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Abstract
Like those who form the literary tradition of Filipino American litera-

ture—from the pioneering generation including Carlos Bulosan, Bienvenido
Santos, N.V.M. Gonzalez and José Garcia Villa to the writers emerging since
the 70’s such as Epifanio San Juan, Linda Ty-Casper, Ninotchka Rosca, and
Michelle Skinner, Hagedorn directs her concerns towards the history,
memories, people, and society of the Philippines in her third novel Dream
Jungle.  What’s of particular interest in Dream Jungle’s exploration of the
national mythos is the gesture of cultural cosmopolitanism that poses the ques-
tion of belonging in the context of global connection.  And the major concern
of its narrative tracing of the historical sedimentation is hinged on the press-
ing issue of negotiation with American hegemony in the increasingly global-
ized/globalizing world with all its uneven and disparate developments.  Here,
Hagedorn’s retrospection on the national path of the Philippines accentuates
the irreversible process of formation and transformation of the Filipino com-
munity throughout the long history of Spanish colonization and American
imperialism.  This recognition of what Seyla Benhabib describes as constant
contestation among claims of culture informs a cultural politics unbounded
by nationalistic claims.
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This paper traces the problems of colonial memories, cultural identity,
and American hegemony as evinced in Hagedorn’s treatment of the Marcos-
Era-Philippines in order to examine the cultural politics Hagedorn puts for-
wards here.  We will ask what path of struggle against the uneven development
of globalization/American hegemony is opened up in this literary act of “resis-
tance and rebellion” and consider the political efficacy and/or the risk of her
politics of culture.
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In her introduction to Charlie Chan Is Dead 2: At Home in the World, an
anthology of contemporary Asian American fiction which she edited and pub-
lished in 2003, Filipina American writer Jessica Hagedorn proclaims,

For many of us, what is personal is also political, and vice versa.  We continue to assert
and explore who we are as Asians, Asian Americans, and citizens of the world.  Yes, we
read and we write as acts of resistance and rebellion. . . (xxxii).

In this claim of Asian American writing as “acts of resistance and rebellion,”
Hagedorn assumes a transnational position that identifies Asian American writers
as both Asian and American, a position which recognizes the multiple cultural
imprints left on the Asian American body and asserts Asian American ties with
Asia—a perspective that notes Asian Americans’ back-and-forth movements across
national borders and asserts their ethnic specificities against the white U.S. na-
tional discourse.  Moreover, by adding this other identity of “world citizens” to
Asian Americans, Hagedorn simultaneously expresses an aspiration for worldwide
intercultural explorations and a commitment to ethical responsibilities beyond
national boundaries.  Hagedorn’s claim of Asian American writing as political
resistance, thus, is associated with both the idea of liberating the repressed Asian
ethnicity in the US nation location and the prospect of global justice based on a
sense of the trans-national—or supranational—community in the “world-space”
co-inhabited by all the peoples in the world.

This two-fold form of transnationalism proclaimed here clearly orients
Hagedorn’s third novel Dream Jungle, published in the same year as Charlie Chan
Is Dead 2.  Mainly put in the setting of the Marcos-Era-Philippines, this novel
enacts a symbolic journey of return which expresses Hagedorn’s diasporic “long-
ing for what was precious and left behind” (Danger and Beauty x) and articulates
her deep concern with the destiny of the Philippines, her motherland.  The
thematic intent well situates Hagedorn in the established tradition of Filipino
American literature.  Oscar V. Campomanes emphatically claims that Filippino
American literature is characterized by “expressions of exile and gestures toward
return”(55), “with the Philippines as either the original or terminal reference point”
(51) in “Filipinos in the United States and Their Literature of Exile,” a founda-
tional essay which sets up a theoretical framework as well as literary background
of Filipino American writings beyond the pan-ethnic paradigm of Asian Ameri-
can literature.1  Like those who form the literary tradition of Filipino American

1 To Campomanes, the discursive formation of Asian American literature, at least at the inception, is
lopsidedly built on works written by Chinese and Japanese American writers, which are oriented towards
the “telos of immigration and settlement” (72).  The establishment paradigm of Asian American literature,
he argues, could hardly apply to Filipino American writings because the latter, constitutive of exilic
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literature—from the pioneering generation including Carlos Bulosan, Bienvenido
Santos, N.V.M. Gonzalez and Jose Garcia Villa to the writers emerging since the
70’s such as Epifanio San Juan, Linda Ty-Casper, Ninotchka Rosca, and Michelle
Skinner, Hagedorn directs her concerns towards the history, memories, people,
and society of the Philippines, the homeland left behind, which she seeks, like
many of her precedents, to re-cognize and re-connect with through writing.2

What’s of particular interest in Hagedorn’s practice of “literature of exile,”
considered by Campermane as the definitive feature of Filipino American writings,
is the second aspect of transnationalism that orients the “national mythos” created
in her narrative.  While exhibiting “a common orientation of the experiences,
writings, and identity politic towards a [Filipino] ‘national mythos’” (Campermane
54), Dream Jungle is simultaneously permeated by a cosmopolitan sense that
consents and hospitably tends to exchanges and reciprocal influences of various
different cultures.  From this perspective, transnationality in this narrative of
Filipino/American life is generally recognized as an integral constituent of the
(de)colonizing and globalizing world, and the Filipino community is saliently
portrayed as having been undergoing constant intercultural exchanges and
co-extending with its “flexible” citizens who cross the geographical boundaries
of the Philippines and are scattered all over the globe.

