African 
American soldiers were considered some sort of a free army that the 
United States sent to fight in the worst conflicts. They were treated as if 
they were second class citizens. They were facing tremendous discrimina-
tion. They rarely rose up the ranks regardless of their abilities and 
accomplishments. They were sent to suicide missions and often 
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humiliated in military courts. In some cases, they were even considered 
prisoners of White soldiers. Just like in the Confederate Army, they were 
seen as disposable soldiers. They were effectively treated as disposable 
bodies that were always the first to be sent into the frontlines of America’s 
costliest wars. For example, it was the Buffalo soldiers that the United 
States often deployed in its dirty bid to exterminate the Native Americans 
to occupy their indigenous lands. Lands that were then settled and given 
to White Americans.  
 

 
 

Buffalo Soldiers of the 25th Infantry, 
Some wearing buffalo robes, Ft. Keogh, Montana, 1890 

By Chr. Barthelmess [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
 
 It was no surprise that by the time the Philippine-American War 
broke out, the African American soldiers were once again sent to the 
frontlines. After all, by this time Black units from Utah, Montana, and 
Alaska were already sent to fight during the Spanish-American War. De-
spite their accomplishments during this splendid little war against the 
Spaniards, the American officials still found reasons to believe that the 
African Americans did not show themselves in the best of light. The 
White superiors believed that the Black soldiers were not as capable in 
fighting in comparison to their White fellow soldiers. U.S. military officials 
were steadfast in believing that the African Americans lacked leadership 
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skills and therefore needed strong supervision from their White superiors. 
This was exactly what happened once they were sent to the Philippines. 
 
 Given all these grim experiences, one cannot help but wonder, 
why would Black soldiers even want to be sent to fight in the Philippines? 
How come hundreds of African Americans enlisted and volunteered to 
fight a war across the ocean, in an archipelago halfway across the 
globe?  According to many historical accounts, one of the main reason 
was that many African Americans saw this opportunity as a chance to 
prove their gallantry in war. Many of them felt that crossing the sea to 
fight this war would enhance their status in American society. The pre-
vailing thought was that perhaps by helping fellow Americans in its war 
against the ungrateful Filipinos would somehow prove their worthiness 
of being American; that perhaps by embarking in these exotic islands to 
help in spreading American democracy, it would somehow improve their 
standing in American society. African Americans unfortunately were en-
tranced with the illusion that by offering their own lives for the glory of 
the United States would somehow earn them the equality and humanity 
of which White supremacy deprived them. 
 
 It is also worth noting that many African Americans who opted 
to volunteer to fight in the Philippines had reasons other than enhancing 
their status in American society. Many of them had chosen the uncertain-
ties of sailing to the Philippines over the certainties of their experiences 
in the United States. Many Black soldiers were desperate to leave behind 
their deplorable lives in America. They were eager to face the challenges 
awaiting them in the islands halfway across the globe. Perhaps they 
thought that it was better for them to die in the battlefield than to face 
the realities of being Black in the United States.  
 

But if you ask Uncle Sam, the true reason the United States en-
couraged the deployment of Black soldiers to the Philippines was less 
poetic. Far from enhancing the status of African Americans, the justifica-
tion behind sending them to the Philippines was rooted in their own racial 
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biases against black and brown bodies. In fact, the rationale behind de-
ploying thousands of African Americans to fight in the frontlines of the 
war in the Philippines was because they seriously thought that Black peo-
ple were immune to tropical diseases. They genuinely thought that Black 
people were no better than the savage brown people of the islands. They 
were serious in thinking that the Buffalo soldiers were naturally built to 
survive the harsh weather conditions of the tropical Philippines. After all, 
in the eyes of Uncle Sam, they were once slaves toiling in the fields under 
the scorching sun. They claimed that by nature, both Black and Brown 
people were scientifically inferior and similar in so many ways. They ar-
gued that given these inferior similarities, Black people were equipped to 
thrive in the savage warfare of the tropics. But of course, this belief was 
unfounded. All of these claims, no matter how scientific they appeared 
and wrong they actually were, were all rooted in White supremacy. If there 
was only one overwhelmingly evident similarity between black and brown 
people within the context of American imperialism, it would be the resil-
ience they exhibited despite the violent racism they were forced to endure 
under White supremacy. Looking at the history of African American sol-
diers in the United States, it is evidently clear that Uncle Sam did not 
hesitate to pit black and brown people against each other.  
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Buffalo Soldiers during the Spanish-American War, 1898 
U.S. National Archives [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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“Negroes should oppose expansion 

until the [U.S.] government was able to 
protect the negro at home.”  

 
	

 
 

 
 

Ida B. Wells-Barnett, 
Washington D.C., January 7, 1899 
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Three Moros hung in Jolo on July 23, 1911 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
 
 

 
 

The Lynching of Laura Nelson and her son 
in Okemah, Oklahoma on May 25, 1911 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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African American Anti-Imperialism 

 
 

“Hurrah for the Fourth of July” 
Caricatures of Hawaii, Cuba, and the Philippines celebrating the Fourth of July 

as new American Colonies. Minneapolis Journal, July 1898  
[Public domain], via George Kagiwada Library, UC Davis 

 

The misery of being an African American in the United States ex-
tended beyond the institution of slavery. Even after the Civil War, Black 
people faced enormous racism and discrimination both from state insti-
tutions and from the ordinary citizens. Despite being born in the United 
States, despite being emancipated from slavery, African Americans had 
nearly zero rights under the Star-Spangled banner. They were prevented 
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from participating in politics and social circles. They were deprived of ed-
ucation. For over a century following the abolition of slavery, a series of 
extremely discriminatory laws were instituted against African Americans. 
These were sets of laws that effectively deprived them of any equality, 
laws that stripped them of their humanities well beyond the 19th and 20th 
centuries. Racist laws and injustices that continues to impact Black and 
brown people today.  

