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During the quarter century between the 
arrival in Chicago of the first Filipinos as 
government-supported pensionado scholar­
ship students in 1903 and the start of the 
Great Depression in 1929, educational aspi­
ration functioned as a dominant theme in 
the city's Filipino community. Schooling in 
America promised upward mobility—the 
key to a better life at home. The Philippines 
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was changed and changing under the 
American colonial policy that followed the 
Spanish-American War. Chicago—with its 
great universities, night school programs, 
and technical courses of study—promised 
access to education and the employment 
frequently necessary to finance it. Obviously, 
not all Filipinos who came to Chicago be­
fore the passage of the Tydings-McDuffie 
Act in 1934 studied there, but those who did 
and those who aimed at doing so—however 
briefly, however unrealistically—defined a 
common ambition that gave their commu­
nity a persistent identity. If aspiration re­
mained constant throughout the quarter-
century period, however, achievement did 
not. The meshing of aspiration with reality 

The Tydings-McDuffie Act provided for the estab­
lishment of the Philippine Commonwealth in Nov., 
1935, and implemented a fifty-per-year Filipino im­
migration quota, thus ending the unrestricted migra­
tion of Filipino "nationals" from the Islands to the 
United States. 
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for the early few, both privately supported 
and government-supported scholars, unrav­
eled among the later many: the self-sup­
porting students. By the mid-1930s reality 
cast a stark shadow over aspiration in De­
pression-era Chicago. 

The recent study of Filipino migration to 
the United States during the first third of 
the century has tended to focus on the 
thousands who settled in Hawaii and on the 
United States Pacific Coast. The unskilled 
labor of farm, cannery, and personal service 
workers there defined the dominant theme 
despite the substantial presence of both 
stipported and self-supporting students 
along the West Coast, particularly in Seattle. 
In essence, that larger stream of Filipino 
migration has been viewed, for the most 
part, as an outgrowth of the restructuring of 
the Philippine economy towards agricultural 
exports, a change that began under Spain 
during the nineteenth century and contin­
ued under the United States after the turn 
of the century. United States free-trade, tar­
iff, and investment policies as well as native 
elite interests increased tenancy and 
landlessness in the Islands, a development 
that fostered migration to areas within the 
American empire where labor would be ef­
fectively exploited. Those Filipino laborers 
were not without aspirations. Wage labor in 
the United States might ultimately better 
their lives when they returned to the Phil­
ippines. In the meantime, they could send 
remittances to relatives, earn money for a 
plot of land back home, or finance marriage 
and the establishment of a family. But for 
laborers, as for students, aspiration fre­
quently failed to match reality. 

Thus, from the late 1920s through the 
beginning of World War II, to some extent, 
Filipinos in Chicago shared a similar reality 
with Filipinos on the West Coast, despite 
their different aspirations. As marginal men 
and minority group members, Filipinos in 
Chicago and those on the West Coast func­
tioned at the fringe of the larger society in 

an overwhelmingly male milieu character­
ized by low wages and poor housing. Unlike 
the situation on the West Coast, the absence 
of an antimiscegenation law in Illinois per­
mitted Filipinos to marry white women and 
form interracial families, but broader social 
interaction remained tenuous. Thus, in the 
years after World War II, the circumstances 
of their common reality made Filipinos in 
Chicago and on the West Coast alike into 
"old-timers." 

Prewar similarities provide important in­
sight into the Filipino immigrant experi­
ence, but to focus solely on similarities can 
obscure more than illuminate. This article is 
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