sensibility, is radically heterogeneous to the model of immigrant stories.  The particular historical experi-
ences and the consequent “literature of exile” produced by Filipino American writers which Campomanes
underscores as distinctive from the Chinese and Japanese American centered “Asian American literature”
have been widely noted by Asian American studies since the 1990’s.  Among many attempts to re-theorize
Asian Americas with consideration of the heterogeneity hidden in the pan-ethnic paradigm is Kandice
Chuh’s Imagine Otherwise: on Asian Americanist Critique, which specifically takes the tensions between
“Filipino American” and “Asian American” as the point of departure of her inquiry.

2 The historical condition that produced the Filipino American literature of exile could be summa-
rized as the Philippines’s “sole distinction of being drawn into a truly colonial and neo-colonial relation
with the United States” “[a]mong the various Asian countries of origin,” to put it in Campomanes’s
words.  The U.S. “colonization” of the Philippines began after the Treaty of Paris was signed in 1898, as a
result of the Spanish-American War, which forced the defeated Spain to give the control of the Philippines,
along with Cuba, Puerto Rico and Guam, to the United States.  The U.S. governing of the Philippines
as part of its territory proceeded in the name of “tutelage,” with the promise of a future independence
from the very beginning.  In 1935 the Philippines gained the status of “commonwealth” with the United
Sates as a transition to full independence, which was formally achieved in 1946 when the Republic of the
Philippines was inaugurated.  The U.S. “tutelage” of the Philippines for nearly fifty years is generally
considered as a colonial practice or “internal colonization” as San Juan specifies (“Asian American Derelic-
tion” ).  The U.S. domination over the Philippines has continued in many aspects after the United States
finalized the Philippine independence, a condition of neocolony described by San Juan as “formally inde-
pendent but politically a client-state of Washington and the Pentagon”(“Asian American Dereliction”).
See Stanley Karnow’s In Our Image: America’s Empire in the Philippines for a detailed account of the history
of US-Philippine relationship.  For more understanding of the U.S. colonial practice in the Philippines,
see the chapter “Failed Expectations: the Civilizing Mission in the Philippines” in Frank Ninkovich’s The
United States and Imperialism.
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Dream Jungle’s concern with the Philippines—its exploration of the national
mythos—thus, is embedded in a vista of “world citizens” that poses the question
of belonging in the context of global connection.  And the major concern of its
narrative tracing of the historical sedimentation of the Filipino community is hinged
on the pressing issue of negotiation with American hegemony in the increasingly
globalized/globalizing world with all its uneven and disparate developments.  Here,
instead of focusing on “[m]otifs of departure, nostalgia, incompletion, rootlessness,
leave taking, and dispossession recur[ring] with force in most writing produced
by Filipinos in the United States and by Filipino Americans” (Campomanes 51),
Hagedorn’s retrospection on the national path of the Philippines accentuates the
irreversible process of formation and transformation of the Filipino community
throughout the long history of Spanish colonization and American imperialism.
This recognition of what Seyla Benhabib describes as constant contestation among
claims of culture informs a cultural politics tactically different from “the political
project of national self-determination” (“Internationalizing the US Ethnic Canon:
Revisiting Carlos Bulosan” 133) which San Juan accredits to Carlos Bulosan’s work
and sets as the paradigm of Filipino American literature.

My reading of Dream Jungle will trace the problems of colonial memories,
cultural identity, and American hegemony as evinced in Hagedorn’s treatment of
the Marcos-Era-Philippines in order to examine the cultural politics Hagedorn
puts forwards here.  We will ask what path of struggle against the uneven develop-
ment of globalization/American imperialism is opened up in this literary act of
“resistance and rebellion” and consider the political efficacy and/or the risk of her
politics of culture.

Rescripting the Colonial Dreams

Hagedorn’s nation-narration of the Philippines mainly evolves around two
events historically taking place in the 1970’s, when the U.S.-supported Marcos
oligarchy was holding absolute power.  One of the events is concerning the dis-
covery of Tasaday, a so-called stone-age tribe living in the mountains of Mindanao,
by Manuel Elizalde, Jr, a notoriously powerful and wealthy man in the Philippines.
This “discovery” with its significant anthropological value immediately attracted
international attention and put this Philippine island under the spotlight on the
world stage.  The other event is the filming of Apocalypse Now in the same area
of the Philippines by Francis Ford Coppola with his Hollywood crew.  It was
widely circulated that the process of filming this epic of Vietnam War made severe
impacts on the landscape of the underdeveloped southern tip of the Philippines
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as well as the filmmakers themselves.3

The narration of these two events in Dream Jungle is divided into two parts.
The first part is centered on Zamora’s—the fictionalized Elizalde’s—extravagant
but empty life in Manila, his desperate search for escape through womanizing
and all sorts of wanton pleasure, the comfort he found in the discovery of Taobo,
and the role he assumes as the protector of the primitive tribe uncontaminated
by modern civilization.  The narrative is fragmented into pieces of accounts from
different perspectives, and interposed by passages taken from Antonio Pigafetta’s
account of Magellan’s voyage around the world.  The second part consists of
similarly collaged pieces of accounts, this time weaving around the shooting of
Napalm Sunset in the Philippines, a big Hollywood project led by the prestigious
director Tony Pierce, a fictional version of Coppola.