 
The African American community of the 19th century was not 

blind to the shared struggles of Filipinos and Black people against white 
supremacy and American imperialism. Many of them were vocal in their 
opposition to the U.S. invasion and occupation of the Philippines. Many 
in the Black community published newspaper articles and editorials sup-
porting the idea of Philippine independence. Long before she helped in 
establishing the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People or NAACP in 1904, the esteemed journalist and early Civil Rights 
movement leader, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, was already campaigning against 
the brutal lynching of Black people. In 1899, she strongly denounced the 
subjugation of the Filipino people under American rule. Like many others, 
she saw the similarities of lynching African Americans in the United States 
with the inhumane torture and atrocities Filipinos faced under the Amer-
ican forces. In her articles and speeches, she associated mob violence 
against Black people with the brutal genocide against brown communi-
ties.   
 

All major Black newspapers, including a number of white publi-
cations, published anti-imperialist articles denouncing the United States 
for its hypocrisy by invading and colonizing the Philippines. Mainstream 
history would tell us about the great anti-imperialists like the celebrated 
writer, Mark Twain, or the wealthy industrialist, Andrew Carnegie, but it 
is equally important to remember that many of those who opposed the 
rise of American imperialism were African Americans. Among them was 
W.E.B. Dubois who believed in the ability of the Filipino people for self-
government. He argued that the people of the Philippines would be better 
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in governing the islands than becoming a colony subjugated under the 
United States. African Americans like W.E.B. Dubois and Ida B. Wells-
Barnett opposed the war in the Philippines. The opposition was based not 
only in ideological reasons, but more significantly because they knew first-
hand the oppression, atrocities, and injustices that White supremacy 
brings alongside the rising U.S. imperialism. They understood the connec-
tions between the anti-Black brutalities they face at home and the 
bloodbath the Americans were unleashing in the Philippines. 
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"The problem of the twentieth cen-

tury is the problem of the color-line—the  
relation of the darker to the lighter races 
of men in Asia and Africa, in America 
and the islands of the sea.” 

 
 

 
W.E.B. Dubois, 

The Souls of Black Folk, 1903 
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Indigenous Aetas of the Philippines 
as depicted on the “Boxer Codex” circa 1595 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Malevolent Miseducation 

 
 

“Thomasites” 
 

Even before the war ended the United States embarked on a mas-
sive education program design to mold Filipino minds in favor of 
America’s so-called benevolence. This American education or as the re-
nowned Filipino historian, Renato Constantino puts it “the Miseducation 
of the Filipino,” began immediately while hostilities were still high. It was 
a vital propaganda system in which the United States sought to produce 
generations of American-loving Filipinos, their “little brown brothers,” 
generations of people severed from their roots, little brown people dis-
connected from their own history and culture, confused about their 
identity and lost in their experiences. It was an education system designed 
to rewrite history to fit America’s fantasies over the Philippines. It was 
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also a vital factor in justifying their imperialist ambitions in the islands, 
claiming that it has become the responsibility of the freedom-loving Uncle 
Sam to unshackle the Filipino people from their so-called savage life and 
ignorance. The Americans claimed that “the little brown people of the 
Philippines” were uneducated when in fact at least two of the archipel-
ago’s oldest existing universities predates the establishment of higher 
education in Asia and in the thirteen founding Colonies. They claimed 
that Filipinos were illiterate when literally the oldest document found in 
the Philippines is older than the Magna Carta of England by at least three 
hundred years, not to mention the multilingual nature of the archipelago 
and the diversity of the indigenous writing systems. Nevertheless, the 
United States insisted on its mission to civilize and educate the Filipinos. 
They began sending American teachers to the Philippines as early as 1901.  
 

Known collectively as the “Thomasites,” after the USS Thomas 
that carried them across the Pacific, a group of about 540 American pub-
lic-school teachers were sent to the Philippines to colonize the mind of 
its diverse people. They were sent to teach in almost every corner of the 
archipelago, from Aparri up on the northern edges of Luzon to Jolo, Sulu, 
along the present-day maritime borders between the Philippines, Malay-
sia, and Indonesia. Their mission was simple, to implement an American 
education in country seven to eight thousand miles away across the ocean 
from the United States. At first glance it would seem like this was an act 
of benevolence from Uncle Sam, rather than being a vital tool of its grow-
ing appetite for imperialism. However, by carefully looking at their 
curriculum and implementation, it remains evident that these American-
established schools were meant to control the minds of the people rather 
than providing them with genuine education. For example, schools were 
made to compete against each other’s production of commodities such as 
furniture and other cottage industries of the time. Students were trained 
heavily in the mass production of these products rather than teaching 
them the letters and the arts. They drilled young Filipinos into becoming 
mass workers for American industries rather than developing their own 
critical thinking skills.  
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They taught them “A is for Apple,” when the vast majority of the 
children had never seen an actual apple, let alone bite or tasted one. They 
embed images of White American heroes into the minds of the children 
while at the same time erasing any respect the younger generation had for 
their roots. They depicted indigenous cultures as barbaric while painting 
the United States as the land of fortune and progress. They emphasized 
that white is beautiful and glorious while darker skin equates to ignorance 
and unattractiveness. One could go on and on about how the Americans 
miseducated the Philippines, the results of which still deeply impacts the 
psyche of the Filipino people up to this day. 
 

