
Unfolding a Collective Consciousness 
Neither “Here” Nor “There”

by

Anne Camille Baello

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate and Postdoctoral Affairs 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Architecture Professional

Carleton University
Ottawa, Ontario

© 2017
Anne Camille Baello

balikbayan blues



balikbayan blues

unfolding a collective consciousness

neither here, nor       there.







BALIKBAYAN BLUES  [ abstract ] v

abstract

The term diaspora has proliferated the dialogue surrounding 
Filipino migrancy and has become a strategic discourse in 
mediating the collective consciousness between homeland and 
hostland. While a global phenomenon, diaspora also connotes 
a dynamic spatial negotiation within the host localities. The 21st 
century city has been and will continue to be re-shaped and re-
defined by the socio-cultural factor of international migration 
and the accompanying politics of ethno-cultural difference. 
Balikbayan Blues: Unfolding A Collective Identity Neither “Here” 
Nor “There” will set out to examine the implications of the politics 
of difference and the persistence and plasticity of culture through 
the context of the SoMa district in San Francisco - a city home to 
the second largest community of Filipinos in America. 

A study of such dynamics – of diaspora, the “Other”, and the in-
between – will frame an analysis of the Filipino balikbayan box 
ritual, utilized as a metaphorical tool in exploring new methods of 
building, situated within the negotiation of a collective memory 
of the homeland and responsive adaptations to the host locale, 
in the 21st century multi-cultural, multi-ethnic cities. The 
architecture that emerges is neither here, nor there and neither 
completely fiction or faithful. Instead, the spaces that materialize 
are something in-between; in perpetual mutation.
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stories from a 1.75

Home has always been an abstract notion to me. As an immigrant 
from the Philippines who moved to Canada when I was 4, I’ve 
struggled to find footing not only in my adopted country but in 
my own self-conscious. As my family moved from town to town, 
searching for that space that could make a place - that they could 
make a home -  the means at which I could identify with my own 
surroundings seemed to get more and more muddled. 

Inside the walls of my house I was Filipino.
Outside, I was simply not. At least - I felt like I was not. 

It was the Summer that I turned 16 - the Summer I spent a month 
in San Francisco with my grandparents - that home finally became 
a place. The internal longing that I felt to connect with something 
-  anything -  finally collided into a space that was not bound by 
four walls but extended outwards. I was immersed. Surrounded   
and connected to the community that my grandparent’s had been 
a part of for over 18 years - a community that they helped built - I 
was Filipino. I was home. 
  
And since then, it’s always felt like home.



so, here you are -
diaspora blues



xv

di·as·po·ra \dī-ˈas-p(ə-)rə, dē-\: 

the movement, migration, or scattering of a people away from 
an established or ancestral homeland.

Discourses on diaspora use the term in three distinct but 
related ways: 

1. As a social form: 
refers to individuals who live in different parts of the world 
but identify collectively with one another.

2. As a type of social consciousness:
refers to individuals who live in a variety of societies and 
cultures and who emphasize their sense of belonging or 
exclusion, their states of mind, and their sense of identity.

3. As a mode of cultural production: 
refers to the reproduction of cultural phenomena through 
creolization and hybridization.1
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so, here you are - 

Preface Within North America, the socio-political phenomena of 
international migration2 is so prevalent that the concept of the 
“Other”3 has come to define the multi-national identity and history 
of both the United States and Canada. In these movements, 
cultures globally are de- and re-territorialized in the demographic 
restructurings of 21st century cities4. The term diaspora, originally 
used to describe the forced dispersal of the Jewish, Armenian, 
and Greek people5,  has proliferated the dialogue surrounding 
international migration and transnationalism.6 While it expresses 
a social experience of displacement, diaspora is also used to refer 
to a transnational sense of self and an understanding of ethnicity 
that breaches boundaries both real and imagined. As a result, the 
term has become a discursive strategy in mediating the collective 
consciousness between “homeland” and “hostland.”7

In addition to being a social phenomenon born of the complex 
and multi-dimensional processes of globalization, diaspora also 
connotes a dynamic spatial negotiation within the host locales, 
where the transnational migrant groups8 live in “mediated 
tension”9 between displacement and place-making. Through the 
experience of displacement the link between social identity and 
geographic space is disrupted.10 Ijeoma Umebinyuo articulates the  
sentiment of a transmigrants11 internal struggle in Diaspora Blues:
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So, here you are - 
too foreign for home 
too foreign for here.

Never enough for both.12

Umebinyuo, a Nigerian poet who strongly identified with her Igbo 
heritage, expressed the transmigrants struggle to redefine a sense 
of belonging in their new society. In that process, transmigrants 
actively engage in the breakdown of traditional spacio-temporal 
conditions through the development of transnational social fields.13 

As they occupy a liminal ground that is somewhere between the 
everyday tension of living “here” and remembering “there”,  it is 
through their formation of hybrid identities that transmigrants 
contribute to the spatial restructuring of contemporary cities14.

Transmigrants daily fight to exercise agency over the physical 
spaces in which they live, work and interact, is parallel to the their 
struggle of belonging. This is because the globalized localities15are 
inhabited by both diasporic individuals and those who are 
perceived as “indigenous”16, which can create a conflict of ethno-
cultural differences17 and an experience of fear of “The Other”18. 
The neighbourhoods of the 21st century multi-ethnic, multi-
cultural city then become the stage of contestation at which the 
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“cultural politics of difference”19 plays out. Therefore, the narrative 
of diaspora and the project of intercultural co-existence20, is one 
in which architects and urban designers are deeply implicated. 
Transmigrants, rather than being mere victims who are acted 
upon by the dominant society, appear in these narratives as actors 
within and across space.21

In the poem “Diaspora Blues”, the first lines directly refers to 
the transmigrant actors within the diaspora, “So, here you are”, 
reinforcing their presence (you are) and grounding their existence 
through the expression space (here). Within the literature of 
international Filipino migrancy, these diaspora subjects are 
referred to as Balikbayans.22 The character of the Balikbayan 
and the derivative ritual of the Balikbayan box encapsulates the 
collective consciousness of Filipino transmigrants, occupying the 
imagined space between the “homeland” and the “hostland”.