Hagedorn’s narrative saliently recalls the colonial experiences that have
haunted the archipelago throughout its history for over four hundred years. In the
first part which fictionalizes Elizalde’s discovery of Tasaday through the character
Zamora, Hagedorn repetitively refers to this corrupt man of power and wealth by
“Spaniard” or “Conquistador,” which conjures up memories of the European
conquest of the Philippines in the 16th century.4  Zamora, characterized as a
world-weary man who came to find a sense of achievement in the task of protect-
ing the primitive tribe of Taobo, simultaneously functions to embody the mindset
of the Spanish colonizer.  His commitment to protecting Taobo, the passion kindled
in his heart by the discovery, is fueled by a desire for conquest.  The primitive tribe
of Taobo appeals to him as a dream, and this dream he chances upon relieves him
from his father’s shadow (Dream Jungle 5) and redeems his life of inertia by allow-
ing him to play the God-like role of guardian with the absolute power over the
tribe.  The parallel between Zamora and the Spanish conquistador drawn here is
further accentuated by the excerpts from Antonio Pigafetta’s account of Magellan’s
voyage around the world.  These excerpts interposed in the narrative (Dream Jungle
1, 88, 92, 103-106), concerning the first European encounter with the natives
of the Philippines, are coded in the typical travelogue discourse of wonder which
indulges itself in relishing the curious customs and behaviors of the “savages.”
The one that relates the final destiny of captain-general Magellan, who was killed

3 For a first-hand account of Hagedorn’s initial take on these events for her fictional project, see Karin
Aguilar-San Juan, “A Conversation with Jessica Hagedorn.”  The readers are also referred to Robin Hemley’s
Invented Eden, a book on the Tasaday controversy, and Hearts of Darkness: A Filmmaker’s Apocalypse, a
documentary made out of the footage taken by Eleanor Coppola of the shooting of Apocalypse Now, for
in-depth knowledge of these two real-life events which inspire Hagedorn’s creation of Dream Jungle.

4 Even Zamora’s family name, Lopez de Legazpi, reminds one of Miguel López de Legazpi, who estab-
lished the first European settlements in the Philippines in 1565 and began the Spanish colonization.
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during an attack on one of the tribes, particularly reinforces the violent character
of this first encounter, which finally leads to the Spanish colonization of the
Philippines by force.

The theme of the colonial conquest, which Hagedorn even loudly spells out
by entitling the first part of the novel “Discovery and Conquest,” is well carried
on to the second part of the novel.  The image of conqueror casted for Zamora in
the first part is passed on to Tony Pierce, the Hollywood director coming to the
Philippines for his epic movie on the Vietnam War.  The jungle of the Philippines
served as the background for his filmic simulation of the Vietnam War, and Pierce
the great Hollywood director came and acted like a tyrant ordering around
his cast and crew to accomplish his ambitious masterpiece.  Here the Philippines
was desired as the perfect jungle scene in place of that of Vietnam; for his ambi-
tion in creating a war epic to be crystallized, a war-effect is lashed on the natural
beauty of the rural location.  Hagedorn has the actor Billy Hernandez to make the
comment,

You see the way the cast and crew walk around here like they own the place? Pierce is
the worst.  Thinks this country’s nothing but a backdrop for his movie. The people
don’t matter, except when they service him and his family (179).

The portrait of Tony Pierce with his grand Hollywood budget and crew trampling
on the land emblematically points up the neocolonial relationship between the
United States and the Philippines.  Even though the Republic of the Philippines
was finally founded in 1946 after American colonization which spans almost
half a century, the archipelago never completely broke away from the enormous
economic, military and political influence/interference of its former metropolis.
The image of Pierce triumphantly devastating the remote area in the southern
tip of the Philippines visualizes the American imperialist aggression, a lopsided
relationship further detailed by Pierce’s resourceful power to acquire Philippine
military aircrafts to play a part in a war scene while they are on a mission, or to
procure dead bodies regardless of the law.  He is a capitalist conqueror, becoming
the new “Emperor of the Jungle” (236).

Closely interwoven into Hagedorn’s narrative of these two events, which
invokes the repeated colonial experiences, are the snapshots of the severe social
problems—the extreme discrepancy of wealth distribution, the oligarchy which
sanctions the elite class’s privileged status, the corruption of government, the stun-
ning poverty prevailing in this country, and exploitation of women and children
in the sex industry, etc.—taken in the collaged accounts of events.  The extrava-
gant life of Zamora is depicted in sharp contrast with that of Risalina, daughter of
the head cook in Zamora’s mansion, who also became a servant girl there.  The



28 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

difficulty in making a living for the peasants in Mindanao, who yearn for the job
opportunities created by the Hollywood production team there, also holds true
for Risalina in the big city after she ran away from Zamora when the master made
explicit his desire for her.  We witness how a government official in a high position
would pursue his own desire to the extent of committing crimes of kidnapping,
rape and even murder with no limits just like the privileged millionaire eccentric
Zamora, who builds his power on his wealth and shows no restraints in exercising
his power to get whatever he wants.  And following the just arriving Hollywood
actor Moody’s tourist eye, we glanced at the dark and sordid corners of Manila
where erotic dancers and boy prostitutes hide and try to survive by selling sex.