The vast majority of the Thomasites were White Americans, it 
only made sense since the underlying factor for their mission was to trans-
plant and sustain white supremacy in the Philippines. Out of the over a 
thousand Thomasite teachers sent to the islands, only a handful of them 
were African Americans. They include Frederick Douglass Bonner, John 
Henry Manning Butler, both arrived in 1902, and Carter G. Woodson who 
came in 1903. Bonner alone spent over twelve years in the Philippines, as 
a supervising principal of about fifteen towns in Zambales, Central Luzon. 
Butler was also assigned to the province of Zambales and stayed in the 
Philippines for over forty years. Woodson on the other hand only served 
as an American teacher in the islands from 1903 to 1907, but it was 
enough to experience the cruelty of indoctrinating white supremacist ed-
ucation over the Filipinos. Woodson later published his book, “The Mis-
education of the Negro” (1933) drawing similarities between the molding 
of black and brown minds in favor of America’s white supremacist impe-
rialists. It is also worth noting that it was this book that inspired 
Constantino to write his own “The Miseducation of the Filipino” (1982). 
Butler and Bonner’s experiences in the Philippines were cited as the merits 
of employing African American teachers in the occupied islands. They 
were paid equally compared to their white fellow teachers, but they were 
far more effective. They built strong relationships with their Filipino stu-
dents and their respective communities. Elsewhere in the country, the 
Filipinos often complained and agonized about inconsiderate White 
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American teachers and their racism against the locals. African American 
teachers on the other hand earned a good reputation and the respect of 
these communities. Respect that was perhaps a source of jealousy among 
white teachers, or at least among those who often instigated racial conflict 
against the Black teachers. It was also said that Filipino students often 
identified with Black people when discussing race in these classrooms.  

 
Regardless of the effectiveness of Black teachers in building rela-

tionships with local Filipinos, the curriculum that they were required to 
teach was still a reflection of America’s inherent racism and imperialism. 
The education Filipinos received had nothing to do with their own con-
text and experiences. They were taught the strict rules of English while at 
the same time they were punished for expressing thoughts in their mother 
tongues. The books inscribed everything they needed to learn about 
United States, a foreign land, but had nothing about their own surround-
ings, nothing about their land nor their own people. The schools trained 
them how to be obedient subjects, how to follow American rules and cus-
toms, but forbade them from expressing any love for their own 
motherland. The results of such policies are profound. As mentioned ear-
lier, it’s impact still corrupts the minds of the Filipinos today. Carter G. 
Woodson himself wrote in his famous book, “When you control a man’s 
thinking you do not have to worry about his actions. You do not have to 
tell him to stand there or go yonder. He will find his ‘proper place’ and 
will stay in it.” This was precisely the reason behind such policies and the 
results of such whitewashed education. Generations of people obeying 
orders no matter how oppressive or unjust. 
 

Woodson would later dedicate the remainder of his life towards 
correcting the miseducation of his own people in the United States. He 
devoted every last bit of his energy to study and protect the history and 
culture of African Americans. He pioneered the celebration of Black iden-
tity and roots. Known as the “Negro History Week,” it would decades 
later inspire young African Americans to establish February as “Black His-
tory Month” in America. It is a celebration of African American 
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experiences and contribution to society, that, as if coming to a full circle, 
eventually galvanized a similar month-long celebration of Filipino Amer-
ican history and identity in October of every year. Today, Woodson is 
celebrated and hailed as the “Father of Black History” but his legacy trans-
cends beyond African Americans, and towards building a stronger multi-
ethnic solidarity.  
 

Although he never wrote it explicitly in his book, it is widely be-
lieved that it was Woodson’s personal experiences in the American-
imposed educational system in the Philippines that had a profound impact 
in his writing and in his dedication to safeguard the legacies of African 
Americans. As Woodson understood and pointed out, it was through col-
onizing the minds that the white supremacist American imperialism has 
been able to sustain its subjugation of other people, beginning with the 
Native Americans. Woodson’s direct exposure to these realities in the 
Philippines, during which he himself became an active tool of imperialism, 
that guided him towards starting a movement that had since expanded 
towards the decolonization of the minds of millions of Americans. Wood-
son and his fellow Harvard graduate, W.E.B. Dubois, and civil rights 
pioneer, Ida B. Wells Barnett, may have been names forgotten in the Fil-
ipino consciousness but their profound work in liberating Black and 
Brown people remains more relevant to the everyday Filipino than any 
deeds by American heroes, such as George Washington, whose memory 
has been force fed upon generations of Filipino youth deprived of their 
own heroes. 
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Carter Godwin Woodson, circa 1895 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Anti-Blackness in Filipino Culture 

 
  

“The Filipino’s First Bath” 
Judge Magazine Cover, June 10, 1899 [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 

Embraced by the tranquility of Central Luzon’s lush rainforest, 
Captain David Fagen was said to have had his final days among the indig-
enous Aeta community. Even after his official death, sightings of Captain 
Fagen and his wife bathing the fresh water stream along with a group of 
indigenous Aetas were reported. Whether this sighting was a fact or just 
another rumor, many African Americans chose to stay in the Philippines 
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after the war. Granted that the islands of the country are blessed with 
wonderful sights and sounds, it was not really the physical beauty of the 
Philippines that had attracted many of these African Americans to stay 
behind. On the surface it is easy for someone to assume that it was per-
haps the warm climate, some say was similar to the humid fields of 
southern United States, that made them feel like home. Some may have 
thought it was the tropical setting and the abundance of food that made 
living in the Philippines as a better option for them than returning to the 
United States. There were many factors to consider. But no matter their 
specific reasons there was one underlying factor that made living amongst 
Filipinos the best option for many Blacks after the war, the people of the 
islands themselves. 
 