Balikbayan Blues: Unfolding A Collective Identity Neither “Here” 
Nor “There” sets out to examine the persistence and plasticity of 
cultural identity and the implications of the politics of difference 
through its relationship to place , specifically the SoMa (South of 
Market) neighbourhood in San Francisco. The Northern California 
city is home to the second largest community of Filipinos in 
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America. In part an ethnographic investigation and proposal for 
the Filipino diaspora community in San Francisco, the thesis also 
seeks to present a re-conceptualization of the “ethnic enclave”, 
not as a metaphor of exclusion but rather built on an ethos of 
negotiation and inter-cultural co-existence.  Rather than a simple 
case study, the thesis is a microhistory insofar that it aspires to 
“[ask] large questions in small places.”23 Using the poem Diaspora 
Blues by Ijeoma Umebinyuo as a literary device, the character of 
the Balikbayan and the balikbayan box ritual will be examined 
through the framework of “Home”, “Here” and “Both”. 

“Home” and “Here” of the examination follows the deconstruction 
of the Balikbayan character in both respected contexts - as 
a temporal category of citizen in “Home” and as a reductive 
characterization as the “Other” in “Here”. The character will then 
be reconstructed in the context of SoMA, San Francisco - a city not 
only significant in Filipino American history but within that of my 
family as well. It is within the context of this city that Balikbayan’s 
narrative will be demarcated, simultaneously delineating the 
transformation of the community’s “urban cultural landscape.”24

“Both” includes a microhistory of the balikbayan box - a 
deconstruction of the artifact as a means of examining the 
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sequence of the ritual. This in turn provides insight on how 
the process and the remittances exchanged redefines the 
Balikbayans relationship with their homeland - mediating the 
spatial abyss of the Filipino diaspora. In addition to being an index 
in understanding the unit of a Filipino household, the ritual is 
also an apparatus by which to conceptualize the everyday actions 
of plurality and recollection inherent in the development of a 
Balikbayans transnational identity.  

The range of topics that are discussed in Balikbayan Blues are set 
within the intersection of migration, memory and urban studies. 
Within this context, the thesis seeks to explore architecture’s role 
as a mediating agent. Approaching the methodology of design as a 
consummation of the ritual, three “pasalubongs”25 made inalienable 
through the Balikbayan Box ritual are redistributed within SoMA, 
each location integral to the neighbourhood’s cultural landscape 
and to the larger contextual surroundings of San Francisco. The 
thesis then becomes an examination of these “pasalubongs” as 
lens into the evolving ties of kinship embedded within the action 
of the exchange and the changing dynamic transnational migrant 
communities have to their homeland.

Public space, a tool of governmentality26 to propagate fear of 
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difference can be reclaimed to exercise the right to difference, 
which is essentially a right to the city. Representative of the 
Balikbayans ties of kinship - adapted meanings and memory 
reified - the interstitial social narratives that emerge from the 
action of exchange will provide the formal tactics for the urban 
landscape and to facilitate the design process of the micro-
publics27 - the sites of everyday social contact and encounter. 

The proposal will be a means to integrate the narrative of diaspora 
into the planning of a 21st century multi-ethnic, multi-cultural cities 
- allowing the liminal state to inform the process of designing an 
urban-scale architecture based upon the mediation of belonging 
and inclusivity of difference. The spaces that materialize will then 
be something in-between; in perpetual mutation.
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Home is an idea, a contentment, a memory. Home 
is a living concept rather than simply a place to live. 
We dwell inside a House, but the qualities of a Home 
dwell inside of us. The notion of Home is as personal 
as our own thoughts and can move with us even as 
our houses or homelands stay behind. 

- Hamid Nacify1

In the second line of “Diaspora Blues”, the place of “home” is 
introduced in opposition to “here”, which implies “home” as the 
locality2 of departure. When discussed in the context of migration, 
“home” and the idea of “homeland” is defined as both an 
imagined and actual geography3.  In relation to the character of the 
Balikbayan, home is in reference to the country of the Philippines.

The duality of “home” and “here” is produced within the discursive 
association between diaspora and process of migration. In the 
book Cultures of Migration, co-authors Jeffrey H. Cohen and 
Ibrahim Sirkeci attempt to define the process of migration as more 
than an economic move, but rather frame the phenomenon as a 
cultural and social process. A cultural model of migration does 
not focus on the decisions of individual migrants (micro-level) or 
a nationalist understanding of mobility (macro-level) but rather 
emphasizes the “household” as the unit of measurement4. The 

home,

Culture of Migration



ACT I [ home, ] 012

definition of a “household” is not limited to a physical dimension of 
a domestic unit, but can include consanguineal, affinal and fictive 
ties of kinship5 within and across space. This meso-level form of 
analysis of migration can be utilized as a tool to contextualize the 
transmigrants relationship to the localities of departure (home) 
and frame their experiences within the localities of settlement 
(here).

The unit of a household does not only reflect cultural values 
and builds upon the history of the people who make them, but 
is also critical in the creation, negotiation and maintenance of 
identity over time. The cultural model of migration is compatible 
in analyzing the character of the Balikbayan, as the Philippines 
as a kinship-oriented society; a direct influence of the ancient 
barangays (or villages) which were the dominant organizational 
pattern in the pre-colonial history of the country. These social 
structures, derived from the spatial organizations of the barangays 
and the traditional housing archetypes, continue to act as the 
precedent for social and political interactions within Filipino 
culture6. The concept of bayanihan, of which modern Filipino 
proxemics7 is based from, is evident of the barangays continuing 
cultural influence. 
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The traditional Filipino home, “bahay kubo” (nipa 

hut) has no physical boundaries that seperate 

the rooms. The interior of the “bahay kubo” is 

multipurpose, functoning as “receiving room, 

sleeping room, kitchen, dining room.

The space constantly adapts to allow  for whatever 

activity needs to be accommodated at any 

particular moment during the day.

Bahay Kubo

ACT I [ home, ]
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Bayanihan  is a Filipino value system that 

encompasses a spirit of kinship and camaraderie. 