The phantasmagoria of Filipino life unfurled in the collaged accounts, with
accentuated remarks on the historical sedimentation of its colonial legacies,
conveys a critical comment on the Marcos-Era-Philippines as crisscrossed by
multitemporal colonial forces.  But Hagedorn’s re-inscription of the past and
current colonial aggression inflicted on the archipelago is limited to the level of
invocation.  Its presence is distinctively marked in the narrative, but exists only as
an echo of that complex history.  The echo reminds us, emphatically, of the nation’s
history as the object of colonial desire, the “dream jungle” for the imperial powers
to explore, to conquer, and to fulfill their pursuits of achievement.  Nevertheless,
the narrative never mounts to offering an analytic examination of that complex
history of repeated colonization and its impacts on the Philippine social order and
the destiny of the nation.5

Why this evasion of engaging history in a text which so specifically draws
upon particular historical events and invokes the colonial past, to the extent of
directly interposing quotes from a colonialist text?  What does the narrative want
to achieve by “a swift montage of phantasmagoric images, flotsam of banalities,
jetsam of clichés, fragments of quotes and confessions, shifting kaleidoscopic voices,
trivia, libidinal tremors and orgasms”(“Transforming Identity in Postcolonial
Narrative: An Approach to the Novels of Jessica Hagedorn” 8), words which

5 Thus said, I want to make an additional note that even though Hagedorn does not give a due
examination of the complex colonial and neocolonial memory-traces embedded in the Filipino community,
she does make multiple endless resonations heard through the echo of that complex history.  As Aguilar-
San Juan keenly observes, the substitute of the Philippines for the location of the Vietnam War in the film
constitutes an ironic note of the parallel destinies of these two countries—the Philippino-American War
taking place at the turn to the 20th century was the precursor to the Vietnam War, indexing the building
of the U.S. empire in the Southeast Asian countries.  Moreover, Pierce’s fantasized understanding of his
own lack in understanding the Filipino world as an advanced European/American losing his way in the
long gone early stage of humanity recalls Apocaplypse Now as well as its subtext Joseph Conrad’s The Heart
of Darkness.  They resonate with each other and prominently reveal the persisting fantasy of the white
colonizers.  See Aguilar-San Juan, “Who’s Discovering Whom?”.
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San Juan used to describe Hagedorn’s first novel The Dogeaters but might as well
fittingly apply to Dream Jungle?

Multiple Homeplaces and the Question of Belonging

One significant indicator of Hagedorn’s writing project is the inscription of
various languages in this novel.  The multiple languages appearing in the narrative
space—Tagalog, the language of Taobo (as fictional imitation of one of the indig-
enous languages used in the Philippines), Spanish, German, in addition to En-
glish—materially testify to the cultural multiplicity of the Philippine social reality.
There are more than 7000 indigenous languages used in the nation consisting
of more than 7000 islands.  The colonial and neocolonial experiences have made
Spanish and English ingrained in Filipino social text. And the cosmopolitan
milieu of the capital Manila fed by American hegemony has brought in even more
languages used by visitors and immigrants.6  These diverse languages manifest the
heterogeneous cultural imprints left on the Filipino community through layers
of historical sedimentation.  In other words, while critically invoking the history
of colonial and neocolonial aggression which contributes to the unequal social
structure and problems of corruption, poverty, and class exploitation, Hagedorn’s
retrospection of the Marcos-Era-Philippines onwards to the new century in Dream
Jungle underscores not only the mixed origin of the nation but also the continu-
ous exchanges among languages and cultures of the Filipino community.  What is
suggested is a perspective of culture which, corresponding to political philosopher
Seyla Benhabib’s argument, notes its transformability and views it as an ever on-
going process of contestations and negotiations among heterogeneous cultural
practices.

Hagedorn further develops the idea of cultural transformability or fluidity
by prominently featuring the narrative with various migrants.  For example,
Rizalina’s love affair with the Hollywood actor Vincent Moody resulted in her
relocation in LA, leaving her daughter in the Philippines to a relative’s care.  Zamora’s
trusted bodyguard Sonny Limahan also emigrated to San Diego, living as a middle-
class churchgoer, respected and loved by the Filipino community there.  And