It was the Brown people that convinced many African Americans 
to settle down and plant roots in the Philippines. This should not come 
as a surprise, after all, Filipinos today could claim to be the most hospita-
ble people of the world, or as Anthony Bourdain puts it, “Filipinos, for 
reasons I have yet to figure out, probably the most giving of all people on 
the planet!” The world famous Filipino hospitality brings in millions of 
dollars in today’s local economy. Many cities, towns, and villages of the 
islands today rely on the revenue made from the booming tourism indus-
try; it was not just plain and simple hospitality to visitors or friendliness 
to foreigners that convinced African Americans to stay.  
 

There was a strong sense of Black and Brown solidarity during 
this time, regardless of which side they had fought for during the war. As 
mentioned in earlier chapters, many African Americans defected to join 
the Filipinos in their war against American imperialism. The fact is the 
vast majority of them remained serving in the United States army during 
the war. Perhaps they stayed out of loyalty to the principles of American 
democracy, to the ideals of liberty and justice for all. Perhaps they were 
driven by the fear and consequences of being branded as a traitor. Those 
who defected were often hunted down and vilified in mass media. If cap-
tured they would face the full might of a vengeful Uncle Sam, or even 
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worse, they would be executed on the spot. The United States did launch 
a fear-mongering campaign to dissuade any further defections. After Da-
vid Fagen left their camp to join the Filipino revolutionaries, others stayed 
fighting for the stars-spangled banner hoping to reap the benefits prom-
ised by Uncle Sam. Others hoped that fighting in this war would earn 
them honor in the eyes of the United States. But regardless of their reason 
for staying loyal to the United States, many of the African American sol-
diers refused to participate in acts of atrocities against Brown people, 
particularly in the ensuing conflict in the southern island region of Min-
danao. 
 

It was said that by the time the war reached the shores of Sulu and 
Mindanao, the Black soldiers who stayed in the U.S. army withheld their 
force. They declined to join the fight against the Moro people out of prin-
ciple. Perhaps the atrocities they have witnessed in Luzon and the Visayas 
were just too much to bear, and perhaps just like the Black anti-imperial-
ists in the United States, and those who defected in the Philippines, they 
understood the common and interconnected struggles against imperialism 
and white supremacy. Perhaps they were just tired of the senseless vio-
lence the Americans were unleashing in the islands. No matter the reason 
behind the African Americans’ refusal to partake in the carnage in Min-
danao, their deed did not go unnoticed. The Moro people were grateful 
for this kind act. Especially in such times of war when the forces of im-
perialism unleashing ravage and destruction wherever possible, the act of 
taking a moral stand against cruelty, this simple act of solidarity echoes a 
far stronger message of resistance than any weapons of wrath and fury 
can deliver. The African Americans thus earned the respect of the Moro 
people. This is respect that many would say still remains strong to this 
day.  
 

Despite this history of solidarity and mutual respect, the Filipino 
communities today, both in the motherland and in the diaspora, harbor 
many anti-Black sentiments. Many Filipinos idolize the United States and 
the Americans. Many would like to see a prosperous Philippines patterned 
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after the great American Dream. Many are still obsessed with American-
made brands even though Philippine-made brands are also capable of pro-
ducing such quality products. Beyond these beloved American 
commodities, one of the biggest American exports that Filipinos embrace, 
but hardly anybody talks about or even notices, is anti-Blackness. Sure, 
anti-Blackness in the islands predates the arrival of Uncle Sam by centu-
ries. After all, throughout the three centuries of Spanish rule, the 
indigenous Aetas were not even considered part of what they saw as the 
civilized social strata, but the brand of anti-Blackness coming from Amer-
ica remains equally harmful, if not more damaging.  
 

A few years ago, a dark-skinned beauty queen won the national 
title to represent the Philippines to what is arguably the most glamorous 
international pageants in the world. Venus Raj was crowned in 2010 and 
deemed perfect to represent the country’s beauty in the Miss Universe 
pageant. In the months leading up to the international pageant, Venus was 
dethroned for some technicalities, she had to go to court and fight for her 
crown. Her legal quest to redeem her titled even got the Philippine Com-
mission on Human Rights involved. She eventually won her crown back 
in time for her departure for Las Vegas, where Miss Universe was being 
hosted. In the world stage Venus glamorously strut her flawless beauty 
and wits, and in the end, she won Miss Universe 4th Runner Up that year. 
Her victory ended the decade-long drought in Philippine pageantry and 
catapulted the country back into the powerhouses of international pag-
eants. However, despite her fabulous victory and fierce commitment to 
the country’s pride, Venus was heavily criticized in her career and person-
ality. Most of these harsh criticisms and bashing stemmed from her darker 
appearance, a beauty that defies all the aesthetic standards that colonialism 
imposed upon the Filipino mindset. Venus remains a celebrity, and her 
experiences only highlights the anti-Blackness embedded in the Filipino 
mainstream consciousness. Others in the country have suffered worse dis-
criminations and injustices because of the color of their skin but their 
stories remain untold.  
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Indigenous Aetas of the Philippines, 1899 
From the book “The history and conquest of the Philippines and our other islands posses-