The Bayanihan system is characterized by 

communal work towards one goal. This is 

commonly examplified through the action of  

community members volunteering to help carry a 

Nipa hut when a family needs to move to a new 

place.

Bahay Kubo

ACT I [ home, ]
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Whereas the contemporary manifestations of barangays 
represent a territorial entity - the pre-colonial barangays were a 
representation of loyalty to a particular head (or datu).8 The datu 
and their families were considered members of the nobility, the 
highest category in the “barangay” status system. However, the 
social structure was by no means rigid and beholden to the three 
broad classes (nobility, freeholders and dependants). Instead, the 
“barangays” were defined by a bilateral kinship system, which saw 
descent and inheritance passed equally through male and female 
lines. This is represented within modern Filipino household units 
as unequivocal loyalty to both the matriarch and patriarch of the 
family. 

Within the contemporary context of migration, the Filipino 
“household” has become predominantly transnational. However, 
the loyalty towards the modern equivalent of a Filipino household’s 
“datu” and their associated “barangay” has not wavered. Instead, 
the fervor of loyalty has manifested itself within the character 
of the Balikbayan. An understanding of the sociocultural 
ideals, norms and history of “home”,  framed through a meso-
level deconstruction of the Balikbayan, provides a contextual 
comparison to the experience of “here”, (South of Market, San 
Francisco). What this facilitates is an discernment of the plurality 
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Philippine concept of space is boundless and 

communal. The Filipino people have little or no 

sense of personal space or personal boundaries. 

Although most social interactions occur 

comfortably within the Intimate and Personal 

Space distances,   spatial attitudes towards 

strangers are erratic and unpredictable.

Filipino Proxemics

ACT II  [ here. ]
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a Filipino transmigrant’s identity, through the ties of kinship that 
encompass the unit of a household.   

“The journey creates us [...] and we become the 
frontiers we cross.” 

- Salman Rushdie9

To contextualize the collective consciousness of a specific 
diaspora, the global and local dynamics within the localities of 
departure (home) must be addressed in relation to the trends 
of emigration and the localities of settlement (here)10. Within 
Filipino migration literature, the character of the Balikbayan is the 
mechanism by which to clarify and understand these nuances, as 
its origins are directly related to the Philippine’s colonial history 
and emigration trends, especially in relation to the United States. 

The contemporary Filipino household unit became transnational 
due in large part to the United States aims of becoming a Colonial 
power. Although the Philippines had been subjugated to Western 
colonization by Spain for 300 years, it was the acquisition of 
colonial rule in the Spanish-American war of 1898 that defined 
future emigration trends. Prior to the country’s colonization by 
Spain in 1565, it had not yet developed a centralized government 

Origin of The Balikbayan
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ruling11. The Spaniards introduced a political bureaucracy to the 
archipelago, making it the only Southeast Asian country that was 
not able to do so independently, hindering its ability to create an 
indigenous dominant culture12. 

Though eventually finding solidarity through shared grievances 
which led to an organized opposition against the Spaniards, 
complete independence was usurped by the arrival of the 
Americans, who disguised their imperialist intentions by feigned 
generosity. Immediately after the Spanish were defeated by the 
combined Filipino and American forces, the Treaty of Paris 
was signed in December of 189813, ceding the Philippines to the 
United States. Over the next 50 years, the Americans continually 
promised the Philippines complete independence while 
simultaneously ensuring its lasting dependence. While the country 
was formally granted independence on July 2, 194614, colonization 
left indelible imprints on Philippine politics, culture, and most 
significantly economy, contributing to the nation’s persistent 
underdevelopment15. 

This near century’s trend of economic struggle influenced by the 
United States interference in Filipino politics, was the impetus for 
the country’s large scale migrations - an effort to protect themselves 
from declining real incomes and standards of living16 - to search 
for opportunities of upward social mobility. Over the 20th century, 
there were three major waves of Filipino emigration: 1900’s, post-
war 1940’s and the late 1960’s. Although the migrational trends 
were at very different points in history, there were two pervasive 
trends: 1. They were all driven by the desire for the acquisition of 
education, property and money, 2. The majority of the migrants 
traveled to the United States.

The third major wave of Filipino emigration in the late 1960’s was 
spurred by the election of Ferdinand Marcos in 1965 and his violent 
and fraudulent re-election in 1969. This was also the same year the 
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Sunday Express headline - Sept 24 (1972)
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United States Congress introduced changes to immigrant laws with 
The Immigrant and Nationality Act, which led to a highly visible 
increase of the Filipino American population. It continued into the 
1970’s as President Marcos declared Martial Law, in reaction to the 
increasing disorder brought on by violent student demonstrations 
and threats of resistance from opposing political forces. 
However, his declaration of a “state of rebellion”17  was primarily 
to override the imminent approach of his presidential two-term 
limit - extending his authoritarian rule for another decade. The 
authoritarian era, deemed by Marcos as the “New Society”18 was 
publicly criticized for its increased corruption, reported excesses 
and continued repression of rights and freedoms, which Marcos 
attempted to curtail with the introduction of the Balikbayan 
program on September 1, 1973. 

As an effort to publicize the achievements of his regime and 
promote tourism, Marco’s Department of Tourism designed the 
Balikbayan program to encourage Filipino migrants, primarily 
those residing in the United States, to return (balik) to the their 
homelands (bayan) to observe the benefits of the regime’s “New 
Society”19. By offering incentives such as reduced airfare, travel tax 
exemptions and generous baggage allowances, the government 
capitalized on the emotions of the expatriates and their sentimental 

Protester storming the Presidential Palace in 
Manila - March 25th (1986)
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Cover of Balikbayan Program brochure (1999)
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ties to their homelands to generate income and a positive public 
perception for the Philippines and the Marcos government. 
Although, the promotion was meant to be a temporary exercise, 
the Balikbayan program was extended indefinitely after the end 
of the third phase on February 29, 1976 after generating over $45 
million dollars20 for the Philippine economy. 