6 In her interview with Aguilar-San Juan, Hagedorn thus comments on her employment of diverse
languages in the novel, “I hope to create a particular world, a specific world, a world in which all these
languages co-exist.  I feel this exists in the Philippines. . . .  I think the mix and clash of cultures add to the
texture and music of the novel.  Dream Jungle is about a hybrid world—the chaos, confusion, and excite-
ment of many different kinds of people living together, loving and hating each other.”  See Aguilar-San
Juan, “A Conversation with Jessica Hagedorn.”
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from the dead Zamora’s interior monologue, we know that his daughter turned
out to live in New York with Zamora’s urn of ashes displayed on the mantelpiece.
In a reverse direction, Vincent Moody found his redemption in the Philippines,
and pursued his career in Manila, working with the local director Pepito who
knew how to utilize Moody’s experiences in Hollywood.  These migrants inte-
grally constitute the Filipino community; with them the Filipino community is
on the one hand internally internationalizing and culturally hybridizing; on the
other hand, spatially extending its boundary beyond the archipelago located in
the South Pacific to countless places in the world. It’s not only that the Filipino
cultural identity is shown to be formed through deforming and reforming in the
long history of colonization and deconlonization.  The Filipino community is
also envisioned against the background of constant flow of people, goods and
capital on a transnational scale as spanning places continents apart and continu-
ingly evolving in global networking.

Correlated to the perspective of cultural transformability in the transnational
context is the question of belonging, which is most explicitly addressed through
the homecoming journey of the character Paz, a Filipina American journalist
through whom the two storylines of the novel intersect.  The journey started with
a mission assigned by the magazine she worked for to dig up spicy stories about
the Hollywood crew in the Philippines.  But it turned out to be Paz’s personal
pilgrimage to rebuild connections with her homeland, taken up through her insis-
tent attempts at interviewing with Zamora, who, for her, is not only a renowned
millionaire in Manila but also an old acquaintance of her mother.  This journey
significantly lays out how family ties, memories, and shared experience actively
constitute the sense of belonging and call up nostalgia for the distant homeland.
Nevertheless, the search for the homeland left behind and the emotional ties at-
tached to it are intermingled with and counterbalanced by another equally strong
emotion, that is, an aspiration for seeing the world, to explore other places on the
planet.  Paz’s mother’s last words for Paz, recorded on tapes, depict and/or dictate
Paz’s path of life as such:

Why am I telling you this? You wander the planet, Paz—seeking answers to questions
without any answers, like some cosmic detective without grounding or direction, or an
explorer who isn’t really interested in discovering anything new. . . .”  It’s the process
that’s important.”  “It’s the journey that’s worth taking.” (285)

Prior to any home-coming journey, there must have been a journey of leave-taking.
This passage recalls that the home-coming daughter had left her mother, her
motherland earlier on a journey to wander the planet.  Now while the home-
coming journey did bring comfort to Paz’s nostalgia, she is still going on her way
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back to America, another homeplace of hers, a home that is not where she was
born, but where she has chosen to take root; a home she has created on her jour-
ney of planet wandering.  Where does Paz belong?  She simultaneously belongs to
the Philippines and America, as well as she belongs to the planet in the cosmos.

Along with many other characters who drift away from their motherlands
for different reasons but more or less settle with a life inhabiting multiple
homeplaces, Paz testifies to a sense of belonging that exceeds the geographical
boundary and territorial institutions.  In order for this sense of belonging to be
properly articulated, we probably need to insert a dash in the word belonging,
between “be” and “longing”: the dash signifies the lacuna out of which we estab-
lish ties with places on our longing journey as a wandering stranger on the planet.

Hagedorn’s nation-narration thus casts the Philippines in the light of
transnational interconnections.  It understands culture as a continuing process
of development that endeavors to cope with historical contingencies.  Through
the dynamic process, the foreign colonial imprints have become integral to the
social formation and cultural identity of the Philippines.  And also through this
dynamic process, the migrant Filipinos develop attachments to multiple homeplaces
and a flexible sense of belonging.  Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the narrative
invokes the indelible colonial inscription on the archipelago but does not aim to
engage in-depth interrogation into its saturation into the social reality of the
Filipino community.  And it seems fair enough for San Juan to disapprovingly
remark that the themes of explorers as conquerors and the Western influence on
the Philippine destinies are just “banalities” unworthy of further ado (“Asian
American Dereliction and Servility”).  What’s worth noting is that while the his-
toricity Hagedorn inscribes in her narrative of the Philippine destiny may seem
only “banalities,” Dream Jungle interestingly orients its retrospection towards an
awareness of the world society and reinforces the sense of belonging to the world
space as a whole.  Through the view point of the world citizen, embodied by Paz
and highlighting the individual human being’s freedom to move in pursuit of
happiness in spite of national borders, the Philippine destiny is shown to be open
to the drifts of the world, being a part of it and belonging together.

Moreover, it is on the perspective of cultural identity and belonging un-
bounded by national(ist) claims that Hagedorn launches an interesting and
intriguing exploration into the cultural potentials for “resistance and rebellion” to
American hegemony, which dominates the scene of the Marcos-Era-Philippines
and beyond.  In the following section, we will discuss Hagedorn’s treatment of
Pepito, a Filipino filmmaker based in Manila, to examine the issue of American
hegemony in terms of transnational capitalism and popular culture as Hagedorn
opens up in Dream Jungle.