sions; embracing our war with the Filipinos in 1899” by Alden March 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 
The Aetas are believed to be the oldest indigenous communities 

in what is now the Philippines. While the date of their arrival is still being 
debated by scholars, the majority believes that they are no doubt one of 
the first people to call the islands of Southeast Asia their home. They are 
officially recognized today as one of the legitimate ethnic minorities by 
the Philippine government. To its credit, the Philippines is one of the very 
few nation states to officially recognize ethnic minorities within their bor-
ders, at least on paper. Yet the situations in their villages demands more 
than just recognition on paper. The Aeta communities throughout the ar-
chipelago are facing many problems and issues that threaten their survival. 
These indigenous Black communities are facing extinction and not a sin-
gle legislation on paper is actually protecting them from disappearing. 
They live in poverty with barely any opportunities for social mobility. 
Their communities remain underdeveloped, underfunded, and under-
served. Their ancestral lands are being taken away by powerful people 
seeking to make profit. They remain one of the most poorly educated 
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communities in the country. In many areas, schools do not even exist. It 
is this perceived illiteracy to the Western and capitalist ways of life that 
makes them vulnerable to abuses such as land grabbing. They are not the 
stupid uncivilized savages that the society made us believe them to be. In 
fact, their knowledge of the land is as vast as the oceans. The wisdom they 
inherited from their ancestors remains unbroken and transcends over 
thousands of years. Their deeply rooted reverence to mother nature is 
unrivaled. Their commitment to the protection of the mountains, rivers, 
forests, and every creature living around them is, in practice, doing tre-
mendously more than what is written in our progressive environmental 
laws. They are not incompetent, they are far more brilliant than what we 
imagine them to be, they are, however, marginalized to the extremes.  

 
 

Recently, Norman King, an Aeta from Mount Pinatubo, gradu-
ated from one of the most prestigious universities of the Philippines. The 
country, including the mass media, came together to celebrate such feat. 
Rightfully so, his achievement to attain his bachelors despite the poverty 
and the discrimination thrown against him, is worth celebrating. He is, 
after all, the first indigenous Aeta to graduate from the competitive Uni-
versity of the Philippines Manila. Norman’s own aunt, Wayda Cosme, 
made history herself almost two decades ago, by becoming the very first 
Aeta lawyer in history. Similarly, her achievements were vastly celebrated 
by the mass media. His life story and struggles were dramatized on televi-
sion just like how her nephew’s life was featured in the country’s longest 
running television anthologies. Norman himself became the star of a TV 
commercial, depicting his own struggles, in an advertisement for the 
country’s number one soap brand. Although such stellar achievements 
must be celebrated, we as a society must work together to make these 
stories of greatness the norm, and not the exceptions. We must ask our-
selves what can be done to help these marginalized communities gain 
access to proper education and equal opportunities. We must challenge 
ourselves to find ways to support their right to determine their own des-
tinies. We must not discriminate on their choices based on our “modern” 
or “progressive” sense of what ought to be. Instead, we must respect their 
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abilities to choose for themselves. In short, we must find meaningful ways 
to empower them. We must not dictate what to do nor impose our alien 
cultures upon them. Because by dictating what they ought to learn, based 
on our own uninformed outsider perspectives, is not just disrespectful but 
also a repeat of the colonial miseducation that has subjected our people 
to oppression and injustices for centuries. To their credit, Wayda and 
Norman both decided to dedicate their lives into the improvement of 
their communities instead of pursuing what outsiders perceive as better 
opportunities in the big cities.  
 

Sadly, the way the Filipino society treats indigenous communities 
in the Philippines is similar to the way the United States had continuously 
mistreated their own indigenous Native Americans. The entrenchment of 
anti-Blackness in the Philippines is also linked to the same roots of racism 
in American society. Black and Brown people in the United States are 
unjustly criminalized to a point where their mere presence could cause 
panic and result in their unnecessary death in hands of those sworn to 
serve and protect them. The mass incarceration of African Americans 
alone should sound alarm so loud it would shatter the bells of liberty, yet, 
thanks to racism, such injustices are simply dismissed and ignored by the 
vast majority of freedom-loving Americans.  

 
Today the United States has the highest number of people in 

prison. Statistics show that 25% of the world’s total prison population can 
be found incarcerated in the land of the free. This proportion alone is 
already huge and incomprehensible and when you look closer, these num-
bers also reflects the biases of the criminal justice system against Black 
and Brown people. The Bureau of Justice indicates that one in every three 
African American males can expect to be imprisoned. In comparison, the 
same study shows that only one in every seventeen White males can ex-
pect the same. Latino males born in 2001 has a 17% chance of going into 
prison compared to the 6% chance of their White counterparts. Black 
women on the other hand are imprisoned three times the rate of White 
women. The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights also reports that the 
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incarceration rate amongst the Native American communities is 38% 
higher than the national rate. Almost 65% of Asian American and Pacific 
Islander prisoners in California are from immigrant and refugee commu-
nities. These are statistics gathered for the Asian American Racial Justice 
Toolkit by a group of over a dozen grassroots organizations in 2016, be-
fore Donald Trump’s ascendancy into the White House. One could only 
imagine how the statistics look like in the current political climate. The 
rise of right-wing fascism bolstered by populism in both the Philippines 
and the United States only strengthen the xenophobia and divisive politics 
that in the past has already created the injustices of imperialism and White 
supremacy.  
 