The Balikbayan program transformed the identity of the returning 
Filipino expat, which was now characterized by their political 
credibility in contrast to that of “ordinary tourists.”21 During the 
temporary return to their homelands, they were in a position to 
compare Marcos’ “New Society” to that of their “Old Society”, 
which they had opted to leave despite their strong familial ties. 
The positive feedback provided by the returning migrants to the 
local press and the world, was of significant political value to the 
longevity of the Marcos regime. From these circumstances, the 
character of the Balikbayan emerged. Originally a political tool to 
serve the purposes of the President Ferdinand Marcos, the invented 
term, now deeply embedded in Filipino popular vocabulary, has 
become subservient to a new, temporal category of the populace.

“Bring Home a Friend” raffle coupon (1999)
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In Diaspora Blues, the subject of the poem is described to be 
“too foreign for home”. Implying a change in the diaspora subject 
or a change in their perspective of self in relation to home, or 
home in relation to self. With the introduction of the Balikbayan 
Program in 1973, the nature of the Filipino migrant’s relationship 
to their homeland was redefined, as migration, memory and 
nostalgia became institutionalized as an economic generator 
for the country. Presently, the “other”-ing of Filipino migrants in 
their own home-land has become so normalized in local popular 
culture that Philippine citizens typically describe Balikbayans as 
“gikan sa gawas”, or “from the outside”22 despite being of the same 
ethnicity. 

The development of what was initially meant to be a temporary 
tourism promotion into a formalized decree - by the inclusion of 
the Balikbayan Program into law - altered perceptions of Filipino 
migrants even more so than distance created by miles and years. 
The adapted Western behaviours only further perpetuated the 
divide between Balikbayans and the “kababayans” (countrymen) 
left behind. 

Upon arrival on their pilgrimage to the homeland, Balikbayans are 
immediately ubiquitous figures. Their identification as Balikbayans 

Myth to Homeland



024

Cover page of “Rediscovery Philippines” tour 
brochure (1999)

ACT I [ home, ]



ACT I [ home, ] 025

immediately associates them with a certain position of wealth, and 
therefore a higher level of status relative to the locals perception of 
themselves. The perception of affluence that a Balikbayan exudes 
commodifies them into objects of financial expectation, despite 
their personal economic realities.

Although the status of Balikbayan immediately adorns migrants 
with the heightened consideration of Filipino locals, there 
is an associated assumption to entreat “kababayans” with 
“pasalubongs” as a reparation for their position of privilege and 
an expression of nationalistic allegiance. This impression is only 
further sustained by the economic underdevelopment and the 
wealth disparity that has consistently affected the Philippines, 
when compared to that of the migrants hostland. Balikbayans are 
therefore unable to fully return “home” to the Philippines - as from 
the moment of their departure, they are perceived to now be from 
somewhere else. The diasporic location does not promise “neither 
transcendence nor return”23 to the original comprehension of the 
“homeland”. Instead, it now only exists as an imagined construct 
and a product of nostalgia, separate from the reality of the actual 
geography. Within a diasporic consciousness, ”home” is now 
positioned at the intersection of displacement, cultural hybridity 
and transnational connections24.

Philippine Airlines advertisement (1977)
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here.

“Difference defined as that which is outside, in 
opposition to the congealed norms of any society, is 
constituted by/against hegemonic identity. Identity 
and difference than are an intertwined and always 
historically specific system of dialectical relations, 
fundamental to which is inclusion (belonging), and 
its opposite exclusion (not belonging).” 

- Leonie Sandercock1

In the opening line of Diaspora Blues the narrator introduced the 
place of “here”, as their present location, a delineation from the 
location of “home” in the second line.  However, in the context of 
both “here” and “home”, their existence within either location is 
addressed as being too “foreign”. In comparing their journey from 
“home” to “here” as a ritualized practice, transmigrants embark 
upon a “rites de passage” marked by three phases: separation, 
margin, reaggregation2. From a Balikbayan’s point of arrival within 
the host society (here), they then transition from the margin state 
to the reaggregation state, in which afterwards the passage is then 
consummated. The reaggregation state, and the extent to which 
the completion of the ritualized practice is achieved, is however 
prescribed in direct correlation to the perception of difference in 
the host society.

Living As A Spectacle
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The condition of being “too foreign for here”, as described in the 
third line of Diaspora Blues, is a comparison of ethno-cultural 
differences to an understanding of “Self ”3 defined by the dominant 
society, the result of which is a reductive characterization of 
transmigrants as “The Other” in their localities of host societies. 
This construction of “The Other” has challenged the integration 
of Balikbayans into their host societies as it has created an 
environment of fear, conducive to the exacerbation of ethno-
cultural difference and bias. Much of contemporary scholarship 
surrounding the process of migration has developed to address 
the presumed threat transmigrants bring to their host society4.

Due the demographic restructurings of “the rational city”5 
within the postmodern “age of migration”6, the multi-ethnic and 
multicultural neighbourhood has become a site of struggle, where 
the rights of transmigrants to exercise agency over the physical 
spaces in which they live, work and interact are challenged daily. 
Capitalist space7, a reflection of the politique of the state and 
centres of power that functioned to negate differences, is “pushed 
toward … explosion”8 by these spatial negotiations of transmigrants 
and is transformed “spaces of insurgent citizenship”9 - a landscape 
marked by difference. 

In an effort to manage, rationalize and conceptualize ethno-
cultural difference spatially, it is commonly abstracted into 
a notion of “national cultural difference”10 in host societies. 
This term speaks of processes of categorization, based on the 
understanding that the nation state function as a fundamental 
cultural “container”11. The perception Ethno-cultural difference 
is then reduced to  “markings of difference”12, such as national 
costume, cuisine or decorative styles, presented as spectacle. 
These spatial contestations occur in parallel to the transmigrants 
personal journey of redefining the conditions of belonging within 
their host societies. 
This commodified packaging of ethno-cultural difference is a 
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by-product of the civic ideology of “living together”13 encouraged 
by a top down policy declaration of multiculturalism.14 British 
theorist James Donald describe this version of cultural pluralism 
as an “ethical need for an openness to unassimilated otherness”15. 
Although virtuous in its intentions, peaceful coexistence requires 
broad social participation, banal intercultural interaction and 
dialogue - the basis of which is pre-existing trust. This is difficult 
to achieve with a top down bureaucratic approach, common in 
many settler countries that claim an ideology of multiculturalism, 
and instead results in a society of cultural enclaves and “de facto” 
separatism16. 

