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Futile Landscapes is a re-photographed and collaged landscape that grapples with my 

identity as a Filipina-American immigrant living in the Bay Area. Considering the American 

occupation of the Philippines, composited cultural identities, liminality, and reconstructed 

histories – I constructed a piece that meditates on the possibility and fantasy of a motherland, 

unscathed by American imperialism and what this fantasy implicates for my existence and status 

as an immigrant and Bay Area resident.  

The initial concept of the piece tackled questions of perception and the self, particularly 

confronting the phrase, “if a tree falls in the forest, and no one is allowed to hear it, does it make 

a sound?” Memorializing or documenting the self in a physical space is one way in which we 

affirm ourselves of our corporeal existence. I sought to negate that documentation by physically 

cutting myself out of the space, reprinting, and pasting, over and over again, until the space 

where my body was initially present was no longer empty. The physical materiality of each layer 

of paper, ribbed and almost kaleidoscopic, creeping into the space where my body was formerly 

present, brought a sense of closure– as if this new imagined landscape is not fully truthful 

without the presence of my body and that perception or documentation is neither essential, nor 

mandatory, to affirm the self of its presence. The entanglements of the body to the land in a 

single moment should, in theory, suffice in order to affirm an individual of their simultaneous 

futility and importance.  

However, I wanted to extend the idea of this imagined landscape. How far could we push 

this liminality to consider myself? What relationship do I have with land, and where could I 

implicate my body in a fantastical space, in an effort to composite some kind of closure that I 

still feel is lacking in myself?  

 



I turned to my Filipino identity. Throughout the past year I have grappled with my status 

as an immigrant, my disconnect with my Filipino cultural heritage, my embodiment of near-

perfect assimilation into American culture with almost little to no resistance (until now). I 

wrestled with the entanglement of the Philippines and the United States– how I embody the ideal 

product of the United States’ annexation of the Philippines in 1898 after the Spanish-American 

War. How the political appointed Philippine commission of the United States convinced the 

American public that the government had “the benevolent intention of civilizing its “little brown 

brothers”1. In order to convince the public of this, they organized the Philippine Exhibition at the 

1904 World’s Fair, where they constructed an unspecific, full-scale Philippine village in the 

heart of the fairgrounds, featuring 1100 indigenous Filipino people on display, curated to 

showcase their savagery and convince fairgoers of the importance and positive effects of 

imperialism if it meant to civilize “the lowest type of civilization [they] ever saw and thirst for 

blood”2. 

I felt guilty for embodying the successfully civilized Filipino at the hands of the United 

States. Irrational, but undoubtedly present, I felt guilty for embodying decades of imperialism 

and cultural colonization that lead me to where I am today, as if I, personally, was the one that 

inflicted the damages onto Filipinos and my motherland, not the United States. How could this 

be?   

Racial melancholia, according to David L. Eng and Shinhee Han, in their book Racial 

Melancholia, Racial Dissociation: On the Social and Psychic Lives of Asian Americans3, in 

                                                        
1 Sharra L. Vostral, "Imperialism on Display: The Philippine Exhibition at the 1904 World's 
Fair," Gateway Heritage (Spring 1993), pp. 18. 
2 Ibid., 18. 
3 Eng, David L., and Shinhee Han. Racial Melancholia, Racial Dissociation on the Social and 
Psychic Lives of Asian Americans. Durham: Duke University Press, 2018. 



regards to Asian Americans is the experience of indefinite grieving for something that which is 

lost, without being entirely sure what is lost. In many Asian Americans, that which is lost is the 

status of whiteness, despite never having possessed it in the first place. In many Asian 

Americans, that loss is also the absence of a strong cultural identity or connection to the 

motherland, in the wake of assimilation. Furthermore, melancholia, extends this mourning, and 

turns it towards the interior, pathologizing the loss and the pain as the product of an individual’s 

lacking and shortcomings, inevitably turning the fault of disconnect towards the self. Racial 

melancholia blames the individual for their position in the entanglements of empire, assimilation, 

and diaspora, rather than rightfully blaming the history of violence and structural damages 

inflicted upon me and generation of Filipinos by American imperialism.   