White supremacy or the belief that the White race is inherently 
superior to others, played a major role in the creation, and the sustenance, 
of what is now the United States. It is a system of oppression that is based 
on the supposed superiority of Whiteness over other ethnicities. It is a 
system that throughout history survives by means of atrocious slavery, 
exploitation of workers, senseless genocide, and imperialist wars against 
people of color. This system of domination manifests itself through 
countless laws, access to education, unfair labor environment, police bru-
tality, and even in the mass media. This undemocratic system is also 
sustained by pitting ethnic communities against one another by a strategy 
called, “divide and conquer.” This powerful system, however, is not in-
vincible. In the past, multi-ethnic solidarities, such as the Delano Grape 
Strikes of 1965-1975, reveals the vulnerabilities of White supremacy when 
people come together. It was in a similar vein that the United States felt 
threatened by the number of African Americans defecting to join the Fil-
ipino revolutionary forces during the Philippine-American War. It is also 
in this vein that White supremacists continue to sell the image of Asian 
Americans as the model minorities, as symbols of success that other eth-
nic minorities should strive for. However, this idea of being model 
minorities, a myth that erases the struggles and exploitations of many 
Asian Americans and the Asian diaspora. It is nothing, but a myth de-
signed only to serve white supremacy and perpetuate the exploitation of 
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the already marginalized communities. White supremacy thrives on divi-
sions and racism while it serves as the primary fuel that enables 
imperialism to burn, to dominate the world, and exploit its people. 
 

To understand the unpleasant situation and divisions between 
Black and Brown people under White Supremacy, one should first under-
stand the concepts of colorism and racism. One must dig deeper into their 
true meaning and impact, beyond what is commonly understood. For ex-
ample, racism alone is not a mere hatred or dislike against someone of 
another race. One’s prejudice and discriminatory stereotypes against an-
other ethnicity is an integral part of racism but prejudice alone does not 
equate to racism. What people often forget, or overlook is the fact that 
racism is a system of oppression, an entire system targeting people be-
cause of their roots and the color of their skin. Racism, especially in the 
United States, is an elaborate and deeply entrenched system of oppression 
and privileges that ultimately benefits White people over peoples of color. 
This American type of racism, also known as White Supremacy, is the 
backbone that enables and perpetuates the dominance of the so-called 
White-Anglo-Saxon race, both within the U.S. and around the world, or 
what is also called U.S. imperialism. It is what empowers those of the so-
called White race to discriminate and oppress the non-white “others” for 
their own benefit and profits. Within the U.S. context, these “nonwhite” 
or “people of color” are those with roots from Africa, Asia, the Pacific, 
the Middle East, and Latin America, regardless of their generation, includ-
ing, we must not forget, the indigenous people of the Americas.  
 
 Racism and White supremacy do not only refer to the outward 
hatred against people of color, such as the violent lynching against Black 
people and the atrocities committed against innocent natives during the 
Philippine-American War, or the rampant police brutality against African 
Americans today. It could also manifest as daily aggression against people 
of color, such as those we now see going viral on social media. These are 
all racism rooted in White Supremacy but more significantly, racism man-
ifests itself in such a complexity that an untrained eye might just see it as 
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a part of daily life.  From media, to the standards of beauty, hiring prac-
tices, and yes, even in history books, racism finds a way to affect 
everybody in more ways than just one. In fact, a wise man, slain Civil 
Rights leader, Malcolm X, once said, “Racism is like a Cadillac, they bring 
out a new model every year.” Racism is also further divided into these 
major types, internalized, interpersonal, and institutional. Each with its 
own specific aspect but are deeply interconnected nonetheless.  
 
 One of the subtlest yet biggest manifestation of racism is what is 
called “colorism,” or the expressions and practices that celebrates or dis-
criminates against a person based on their physical appearances in relation 
to whiteness. Colorism gives the most advantages to those whose appear-
ances are closest to the characteristics of being White. Obviously, on the 
other end of this discriminatory spectrum are those with darker skin, and 
the darker their appearance is, the more disadvantages they experience, 
the more injustices they face. Colorism is also how other people of color 
fall into becoming racist against fellow non-white people. It feeds into this 
idea that in order to get ahead, one must act and appear more White, it’s 
a culture that is especially self-evident in Philippine media and standards 
of beauty, which in turn exerts a strong influence in the overall Filipino 
culture and society. 
 
 Colorism is also experienced globally, resulting from centuries of 
European colonialism and western imperialism. It has always been a race-
based hierarchy that permeates every corners and loopholes of society, 
from education to the criminal justice system, from housing to healthcare, 
it is the practice and the ideology that created this uneven global society 
in favor of the so-called White race, at the expense of everybody else.  
 