As an exercise of agency, It is common for many transmigrant 
communities to mobilize the production of differentiation to 
their advantage through economic means. An example of this 
would be the urban archetype of the cultural corridor or street, 
which commonly indicates the commercial centre of an ethnic 
enclave, but also serves as a stage for the performance of cultural 
difference. In their role as designers and actors across this space, 
transmigrants participate in the commodification and marketing 
of their own “culture”, which only perpetuates an attitude of self-
interest and indifferent, which assumes that nothing is be gained 
from intercultural discourse.  

The civic ideology of “living together” is framed by commercial 
interests and a symbolic understanding of “Other”-ness, and 
rather than functioning as a social equalizer that empowers 
migrants alike, it tends to exacerbate inequalities of difference17. 
This is because the politics of “pure identity”18 and assimilation, 
which seeks to eliminate The Other, is the basis of this civic 
ideology.

For transmigrants to reaggregate into the their host societies 
and complete the rites de passage of migration, a vocabulary of 
spatial and social accommodation must be incorporated into 
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public culture. As a foil to the modernist politics of pure identity, 
the politics of difference focuses on the paradigm of “intercultural 
co-existence”, which is defined by actions of local recognition and 
inclusion.19  However, the active construction of living together in 
difference is a long term process, that cannot ignore any fears or 
anxieties surrounding the construct of “The Other”. 

Instead, the inherent inequalities and challenges of integrating 
migrants from different cultures must be addressed through the 
deconstruction of community as neither identity or place, but as a 
productive process of social interaction20. More so than a matter of 
bureaucratic management or of citizen legislation, it is the “lived, 
everyday, sociological expression”21 of urban citizenship and the 
willingness to work together across differences that is necessary. 
In these interactions and in the building of a cosmopolis22, the 
mediation of collective memories of identity and belonging are 
essential, and can be achieved through the inclusion of story, 
metaphor and ritual.
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Core Story The centrality of Enlightenment epistemology, which included 
modernist notions as providing order, coherence, regulation and 
homogeneity, was at the expense of experiential, intuitive, and 
local knowledges based on the capacity of narrative. In the post-war 
rush to construct the Rational City, practices of talking, listening, 
seeing, contemplating, sharing, as expressed by visual, symbolic, 
ritualistic and artistic means23 were ignored. Instead, modernist 
city-building professionals relied in the liberating potential of their 
technical knowledge to arrive at an objective assessment of “the 
public interest.”24

However, the new cultural politics of difference undermines the 
modernist paradigm and brings upon the death of the Rational 
City. It is with the rise of spaces of insurgent citizenship, that 
the importance of place, the art of placemaking and the role of 
narrative return to prominence. 

Within the process of the deconstructing of “The Other”, stories 
can provide a far richer understanding of the human condition, 
and concurrently the urban condition, than traditional social 
science. This is because it allows the unrepresentable space, life 
and language of the politics of difference to be made imaginable. 
Narrative then is conducive to the productive process of social 
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interaction, as it serves as an aid to critical thinking and a means of 
mediating collective memory and identity. 

How cities are then narrated are then constitutive of urban reality; 
stories are not merely told but are actively created within the 
daily lives of the cities inhabitants. Culture then is the creation 
and expression of stories that bind communities. Transmigrants, 
rather than being mere victims who are acted upon by the 
dominant society, also appear and construct these narratives as 
actors within and across space.25 However, the cultural narrative 
of an urban landscape is one of continual negotiation and it is the 
stories of the dominant society that are often times represented 
spatially, revealing structures of inequality inherent in the building 
of the Rational City. 

The culture of the politics of difference is then the creation and 
expression of stories centered on the power inequalities that define 
diasporic identities, consciousness, and solidarity. Although 
these narratives of difference may not have always found a place 
in history, it does not mean their stories are necessarily erased.  
The localities of the host society - the socio spatial dimension 
of human experience - do contain the transmigrant narratives of 
both the “home” and the “here”. However, they are relegated to 
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appropriate or occupy interstitial ground. Behind the edifice of 
buildings and embedded within the urban landscapes are traces of 
collective social memories of difference - a transnational cultural 
urban landscape. 

It is these accumulative memories that create a diasporic 
community’s “core story”26, which lend meaning to collective life 
and connect the history of struggle over urban space with the 
“poetics of occupying particular places”27. An understanding of the 
local context of migration, and the way that transmigrants organize 
themselves within their host societies and new translocal28 spaces 
is as significant as knowledge of their traditions and customs.29

For the Filipino diasporic community in San Francisco, the core 
story is one defined by displacement, disenfranchisement, and 
perseverance, stemming from the near century long colonial 
legacy that defines the relationship between the United States and 
the Philippines. As the only former colony of the United States, the 
Philippines’ disadvantaged position is indoctrinated in the nation’s 
psyche. The vision of America as a golden land of opportunity was 
imposed by the colonial curriculum30, which instilled a binational 
loyalty to both home and the country of their colonizers. 

This unequal dynamic can be traced throughout the three major 
waves of immigration from the Philippines to San Francisco, a 
city significant within the narrative as it served as the key gateway 
passage into and throughout the greater United States.31 Their core 
story then is inherently transnational. Therefore, the urban reality 
of that narrative - and in consequence the productive processes 
of social interaction it would constitute - would be transnational 
as well.
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Anti-Asian laws that discriminated against the entry of other 
“Orientals” did not apply to those arriving from the Philippines 
due the country’s status as a “territorial protectorate”32 of the 
United States. Early Filipino migrants included members of 
the mestizo (mixed-race) aristocracy, single men brought to fill 
agricultural labour shortages, Navy veterans and government-
sponsored scholars, known as pensionados (or pensionadas)33. The 
earthquake of 1906 resulted in the displacement of many Filipinos 
residing in the downtown core. They found refuge in such towns 
as Daly City34 which would become a cultural stronghold for the 
transmigrant community. By the 1910s to the early 1920s those that 
preferred employment near the urban centre situated themselves 
in such areas as Kearney Street (or Manilatown) adjacent to 
Chinatown and in the South of Market area. Early immigrants 
were however blocked from becoming naturalized citizens and 
instead were categorized as “nationals”35 - an indeterminate status 
that subjected them to racial discrimination and exclusion. As 
a result, Filipinos were prohibited to rent or purchase home in 
exclusively caucasian neighbourhoods. Anti-Filipino sentiment 
only continued to increase into the Depression when they were 
then barred from entry into the United States by the Tydings-
McDuffie Act in 193436. 