I found the research of Eng and Han particularly comforting and eye opening in the 

process of understanding how my piece could be important. Early questions I had when 

renovating and reworking my piece considered questions of the image not being “Filipino 

enough” or the landscape needing to be more intrinsically linked to Filipino history. The 

manipulated image is from a forest of Mount Tamalpais, the mountain overlooking San 

Francisco. I considered exploring other areas and recreating this concept in spaces that are coded 

more significant to FilAm history to be potentially more effective. The questions I asked myself 

were steeped in the same racial melancholia present in my immigrant consciousness: Am I 

Pilipinx enough? Or is my existence in the space as it is enough? Is the blood running through 

my veins enough? Despite not setting foot on Philippine sand since I was 6 months old and not 

speaking Tagalog? Is my identity intrinsically tied to how much I culturally connect with the 

Philippines or is being Filipina enough? This experience, and the answers I came to are not 



unique to my own consciousness, but rather highlights the consciousness present in Asian 

immigrants in America. Lisa Lowe, in her book Immigrant Acts4, describes this phenomenon:  

 

“…the Asian immigrant– at odds with cultural, racial, and linguistic forms of 
[America]– emerges in a site that defers and displaces the temporality of 
assimilation…Rather than expressing a ‘failed’ integration of Asians into the American 
cultural sphere, this distance preserves Asian American culture as an alternative site 
where the palimpsest of lost memories is reinvented, histories are fractured and retraced, 
and the unlike varieties of silence emerge into articulacy.” 

 

I came to the conclusion that this piece is not about the land itself, but rather the liminality 

behind imagining myself, a Philippine born immigrant who has spent her whole life in the Bay 

Area, as merely a tree in an empty, unoccupied, unconquered jungle in the Philippines. Would 

this fantasy of my disappearance and the possibility of untouched, indigenous land bring me, and 

many other melancholic Filipinx and Filipinx-American people, more peace than affirming my 

existence in the forests of Mt. Tam? I believe the questions are far more interesting and 

important than the answers.   

The pieces that inspired this project are Stephanie Syjuco’s Block Out The Sun5, Jerome 

Reyes’ Abeyance (Draves y Robles y Vargas)6, and Carlos Villa’s Witnessing7. These projects all 

represent Pilipinx people without ever explicitly showing their faces– tackling the concepts of 

Pilipinx visibility/invisibility, liminality, contested history, composited cultural identity, and the 

colonial gaze.  

                                                        
4 Lisa Lowe, “Immigration, Citizenship, Racialization: Asian American Critique,” in Immigrant 
Acts (1996). 
5 Fig. 1. 
6 Fig. 2. 
7 Fig. 3. 



Syjuco’s series particularly touches upon the objecthood of 1100 indigenous Pilipinx 

bodies as they were exhibited at the Philippines Exhibition at the 1904 World’s FairBy blocking 

out the faces of Pilipinx people who were photographed with white fair attendees, Syjuco refuses 

the imperial and colonial gaze and history cast upon these individuals. As a Pilipinx-American 

herself, she intervenes, and reclaims the anonymity and privacy of these indigenous people. Her 

tragically tender, and almost futile, efforts to protect those photographed at the World’s Fair and 

restore their privacy and agency presents a liminal space where these indigenous people are not 

presented as objects, and where American colonialism and imperialism did not ravage the 

Philippines. 

Villa’s Witnessing chaotically and beautifully captures multitude of layers of dysphoria 

present in specifically the Filipino diasporic consciousness. He attempts to composite a piece that 

echoes indigenous Filipino culture, despite being a third-generation immigrant himself, far 

removed from indigeneity of the Philippines. Furthermore, precolonial cultural artifacts and 

histories are hardly accessible, particularly due to the decades of occupation and imperialism that 

have heavily influenced Filipino culture (the importance of English, the preference for whiter 

skin, etc.), as well as the way the colonized consciousness regards Filipino indigeneity. Carlos 

Villa draws inspiration from cultural artifacts and motifs from various cultures in Oceania and 

Southeast Asia to arrive at a possible, imagined composite for an authentic precolonial Filipino 

object. While possibly approaching problems of appropriation, Villa embodies and explores the 

idea of liminality and fantasy which defines work of the Filipino-American diaspora as powerful 

and essential. 