In his writings that catapulted the Philippine Revolution against 
Spain, Dr. Jose Rizal wrote extensively about the culture of colorism in 
colonial Philippines. Although the term “colorism,” did not exist yet, the 
essence of his revolutionary novels embodies the same concepts and re-
alities. Sadly, the experiences and practices of colorism in the Filipino 
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society did not end once the Spaniards had left, instead, it persisted, even 
thrived, throughout the American Occupation, to the present-day. Color-
ism is the reason why Papaya whitening soap is one of the top consumer 
products in the Philippines. Colorism is also why such whitening cosmetic 
companies can get away with plagiarizing an advertisement that was meant 
to celebrate brown skin. In 2017, a commercial ad for a “brownening” 
soap went viral. It was a clever and funny advertisement promoting a rare 
product that was meant to celebrate the natural brown skin of the Filipi-
nos. Within days of going viral, however, a mainstream whitening lotion 
company ripped off the creativity and amazing talents of those behind the 
“Pak! Ga-brown” commercial. It was not only just plain and simple pla-
giarism, what the mainstream whitening lotion did was also to reverse the 
empowering message of “Pak! Ga-brown.” It was all done in favor of 
profit while at the same time sustaining colorism and white supremacy in 
the islands of beautiful brown people. In short, colorism is a subtle but 
very powerful tool of White Supremacy and Imperialism, one that is al-
ways ready to exploit darker skinned people in order to maintain the 
privileges and dominance of those with pale skin or lighter complexions.  
 

The Star-Spangled Banner remains a beacon of progress in the 
eyes of many Filipinos, perhaps even the majority of the people. To them, 
it symbolizes what the Philippines should aspire for, what the Philippines 
could achieve by following the American Dream. The problem, however, 
is that the United States is not perfect, and neither is the American Dream. 
The violence and injustices towards people of color, particularly towards 
the Black community, has been spiraling downwards. This systematic op-
pression continues to worsen even after the Civil War of the 19th century, 
and the Civil Rights movements of the 20th century. Anti-Blackness re-
mains strong in American media and its impact is felt beyond the border 
of the United States. The present-day popular culture of the Philippines 
is not just a reflection but more of a photocopy of Hollywood itself. The 
Philippine government too, from all levels, almost instinctively follows 
the model set forward by their American counterparts. The anti-Blackness 
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heavily ingrained in these American institutions unceasingly traversed into 
the Filipino subconsciousness in the last century.  
 

Ever since the Americans came to our shores, our textbooks have 
been filled with White American heroes and devoid of our people’s own 
true legacies. Since its inception, the Philippine entertainment industries 
are inundated with white-passing saviors and dark-skinned villains. Our 
beauty pageants’ standard of beautiful favors the paled skinned mixed Fil-
ipina over the natural brown beauty of our people. We cannot even enjoy 
a day under the sun in our pristine beaches without being told to be fright-
ened of the sun, as if a healthy dose of sun kissed melanin is as deadly as 
the radiation caused by the Atomic bombs the United States dropped in 
Nagasaki and Hiroshima.  
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“School Begins” 
 

Political cartoon showing Uncle Sam lecturing four children 
labelled Philippines, Hawaii, Puerto Rico and Cuba in front of  
children holding books labelled with various U.S. states. In the 

background are: a Native American holding a book upside down, 
a Chinese boy at the door, and a black boy cleaning a window. 

 
Cartoon by Louis Dalrymple, Puck magazine, January 25, 1899 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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“Igorrote Song” 
[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

 

 
 

“Igorot Village” 
[Public domain], via Library of Congress 

 
Between 1904 to 1914, to support White supremacy, the indigenous 

“Igorot” people of the Cordillera Mountains of Northern Luzon 
were exhibited as savages in human zoos across the United States, 

from the World’s Fair at St. Louis, to San Francisco’s Market 
Street, and New York City’s Coney Island. 
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Afterword 

 
 

“No Justice, No Peace!” 
 

The Philippine-American War was a bloody war and genocide that 
immediately followed the romanticized Spanish-American War. It was the 
first major colonial war that catapulted the United States as a world power. 
Due to the massive number of casualties and the brutality that followed 
the war, the Philippine-American War is also known as a genocide. The 
exact number of casualties has been debated in the past century, but ac-
cording to the official numbers, 4,200 American soldiers and more than 
20,000 Filipino fighters were killed in combat. But the violence was not 
confined within the limits of the battlefields. Despite the conservative 
claims that only 200,000 Filipino civilians lost their lives during the war, 
the total number of the victims is far bigger. In fact, multiple sources, 
historians, U.S. military officials, and oral traditions, acknowledged that 
by 1902, on the island of Luzon alone, about 600,000 Filipinos were killed 
in the slaughter. This alone is three times the conservative number recog-
nized by the United States. Historian Luzviminda Francisco also 
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concluded that based on her rigorous research, between 1899 to 1905, the 
number of civilian casualties in the Philippines reached 1.4 million. This 
was about one-sixth of the total population of the archipelago, given that 
at the time of the war about 9 million people lived in the Philippines. As 
you may have gathered in this book, the war resulted in genocide, uncon-
trollable diseases, and widespread hunger, occurring simultaneously 
throughout the archipelago. On paper, the war may have officially ended 
in 1902, but the merciless violence and conflict continued on for almost 
two decades. Within these decades of darkness, scholars believe that up 
to 3 million Filipinos lost their lives as a result of America’s imperial am-
bitions in the Philippines, or about one-third of the total population of 
the islands.  