32 Tamkang Review 40.2 (June 2010)

Reclaiming the Global/American Culture

Continuing Dogeaters’s extensive inscription of American pop culture’s in-
filtration into the social fabric of the Philippines, Dream Jungle features the mag-
netic attraction of the Hollywood imagination to the Filipino public.  The small
turmoil Vincent Moody constantly causes for being recognized as a movie star—
even though his fame in the Hollywood was already on the decline—and the high
interest of the government officials as well as the public in the production crew
are depicted to reveal the general fascination with the Hollywood.  The fascina-
tion is so prevalent that we see the ambitious local director Pepito, an admirer
of the Hollywood director Pierce, when finally having got the chance to make a
film of his own, come up with a film idea that is a thoroughly commercial produc-
tion in imitation of the Hollywood.

What’s striking about the scene of Pepito making his own film in the 1990’s
is the enthusiasm and vitality that sparkle throughout Hagedorn’s delineation of
the episode.  With no big plan, no grand artistic ambition, and no strict demand,
the film-making presents a site for fun, for exercising fascination over the general
public to provoke laughter.  The invocation of fun and laughter is reinforced by
the description of a queer beauty contest taking place nearby the scene of filming.
To make a mock of Miss World Pageant, these contestants, also recruited as extras
in the film, are called “bitch queens of the world,” a twist of “beach queens of the
world,’ and their titles as national delegates are turned into funny homophones
such as “Miss Grease” (for Miss Greece), “Miss Roast Turkey” (for Miss Turkey),
“Miss Hungry”(for Miss Hungary), etc.  The carnival-like scene of Pepito making
a film of his own suggests a sympathetic attitude towards the local appropriation
of the American pop culture despite its being mediocre and even thoroughly
commercialized.  It affirms the popular culture by noting its social function of
binding people, no matter how much Americanized it is.

This treatment of American infiltration into the Filipino culture suggests an
interest in American pop culture’s capacity to solicit the Filipino public’s interest.
If the Hollywood commodity cultural production has triumphantly made its way
into the Filipino cultural fabric and become a motor to prompt the local cultural
production as well as solicit the popular interest, the cultural energy of the global/
local commodity production is inneglegible with respect to its capability to invite
the popular participation in cultural imagination.  Joke Hermes points out in her
Re-reading Popular Culture that the audience’s everyday practice of “enjoying
and making use of popular culture” is “crucial for social cohesion and the con-
tinuation of the social order”(13).  With its inviting nature, popular culture offers
a commonly shared Imaginary through which its mass participants find represen-
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tations of themselves, and form their ideas of life and their neighbors by identify-
ing with as well as critically exchanging opinions over the offered cultural scripts.
Through the process, popular culture comprises a social domain which not
only “offers a wealth of materials that rewrite and codify human experience for a
multitude of user pleasures, including recognition and reflection”(11), but also
provoke contending responses, whose dialogues facilitate community-building and
the audience-members’ sense of identity and belonging.

Hagedorn’s Pepito episode, in alliance with the glamour of the Hollywood
underscored in her narration of the production of Napalm Sunset, draws attention
to the social function of a commodity cultural product despite its consumerism
and hegemonizing character.  Being put at the end of the main body of this novel
which features the colonial exploration and conquest in its pieced fragments, this
episode even strikes a note of hope for this exploited neo-colony to thrive despite
its economic and political disadvantage.  In other words, taking American com-
modity culture as one of the major cultural instances with which Filipinos
are bound to live and negotiate, Dream Jungle confers a value on the trans-
formed cultural fabric and even stakes the hope in the appropriated and/or ap-
propriating global American culture.  The globally transmitted and circulating
culture is claimed as one’s own, as one’s proper-ty for the local to ap-propriate and
ex-propriate with view to its function of maintaining social cohesion and estab-
lishing bonds within the community.  Hagedorn’s Filipino director is not a heroic,
elite nationalist artist fighting against Hollywood hegemony.  Pepito’s style is clearly
permeated or contaminated by the American pop culture.  And yet it is still
“Filipino style” for Hagedorn, and the Hollywood kind of movie in Filipino style
is exhibited to possess significant cohesive force.

Nevertheless, Hagedorn’s sympathetic attitude towards the local appropria-
tion of the American pop culture is simultaneously mixed with a kind of
self-conscious mockery.  Her description of Pepito’s film wryly underscores its
lack in originality as well capital:

This is a ten-day shoot, a one-camera operation, no storyboards necessary. Pepito likes
to work fast, hates wasting money.  Taghoy ng Pating (The Shark’s Lament) is a com-
bination of Jaws and Deep Blue Sea, Filipino style.  The extravaganza of sex and gore
features a colossal female shark who goes on a vengeful path of destruction when her
shark pups are captured by Japanese tuna fishermen. (314-315)