Reyes’ Abeyance (Draves y Robles y Vargas) refuses the physical visibility of Pilipinx 

bodies while still honoring them. He memorializes Filipino individuals (an undocumented 



immigrant, an activist, and the first Asian-American Olympic gold medalist) whose legacy of 

subversion and resistance is particularly corporeal, and by rendering the body invisible, their 

identities are rendered more specific and complicated, allowing their voices to be heard, rather 

than allowing them to simply be gazed at. The composited verse suddenly embodies a single 

voice, a collective voice, that communicates the possibility of Filipino-American resistance and 

power that does not purely speak to a legacy of trauma, but rather the possibility and evidence of 

survival.  

My own Futile Landscapes composites an imagined landscape, of some temporally and 

geographically unspecific, made up jungle in the Philippines. I built the landscape out of the 

disappearance of my own body. I removed myself– and all of the entanglements that come with 

my existence regarding Americanness, immigration, assimilation, inability to speak Tagalog, my 

never having returned to the Philippines– in order to construct a possible history and landscape 

of an unscathed the Philippines, a version of the Philippines that I, and countless others of the 

Filipino diaspora, may never come to know. The text overlaid is in my hand writing– lines from 

Rudyard Kipling’s “The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands”8, a 

poem from 1899 about the Philippine-American War, which encourages America to assume 

colonial control of the Philippines and its inhabitants. While the poem is abhorrently racist and 

the nexus of thought that spawned countless imperialist works and caricatures of Filipino people, 

I found these two lines maliciously reflective of the yearning I experienced when constructing 

these imagined landscapes. Kipling was, by no means, addressing me, or anyone of Filipino 

heritage, yet managed to somehow address us, tauntingly, in his hallmark poem, reminding us of 

                                                        
8 Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden: The United States and the Philippine Islands” 
(1899). 



“the ports [we] shall not enter” and “the roads [we] shall not tread” of our own motherland. In a 

way, recalibrating these violent, imperialistic lines into the Filipino diasporic narrative could 

possibly read as reclamation of this history.  

I believe the three former pieces speak to three chronological stages to grappling with 

Filipino-American identity: firstly, wrestling with the entangled histories of the Philippines and 

the United States; secondly, trying to conceptualize an individual place in this mangled and 

inaccessible history; thirdly, finding power in this incredibly specific in-between identity. The 

three stages of mourning the past, deciphering your identity in the present, and finding hope in 

the future. I believe Futile Landscapes does not comfortably sit in any of these stages, but rather 

provides the undercurrent that churns beneath all three of these pieces. The unceasing 

wanderings of the mind, asking,  “What if?” at any point in time– past, present, and future. The 

consciousness of longing, anger, confusion, hope, and every emotion in between that churns 

beneath the construction of the three previous works.    

Futile Landscapes is a work that depicts racial melancholia in Filipino Americans and a 

singular futile, yet important, attempt to come to terms with a legacy of imperialism, trauma, and 

erasure that comes with the entangled histories of the Philippines and the United States. Futile 

Landscapes yields the power of composited cultural identities, liminality, imagination, and 

reconstructed histories as a way to cope with disconnect and uncertainty regarding an individuals 

own cultural heritage. Futile Landscapes hopes to join a body of work that represents 

generations of incredibly gracious, intelligent, and hopeful Filipino American artists that work 

and fight every day to not only understand themselves, but also guide others in their exploration 

of their own Filipino American identities.  



 
Figure 1: Block Out the Sun by Stephanie Syjuco 

 

 
Figure 2: Witnessing by Carlos Villa 

 



 
Figure 3: Abeyance by Jerome Reyes 
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Fig. 1. Stephanie Syjuco, Block Out the Sun, 2019. Photographic intervention in the archives of 
the Missouri Historical Society. Thirty archival pigment prints, 8" x 10", mounted on aluminum 
and displayed in custom vitrine. 
 
Fig. 2. Carlos Villa, Witnessing, 1975. Chicken bones, watercolor, blood on paper, face and hand 
impression on glass. 
 
Fig. 3. Jerome Reyes, Abeyance (Draves y Robles y Vargas), 2017. Installation view, Yerba 
Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco. Courtesy Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. 
Photographs by Charlie Villyard. 
 
 
 