 
According to Bishop Henry M. Turner, the Philippine-American 

war that began in 1899 was "an unholy war of conquest." During the war, all 
African American cavalries and Black infantry regiments were sent to the 
Philippines to fight against the Filipino revolutionaries and their struggle 
for independence. Many African Americans felt that fighting in the war 
would reflect favorably and enhance their recognition in the United States. 
The American government, at the time, also believed that African Amer-
icans were immune to tropical diseases. This belief was unfounded and 
was solely based on their racism against Black and Brown people. Many 
in the Black community were also vocal in their opposition to the U.S. 
invasion and occupation of the Philippines. Many of their newspaper ar-
ticles, and their leaders such as journalist and early civil rights movement 
leader, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, supported the idea of Philippine independ-
ence. They strongly argued against the United States subjugating non-
white people, and against the beginnings of an American imperialism.  
 

The African American community understood very well, the sim-
ilarities of their struggle under White supremacy with that of the people 
of the Philippines under imperialism. The Filipino revolutionaries also un-
derstood this interconnected struggle and exposed African American 
soldiers in the Philippines with propaganda to discourage them from 
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being the instruments of White supremacy against another “people of 
color.” They addressed the similarities of lynching and racial discrimina-
tion in the United States with the violence and bloodbath the Americans 
were unleashing in the Philippines. As a result, many African American 
soldiers defected and joined the Filipino revolutionaries. These black sol-
diers were welcomed and well-respected within the Filipino movement 
for independence. Perhaps the most well-known was Private David Fagen 
who would later become Captain Fagen in the Philippine revolutionary 
army. Captain Fagen became so successful in fighting the American sol-
diers that the U.S. government would later place a highly-priced bounty 
on his head.  

 
The sentiments of African American soldiers in the Philippines is 

summed up in this quote from Sergeant Middleton W. Saddler who wrote, 
"We are now arrayed to meet a common foe, men of our own hue and color. Whether 
it is right to reduce these people to submission is not a question for soldiers to decide. 
Our oaths of allegiance know neither race, color, nor nation.” Another black soldier 
wrote, “the white man’s prejudice followed the Negro to the Philippines, ten thousand 
miles from where it originated.”  In general, it is understood that African Amer-
ican soldiers felt closer sympathy and stood in solidarity with the Filipino 
people in their struggle against White imperialism. Given the current so-
cial and political climate here in the United States, it is crucial for us 
Filipino Americans to stand in solidarity with other oppressed and mar-
ginalized communities. Because we, people of color, deserve to be treated 
with dignity and regard for our basic human rights. The African Ameri-
cans had once shed blood to fight for our people’s freedom, it is only just 
and right that we stand beside them as they fight to be recognized and be 
respected as human beings, especially in this land of the free.  

 
Speaking of freedom, officially on paper, the Philippine-American 

War ended when U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt said so in July of 
1902. However, as mentioned earlier, we know that the fighting continued 
for almost two decades, especially in Mindanao. Official American rec-
ords would indicate that the United States was entangled in a bloody 
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conflict with the Muslim communities in Mindanao between 1901 to 
1913. Known in American history as the “Moro Rebellion,” the conflict 
in the region was hardly a rebellion. As with the name “Philippine Insur-
rection,” the Americans chose the word “rebellion” to imply that the 
conflict with the people of Mindanao was just another act of violent up-
rising against the sovereignty of the United States. As if the people of 
these islands were just unruly children refusing to obey their rightful 
guardians. It’s as if the “uncivilized” people of the islands were ungrateful 
towards the benevolence of America. But the truth remains, American 
presence on the islands resulted in an unnecessary bloodbath, all because 
the United States felt entitled to strip away the sovereignty of a proud and 
very diverse people. 

 
The official American narrative would tell us that this so-called 

rebellion lasted for a little over a decade. But by carefully analyzing the 
historical and present-day situation of the region, it would seem certain 
that the violence unleashed by this war never really ended. The policies 
that encouraged American corporations, and pro-American Filipinos 
from northern regions, to settle and occupy Mindanao led to decades of 
displacement and subsequent conflict to this very day. Today, many would 
associate the island of Mindanao with terrorism, with extreme Islamic ter-
rorism to be precise, but the bloodshed in the beautiful island of 
Mindanao goes beyond terrorism. It goes beyond the armed struggle be-
tween the Moros against the occupying state. It goes beyond the war on 
terror. It should not be seen as a war between the “good” and the “evil.” 
Instead, the first step in ending the conflict is by genuinely understanding 
the plight of the indigenous Lumad and the Moro peoples of Mindanao. 

 
Sadly, Filipinos today are unaware of this history of war, solidarity, 

and genocide. Despite their policies of “benevolent assimilation,” decades 
of colonial education under the United States did very little to emancipate 
the minds of the Filipinos. American tutelage failed in genuinely democ-
ratizing the Philippine society beyond the surface. On the contrary, the 
Americanized system reinforced the unequal relationship between the 
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Philippines and the United States. It ensured strong American influence 
over the islands in the decades, if not centuries, to come. From popular 
culture to official government affairs, the United States victoriously 
brought about the birth of Filipinos as their “little brown brothers,” or as 
the late historian Renato Constantino puts it, Filipinos “thinking and acting 
like little Americans.” 
 

As Filipinos and Filipino Americans in this day and age, it is im-
portant for us to know and not forget about our own history. It is equally 
important for the rest of the United States to recognize and remember 
such dark episodes of history so that we can all learn from the past, move 
forward, and not repeat such oppression, injustices, and violence against 
any community. Recognizing the injustices done towards generations of 
exploited people, from the indigenous, Muslims, African Americans, and 
many others, is already a step toward justice, and as many in the activist 
communities would say, without justice there can be no peace.  
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