Triptych [ 1898+ ]
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San Francisco’s Ross Alley, Chinatown (1898)

After the Earthquake, Chinatown (1906)
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Limits of the Burned Area destroyed by the Fire. (1906, Lithograph)
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Triptych [ 1945+ ] Despite the obstacles faced in the transition to their hostland, 
Filipinos were still able to establish a unique Filipino American 
culture and community in San Francisco. As highly talented 
musicians, writers, artists and journalists, first-generation 
immigrants found their place among other Latino and black 
immigrants in such neighbourhoods as the Fillmore, the 
Mission, and on Kearny Street. They also excelled in such sports 
as basketball, baseball, softball, and volleyball, despite limited 
access to public facilities because of racist prohibitions. Upon the 
beginning of World War II in 1942, Filipinos were made eligible to 
draft and volunteer for service in all branches in the United States 
military - which granted them the opportunity to also become 
citizens. By the end of the war, Filipinos were now viewed as loyal 
allies which contributed to a positive shift in public sentiment. 
Parallel to an increase in immigration quotas, the War Brides Acts 
(1945)37 was also passed, which allowed veterans to bring their 
wives and children to the United States. The postwar period saw 
the Filipino community make great strides in socio-economic 
mobility and a rise of insurgent citizenship. The GI Bill gave 
veterans access to higher education, well-paying civil service jobs 
and low-interest home loans - the outcome of which was the inter-
city migration from SOMA and Kearney Street into such areas as 
the Richmond and Sunset district to the west (despite white-only 
racial covenants), and the Mission, Bernal heights, Outer Mission, 
Crocker Amazon and Visitacion Valley neighbourhoods to the 
south.
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Cover of The Tribune - September 24th (1942)
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Sign posted on front door of hotel in Stockton, 
California (1930)
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Triptych [ 1965+ ] The Immigration Reform Act of 1965 instigated the third major 
wave of Filipino immigration to the United States, which 
welcomed the arrival of university-educated technicians and 
professionals. Welcomed by an expanding economy, new Filipino 
immigrants were provided a higher level of socio-economic 
mobility than prior generations, driven by democratizing effects 
of the GI Bill and the Civil Rights Act38. The “Cold War” era saw 
increased political participation from Filipino immigrants as 
they established political clubs and became leaders in their local 
communities. While engaging in various cultural movements 
such as the Beat, jazz and rock-n-roll scenes, Filipino American 
youth were also involving themselves in the goals and methods 
of the Civil Rights movement, which caused a divide amongst the 
community’s more conservative members39. The Vietnam war only 
deepened the estrangement. In 1968 the legacy of Manilatown was 
threatened to be erased from history as the last institution of the 
neighbourhood, the International Hotel came under duress by the 
purveyors of Urban Renewal. Despite resistance from the elderly 
tenants and the larger San Francisco Community, the tenants and 
their supporters were violently evicted on August 4, 197740. The 
“I-Hotel Struggle” became a defining moment in both Filipino 
American and San Francisco culture.
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Photograph of I-Hotel with banner that reads “To 
hell with your profits! We won’t move!” (1977)
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Sheriff Richard Hongisto stands outside the 
evicted I-Hotel (1977)

Sheriff Deputies and Police confront demonstrators 
(1977)
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By engaging with a deeper understanding of the entire urban 
cultural landscape, agency is returned to the communities whose 
histories were made invisible. Through the process of spatially 
reciting a transmigrants community’s core story, the “sacred 
spaces”41 within the urban cultural landscape are then able to be 
discerned. Refined through processes of reinvented ritual, sacred 
spaces are formed between the static state of nostalgia and the 
transformative action of remembering.42 What is revealed through 
a network of sacred spaces are the connections between place and 
collective identity - a fundamental component of “The Other’s” 
experience of the city.43 

The clarity gained through the process of nurturing a transmigrant 
community’s public memory can incite moments of grief and 
empowerment, which then consequently prompts the experience 
of healing. A new narrative arc - one not based on spectacle, 
commodification or “Other-ing” - within a transmigrant 
community’s core story cannot be stimulated without this explicit 
moment of lamentation. However, for this course of renewal and 
redemption to move forward, not only must there be collective 
will to do so but it must involve an ongoing process of atonement, 
negotiation, ritual, acknowledgement and trust.44

Presently, the Filipino diasporic community in San Francisco is 
currently facing a pivotal point in their history. Earlier in April of 
2016 the San Francisco Board of Supervisors unanimously passed 
legislation zoning 9 blocks of the South of Market neighborhood as 
a Filipino-American cultural district. Through the layers of cultural 
memory and meaning, it is made evident that a large portion of the 
Filipino diasporic community’s narrative is centered on the SoMA 
neighbourhood. Now they have been given opportunity to actively 
participate in the building of their core story.
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Not Home, But Here “...the role played by migrants and their local and 
transnational practices of incorporation in the 
rescaling and restructuring of cities’, calls for an 
understanding of historical processes underlying 
(and constraining) the making and re-making of 
localities and regions.”

- Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse Caglar45

Located in the Northeast corner of the San Francisco peninsula, 
the South of Market46 neighbourhood is part the sixth supervisorial 
district of the city proper, which is also commonly called South of 
Market. However, the district also contains the neighbourhoods of 
Mission Bay, Financial District, South Park and the Tenderloin. In 
contrast to the rest of the peninsula SoMA is characterized for its 
low lying topography and low scale built environment47. Bordered 
North by Market Street and the BART subway line, the Caltrain 
railyard and King Street to the South, Highway 101 to the West and 
the San Francisco Bay to the East (U.S. Route 101), it is placed at a 
fair distance from clusters of tall buildings and hills. 

The built morphology of the neighbourhood speaks of a history 
that reflects the transformative influences that have shaped the 
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rest of San Francisco. Initially a burgeoning pioneer community, 
SoMA was primarily dedicated to heavy industrial development 
by the 20th century due to its proximity to the San Francisco 
Bay48. Although the earthquake of 1906 completely destroyed 
the area, SoMA was again rebuilt to house the city’s industrial 
manufacturing. Simultaneously, the neighbourhood became 
“home” for many low-income Filipino immigrants, in light of 
SoMA’s loose zoning requirements and lower than average rental 
costs. In addition, SoMA welcomed a sizeable population of 
working-class individuals, transients, the incipient gay community 
and a community of artists and craftspersons, who thrived in the 
flexible nature of the environment.

The 1980’s marked a shift in the area’s history due to ambitious 
redevelopment plans targeting central SoMA. Yet, it the influx of 
young tech-minded entrepreneurs -  attracted by the low-rent and 
the proximity to downtown -  who inhabited the empty warehouse 
spaces that incited substantial change in the area. Developers, 
seeing the opportunities within the area’s flexible zoning, empty 
warehouses and lots, soon followed and began building high-rise 
apartment and office buildings49. 

While the Bay Area and SoMA quickly established themselves 
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Greyhound Bus Depot - a photographic narrative of 
SoMA by Janet Delaney (1982)
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People’s Construction - a photographic narrative of 
SoMA by Janet Delaney (1980)
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“We’re Changing!” 10th at Folsom - a photographic 
narrative of SoMA by Janet Delaney (1982)
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as the hub of the tech industry during the mid 1990’s dot com 
boom50, many of the area's original populace were driven out of 
the neighbourhood due to increasingly expensive property prices 
and decreasing availability in space. Prior to the dot com boom of 
the 1990’s, Filipinos accounted for more than 30 percent51 of the 
population in SoMA. However, for those who had established a 
measure of prosperity and more or less settled into a comfortable 
stasis, continued demolition of SoMA did not ignite a movement 
like the threat of Urban Renewal did on Kearny Street during the 
1970’s. Instead, many Filipinos, took advantage of the wild Bay 
Area housing market, sold their downtown properties and moved 
to larger residences in Daly City, the East Bay and further down the 
peninsula.52 

Regardless of these factors, the next two decades saw immense 
growth in the sixth supervisorial district’s population - doubling 
from 11,560 to 20,488 in the ten years between the dot com 
boom and the early 2000’s.53 By 2010, the U.S. census recorded 
40,451 residents living in the area.54 However, the majority of the 
population can still be described as characteristically transient 
as 71 percent of the SoMA’s residents are renters and unmarried, 
suggesting that there is less interest in the long-term development 
of the area.55 
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Despite the surrounding upheaval and the exodus of a significant 
percent of the Filipino population elsewhere in the Bay Area, SoMA 
still remains a cultural foothold of Filipino American culture. Even 
after experiencing a substantial decrease since the early 1990’s, 
5,100 individuals that identify as Filipino still reside in the sixth 
supervisorial district, according to the 2010 U.S. census.56 At 13% 
of the overall population, Filipinos still comprise the majority of 
the neighbourhood’s Asian community, which represent 33%57 of 
SoMA’s population. 

Within SoMA’s existence as a mixed-use and heterogeneous 
neighbourhood defined by its tentative identity, the Filipino 
population has remained a resilient presence. Balikbayans have 
been significant contributors to the neighbourhood’s evolution 
through their coherent and cohesive social capital, civic 
engagement and position as scale-makers by their reconstruction 
of global processes that are substantiated locally.58 However, despite 
their impassioned history of civic involvement, the endurance of 
community landmarks and the recent success of contemporary 
Filipino-run businesses in the area, the presence of the Filipino 
community in the public realm has remained largely minimal.59

This is due in large part to the neighbourhood’s severe deficiency 
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in both private and public open space resources, with only four 
public parks in the neighbourhood - Yerba Buena Gardens being 
the only one periodically associated with the Filipino community. 
In addition, the Filipino community is characteristically insular or 
“mahiya.”60 

In the mid 2000’s, the Filipino community in SoMA organized a 
local coalition with the goal of receiving recognition for their role 
in the neighbourhood’s history, making visible the contemporary 
Filipino community, safeguarding from the area’s rapid 
development and guaranteeing the community is able to thrive 
into the future.61 

After finding themselves dispassionate within the complacency of 
the 1990’s, the Filipino community in SoMA once again returned 
to their legacy of activism. They organized around the vision of 
delineating the neighbourhood as SoMA Pilipinas - a “Cultural 
Heritage District”. The nomenclature indicates it as an active 
community, rather than a fossilized one - which is what the use 
of the word “historic” would have suggested62. By using the plaza, 
the framework of the social nucleus of any Philippine town63, as a 
guide, SoMA Pilipinas is envisioned as a “center of gravity” for all 
Balikbayans.
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However, a challenge in the development of SoMA Pilipinas was its 
location at the intersection of three different planning ordinances: 
The Western SoMA Area Plan, the Eastern SoMA Area Plan and the 
Central SoMA Area Plan. Although the Central SoMA Area Plan 
comprised the majority of the SoMA Pilipinas and a proposal of an 
associated new Central Subway line did demarcate a proper gate 
into SoMA and served as a connection for the neighbourhood to 
the rest of San Francisco, it did not the absolve the complexity of 
the circumstances. 