Both Jaws and Deep Blue Sea are Hollywood-produced thrillers; the former was
released in 1975 , and the latter, in 1999.  Then the Filipino style turns out to be
the local pastiche of the Hollywood pop culture, pasting cut-up texts in anachro-
nistic combination, a style that could also be loosely labeled as postmodern,
and again a repetition of what Frederic Jameson calls the cultural logic of late
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capitalism, which exactly is the cultural logic of U.S. capitalism.
The global dominance of the Hollywood imaginary over the local produc-

tion exhibited in Pepito’s case calls attention to the difficult struggle of local
culture in face of the capitalist global/American culture.  With the support of
big budget for producing as well as marketing, American pop culture has soaked
through the Filipino life and become part of it to shape the general Filipino
sensibility.  The entailed consequence is that local cultural workers would either
seek to cater to the Americanized public sensibility for commercial success or even
be themselves permeated (or contaminated) by American pop culture.  That’s the
cultural crisis faced by the Philippines, with many other countries in the periph-
ery of the world system.  The economic factor of this problem is clearly seen in
the contrast of Pepito against Pierce.  While Pierce, the director from the capitalist
center, could afford to put into practice every single whimsical idea of his and
crystallize his aesthetic vision with plentiful resources, Pepito is short on budget
and could only “work fast” and improvise on whatever he has at hand in order to
cut down the budget.  Here, Hagedorn saliently registers the risk of homogeneity
in the current global cultural exchange—one which tends to tilt towards the pull
of the metropolitan center.

The ambivalent position with regard to American pop culture does not only
reveal Hagedorn’s personal “love-hate relationship” with it, but also indicates the
difficulty of “resistance and rebellion” in the face of American hegemony.  Given
the unbalanced world power structure and the speeding globalization of Ameri-
can commodity capitalism, the celebrated cultural exchanges might turn out to
be straight assimilation since the capitalist power would easily win over the
cultural contestation.  The problem is probably even more acute in the Philip-
pine context given its special ties with the United States.  Being a former colony of
the United States and having been put on a satellite position vis-à-vis its former
metropolis in many aspects until now, the Philippines is a country that has been
most intensively experiencing the global American hegemony.

The self-conscious irony exhibited in Hagedorn’s treatment of Pepito’s struggle
runs even deeper when we turn to consider the “style” of Hagedorn’s own literary
production.  The fictive reconstruction of the real-life events of Elizalde’s discov-
ery of Tasaday and Copola’s filming Apocalypse Now poses a gesture of historical
retrospection, but the historical gesture is simultaneously overshadowed by the
highlighted element of simulation with which both events are involved: the film
is a simulation of the Vietnam War simulated in the surrogate jungle of the
Philippines, while the discovery of Tasaday was alleged to be a hoax, one specula-
tion of which, among many, is that Marcos himself, with the collaboration of
Elizalde, engineered this anthropological fraud to sidetrack the international
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criticisms of his declaration of the martial law in 1971.  Both of the events
saliently problematize the commonsensical divide of reality and simulation and
show reality as staged simulation, Baudrillard’s main concern in his reflection on
the postmodern society.7  Hagedorn’s intent to thematize simulation is already
shown in her choice of these two events over other far more politically significant
events in the Marcos-Era Philippines for her subject matter of the narrative.  But
it is even more clearly revealed by her way of story-telling.  The truth of Taobo
(Tasaday), along with that of other lesser events such as the mysterious disappear-
ance of the American girl coming with the Hollywood crew, is revealed as well
as covered by the layers of accounts from different narrative points of view.
Furthermore, in addition to employing dreams to constitute the reality of the
novel, a device already extensively used in Dogeaters, there is a whole section of
the dead Zamora’s interior monologue, uttered by him in the form of ashes buried
in an urn placed in his daughter’s apartment in New York.  Appended as Epilogue
to the main body of the narrative which by the large is not set in the category
of fantasy, this grotesque interior monologue unfurls a description of a reunion
between mother and daughter which is so ambiguously narrated that it is al-
most impossible to determine whether the reunion is what the dead Zamora “sees”
as a fact or what he “foresees” bound to happen.

The interior monologue, spoken by a no-longer-existent subject about a
scene “it” projects, constitutes a climactic moment of narrative self-reflexivity.  It
demonstrates the working of simulation in the space of narrative, distablizes the
verisimilitude established in the novel, and consequently questions the divide
between reality and fiction generally.  In other words, the postscript—along with
the techniques of collage, pastiche, multiple narrative voices, and deliberate
appropriation of quotations and stock images widely employed in the narrative—
makes the focus shifting from the questions of colonial and neocolonial aggres-
sion and the transnational perspective of cultural identities to the postmodern
concern with the constructedness of reality, codified in a typically postmodern
self-reflective play with the fictional divide between reality and fiction.

The postmodern mode of “representation” could be politically charged for
it launches an epistemology that, as Linda Hucheon argues in The Politics of
Postmodernism, denaturalizes the hegemonic representation received as natural
reality and detotalizes the authenticated history commonly taken as the past recu-
perated in its totality.  Through the self-reflective narrative, the postmodern text

7 It is interesting to note that both the Tasaday and Apocalypse Now are mentioned in Baudrillard’s
Simulacra and Simulation, though it’s not certain whether this work in any way triggered Hagedorn’s plan
to put these two events together in this novel.
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that denaturalizes and detotalizes the well-received reality and history is able to
disrupt the “naturalized” representation of “reality” informed by the uneven power
relation.  However, once the potentially subversive mode of narration gets institu-
tionalized and canonized with certain identificatory characteristics established,
its edge of denaturalization would be easily flattened into an imitation foil which
assumes only the formal similarity but loses its thrust of force.  Would not the
literary postmodernism, academically institutionalized in the 1980’s and dissemi-
nating not only internally but also globally through the international literary/
academic circles that orbit around the U.S., have become also as yet another
“naturalized” form of representation? Hagedorn clearly has developed a penchant
for the postmodern form of representation: all of her three published novels
are saliently featured with the established postmodern characteristics.

