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The Master and the Federation:
A Filipino-American Social Movement in
California and Hawaii

Steffi San Buenaventura

The Filipino Federation of America, Inc. was a mutual aid organization that
was founded in Los Angeles in 1925 and brought to Hawaii in 1928. It was the
subject of much discussion and debate among the Filipinos in Hawaii and in the
larger community, particularly in the thirties during the peak of its popularity.
Leaders of the Filipino community denounced the organization; members of the
larger community, on the other hand, accepteditas a“peculiar” part of Philippine
culture and assumed that the Filipinos brought the organization with them to
Hawaii. The Federation declined rapidly after the war, but it continued to attract
the interest of Hawaii’s community even after its founder and president, Hilario
Camino Moncado, died in 1956 and up until the early sixties, when his widow,
Diana Toy Moncado passed away.

The controversy about the Federation centered essentially on the fact that
its members held and promoted the belief that Hilario Camino Moncado was
God and the Filipino “brown Christ.” Critics of the Federation denounced
Moncado for this “fakery” and for exploiting his followers. Likewise, they
derided the Federation members for believing in the divinity of Moncado and
strongly disapproved of what the critics perceived were the members’ “bizarre”
spiritual beliefs and practices.

Today, this Filipino-American organization in Hawaii consists of small
factions of a dwindling first-generation membership, a loyal but negligible
second-generation following, and support from a handful of third-generation
youth. However, since the Federation was formed in Hawaii, the members of the
organization—popularly known as “followers of Moncado” or “Federation
men”—became permanent figures in the cultural landscape of Hawaii. They
once occupied a very visible place in the community and partook in the
development of the Filipino communities on the different islands. Now, they
represent an important chapter in the history of the Filipinos in Hawaii.

This article presents an overview of selected aspects of the Filipino
Federation of America which underscore the significance of the movement as it
evolved in California and formed a new identity in Hawaii in the twenties and
thirties. The study takes into account the perspective of the Federation members
and the vantage from which they saw and interpreted events. It also places the
Federation phenomenon in the context of the Filipino-American experience.







