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The study which follows is very far indeed from representing a comprehensive 

work on the Filipinos of Hawai‘i. Yet it may well serve as a foundation for more 

detailed research in this field which is so rich in hitherto untouched and valuable 

material for social science investigation and theory (Cariaga 1937: iii). 

The year 1996 marks not only the ninetieth anniversary of Filipino immi- 

gration to Hawai ‘i, butit also means that it has been sixty years since Roman Ruiz 

Cariaga wrote his seminal master’s thesis on Filipinos in Hawai‘i (1936a) which 

indeed has served as a foundation for further research. It would not be an 

exaggeration to state that Cariaga’s thesis in anthropology at the University of 
Hawai‘i is the major contemporary work on Filipinos by a Filipino during their 

period of plantation labor recruitment to Hawai‘i (1906 to 1946). Without 

Cariaga’s writings on Filipinos, which include a published version of his 

master’s thesis (1937), several scholarly articles and papers (1935a, b; 1936a, b, 

c), and numerous newspaper and magazine articles, our knowledge and under- 

standing of the Filipino American experience during that period would be 

especially limited, if not distorted. If Bulosan (1943) is acknowledged as the 

major chronicler of Filipino American work and life on the West Coast prior to 

World War II, then Cariaga similarly can be credited for documenting and 
analyzing the community in Hawai‘i. 

In this paper I assess the significance of Cariaga’s writings from the 

perspective of the larger political, historical and spatial contexts in which they 

were produced, particularly in terms of the oppressed social status and extreme 

negative stereotyping of Filipinos in Hawai ‘i during the Depression years of the 

1930s. I focus especially on the publication of Cariaga’s master’s thesis as The 

Filipinos in Hawai ‘i: Economic and Social Conditions 1906-1936, which was 

the first academic work on their community. I discuss this book as a social and 
cultural text both by and about the Filipino community and argue that it can be 
read as a manifestation of Filipino subjectivity in reclaiming and expressing their 
collective identity in the incredibly racist Hawai‘i of the 1930s. 

The Man and His Writings 

Cariaga was born in 1904 in Santo Tomas, Batangas in the Philippines. He 
appears to have been from a rural family because he wrote of having to walk ten 
miles each day to attend public grade school (Cariaga 1937: 77). His family 
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probably was of some financial means since he later attended the private St. 

Thomas Academy for high school and boarded with a family “in the town” 

(presumably Santo Tomas) because as the nearest high school it was fifty miles 

away from his home. After teaching for a year, in May 1927 at the age of twenty— 

three, Cariaga went to Syracuse University in New York where he studied 

economics, joining thousands of other young Filipinos who journeyed to the 

United States for their college education during this period. It is not clear how 

he financed his education; perhaps as a bright and promising student, Cariaga 

received a scholarship from Syracuse, or he may have worked his way through 

college as did many other Filipino students. 

Cariaga went to study at the University of Hawai‘i in 1931, his reasons for 

doing so and whether he completed his degree at Syracuse not being known. He 

did receive a bachelor of arts degree in sociology three years later at a time when 

there were very few Filipino students at the university. Cariaga (1937: iii) has 

written of the “background and valuable training” for his later research that he 

gained from courses with two of the leading sociologists at the University of 

Hawai ‘i at that time, Romanzo Adams and Andrew Lind. 

Even though sociology was perhaps the leading social science department 

at the university, Cariaga entered the master’s degree program in anthropology, 

possibly because of the offer of a research fellowship from 1934-1936 under the 

tutelage of Felix Keesing. He was the first chair of the fledgling Department of 

Anthropology, and Cariaga may have wanted to study with Keesing because he 

had conducted fieldwork in the Philippines and taught a course on Philippine 

culture at the university.! Cariaga received an M.A. degree in anthropology in 

June 1936 for his thesis on “The Filipinos in Hawai‘i: A Survey of Their Social 

and Economic Conditions,” thus joining a select group of Filipino students (e.g., 

Catapusan 1934; Coloma 1939) during the 1930s who wrote master’s theses on 

Filipinos and their communities in the United States. 

Asa graduate student in anthropology, Cariaga conducted fieldwork in rural 

and urban Filipino communities on O‘ahu for his thesis. Some of his field 

research was conducted at Ewa plantation in August and September of 1935 

while he was engaged in a study on Filipino standards of living for the Institute 

of Pacific Relations (Cariaga 1937: iii). Much of the paper (1935a) that resulted 

from this research was incorporated into his master’s thesis, and some of his data 

were used for a published study on income and expenditures of Filipino 

plantation families (Wentworth 1941). Cariaga (1936a: 2) also did “short but 

intensive” field studies at Waialua plantation in 1935 and 1936 during which he 

lived with a Filipino plantation family. He also gained knowledge of plantation 