What’s not so clear is how well her employment of postmodern mode of
representation, besides reinstating generally the fictionality embedded in reality/
history, contributes to the imaginary of the Filipino destiny.  We might interpret
Hagedorn’s performance of literary postmodernism—thematizing simulation
and exposing the constructedness of reality by fragmented narrative—as a way to
reinforce the significance of imagination and campaign for a renewed imaginary
of the Filipino community in response to the increasingly globalizing world.
Then how surprisingly (or not so surprised?) we find Hagedorn is stepping in
the shoes of her Filipino director.  Though simultaneously situating herself as
“Asian,” “Asian American” and “World Citizen,” Hagedorn’s literary practice
is distinctively executed in the globalizing literary convention of American
sensibility.  Like Pepito, Hagedorn appropriates the Global/American form
of expression in order to make her own voice of “resistance and rebellion” be
heard.  And yet, the readily established postmodern characteristics saliently
featured in Hagedorn’s text simultaneously make a sonorous note of the risk in
her gesture of cultural cosmopolitanism: the hospitable negotiation with cultures
circulating transnationally would risk reinforcing the hegemonic order sustained
by power and capital, as Hagedorn’s own “act of resistance and rebellion” is so
thoroughly infiltrated by the reified postmodern aesthetic.

Conclusion

The irony registered in Hagedorn’s representation of Pepito’s appropriation
of globalized American pop culture as well as her own literary performance of the
U.S.-institutionalized postmodernism points to the complex entanglements
involved in her agenda of reclaiming American pop culture as a way of resistance.
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It reveals the vista of cultural cosmopolitanism, however potentially invigorating
for the “glocal” struggle to articulate the peripheral experience—the impact as
well as aftermath of its colonial past, the continued racialized and gendered class
exploitation, the difficult negotiation with the hegemony, is nevertheless threat-
ened by the engulfing force of the metropolis center increasingly strengthened
by its accumulative material as well as cultural capital.

As a literary/cultural production, Dream Jungle pertinently reflects on
and responds to the question of belonging in relation to the problematic cultural
identities posed by the increasingly globalized/globalizing world, where the iden-
tity articulations are no longer hinged on the conceptualization of a stable culture;
its relationship to a specific geopolitical site is consistently disrupted.  From the
vista that illuminates the global connections the Filipino community has been
embedded in, the novel conceives the Filipino community as an ever extending,
fluid aggregation unbounded by geographical borders and invigorated by mi-
grants inhabiting multiple homeplaces.  Here, the sense of belonging to a particu-
lar location is intersected and coextending with the sense of belonging to the
human community as a whole; the cultural contents of belonging is projected to
be an ever evolving dynamic, propelled by historical contingencies.

And yet, as a literary practice of “resistance and rebellion,” it also exhibits
as well as exemplifies the sweeping current of Americanization driven by global
capitalism and renders the local appropriation/expropriation of global American
culture as risking surrender, intentional or not.  The vision of cultural trans-
formability that invites reinvention does not warrant a successful route of resistance.
Rather, as the practice itself exemplifies, the optimistic claim of global American
culture for individual, local appropriation in the historical process of cultural con-
testation is overshadowed by the threatening hegemonic assimilation.

That’s why Rizalina’s final destiny has to be kept from full revelation in the
narrative.  As the icon of the beautiful indigenous girl half hidden behind the
huge tropical fern leaves set on the cover of the book (See Figure 1) presses to
recall,8 the nation has been imagined repetitively in the colonial scripts as the
unravished virgin land, the desired exotic “dream jungle,” the dazzling beauty,
which the character Rizalina to a certain extent allegorizes.9  Rizalina’s escape

8 Hagedorn revealed that she herself found the picture in a collection of photographs taken during
the early days of the American colonization of the Philippines and decided to use it for the cover of the
book.  She thus comments on the image on the book cover, “I thought the young girl in the picture was
so haunting and beautiful and could be Rizalina, but also not.  She could also be the Philippines.  She is
this beautiful, waiting, fierce presence.  When you think of a dream jungle, I think seduction and danger
have to be part of its allure.”  See Karin Aguilar-San Juan, “A Conversation.”

9 The narrative specifies that “Rizalina” is named “after our beloved national hero, poet and novelist
Dr. José Rizal”(14), a hint encouraging this line of reading.
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from the grip of her coveting master Conquistador Zamora is a rescript to inter-
dict the colonialist dream of the Philippine jungle.  But whether the desired
beauty could achieve her freedom by her struggle for a new life remains a question
to be answered in the time to come.  Hagedorn’s attempted route of resistance
through the claim of global American culture, while inaugurating a vista perti-
nently reflecting and responding to the globalizing world, even more urgently
points up the complex entanglements and calls for more efforts to “imagine
otherwise,” ever more efforts that might surpass this incomplete attempt at resis-
tance and rebellion, at seeking justice without borders, at struggling from the
position of the periphery to live at home in the world structured by uneven power
relation and injustice.

Fig. 1
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