What further adds to the difficulty of the site is the controversy of 
the proposed 5M real estate development, it’s approval of which has 
caused a division in the SoMA community. This only intensified 
when a group of SoMA activists sued the City and County of San 
Francisco to challenge their decision to approve it64. Those that 
disapproved predicted the construction of the development will 
come at the expense of the surrounding working-class community, 
who will be pushed out once the project is completed, forcing rental 
prices to rise as a result. In contrast, those that approved recognize 
dthat the development was planned with hyper-localized benefits 
in mind and understood the value it would bring to the immediate 
neighbourhood65, even if it not centered on the SoMA Pilipinas. 
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Central SoMA Plan Boundaries

SoMA Pilipinas Borders & Sacred Spaces
(Compared to Central SoMA)

Proposed Central Subway Stations & 
BART Subway Stations

SoMA Pilipinas Map & Central SoMA Plan
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The schism within the community was rooted in the dispute of 
mediating a collective Filipino American culture vision. In the 
process of making what was referred to as “forgotten and invisible” 
now “visible”, deciphering a common conclusion was a challenge. 
This is because a transmigrants relationship to home was not 
rigid or homogeneous.66 Instead diasporic identities are fluid 
and heterogeneous and not confined to definite understanding 
as race, ethnicity, nationality and citizenship.67 In result, the role 
of transmigrants as actors within a city is constantly changing in 
parallel to their evolving forms of place-making. Between the three 
generations of Balikbayans (Generation 1.0, 1.5, 2.0) who identify 
as Filipino American, each negotiate the idea of “home” and “here” 
differently, as a collective and as individuals. 

However, what these conflicts emphasized was that although the 
systematic oppression of difference was rooted in city governance, 
it could not simply be dismantled through an empowered 
citizenry. What must simultaneously occur is the development of 
new narratives and symbols in regards national and local identity 
and belonging.68 Within the context of this thesis, this will be 
absolved through the deconstruction of the Balikbayan box ritual 
- extracting these narratives and symbols through the negotiation 
of the diasporic or liminal condition.

Balikbayan Generations

Generation 1.0 

Filipino transmigrants that were born in the 

Philippines and emigrated from the country well 

into their adult lives. Most likely to retain cultural 

proxemics and beliefs from their homeland while 

living in the hostland. Strongly associate “home” 

with the Philippines.

Generation 1.5 

Filipino transmigrants who have spent equal parts 

of their lives in both the homeland and hostland. 

Although they do retain cultural proxemics 

and beliefs from the Philippines, they are more 

adaptable to hostlands prescriptions than the 1.0.  

Have a flexible and more abstract notion of “home”.

Generation 2.0

Although culturally Filipino, they have little or no  

physical relationship to the country itself. Most 

likely born in the hostland or immigrated at a very 

young age. Most associations with Filipino culture 

obtained from Gen 1.0 or 1.5. Perceive the hostland 

as their primary “home”.
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Analog Photographs of SoMA taken during 
American History Month
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both.

“...liminal phenomena … we are presented, in such 
rites, with a ‘moment in and out of time,’ and in 
and out of secular social structure, which reveals, 
however fleetingly, some recognition (in symbol if 
not always in language) of a generalized social bond 
that has ceased to be and has simultaneously yet to 
be fragmented into a multiplicity of structural ties.” 

- Victor W. Turner1

Diasporic identities are inherently liminal, in their deterritorialized 
state they are betwixt and between; never enough for both “home” 
or “here” as stated in the fourth line of Diaspora Blues.  Author 
Victor Turner in the book The Ritual Process: Structure and 
Anti-Structure  describes the liminal phenomena inherent in the 
global processes of migration as a “moment in and out of time, 
and in and out of secular social structure, which reveals some 
recognition of a generalized social bond that has ceased to be 
and has simultaneously yet to be fragmented into a multiplicity 
of structural ties.”2 What is clarified here is that although the link 
between geographic space and social identity has been disrupted 
within the context of their host society, it still exists as a temporal 
spatial dimension within the social networks of transnational 
migrant groups. 

San Francisco Bay Blues
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The diasporic individual then often has a double consciousness3, 
shaped through their multilocality, a transnational sense of self 
and an understanding of ethnicity that breaches boundaries both 
real and imagined.  Transmigrants, in their multiple positionings 
within urban life “here”, contribute actively to facilitating, 
legitimizing, and contesting both global and local processes4, while 
simultaneously having attachments and sentiments to “home”. 
Thus, the social experiences and identities of transmigrants goes 
beyond the sum of the “home” and the “here”, and in the processes 
of placemaking what is manifested is a transnational form of space 
. Thus, the role of transmigrants are not limited to spectacle, or 
even confined to either labor or culture; rather, they are rescaling 
cities and defining new conditions of space and place in their host 
localities through their hybrid existence.

Embedded in the core story of the Filipino diasporic community in 
San Francisco is the negotiation between “home” and “here”. Thus, 
the cultural narrative of the SoMA urban landscape is informed by 
a state of liminality. Furthermore, Filipino immigrants commonly 
hold a “sojourner” mentality that is bound for, to and by “home”, 
maintaining a transient attachment to their host localities. It 
is this state of mediated tension that defines their collective 
consciousness as transmigrants and at which the character of 
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the Balikbayan originates, but it is the Balikbayan Box and the 
associated ritual that bridges the spatial abyss of the diaspora. 

Conceived out of necessity as a means of transporting the 
“pasalubongs” (goods and remittances) that a Balikbayan would 
bring with them on their pilgrimage “home”, the Balikbayan box 
ritual has become a tradition with ritualistic properties. By itself, 
a Balikbayan box is merely an artifact, “an object manufactured 
or modified by human hands”.5 It is when a Balikbayan takes 
a carton and prepares it for transport to the Philippines does 
it communicate a social narrative based on familial ties and 
obligations, economics, space and place; subsequently become 
an  index in understanding the unit of a Filipino household.6  

The performance of the custom can then be interpreted as a rite 
of passage, not unlike the migrant journey from “home” to “here”, 
which temporarily removes Balikbayans out of their liminality.7 
Consequently, the exchange of remittances, is then representative 
of the final stage of the ritualistic journey - the aggregate state.
However, it is the process of preparation, procurement and 
assembly of the “pasalubongs” which delimits the Balikbayans 
mediation of the liminal state.  In a process termed “provisioning”8, 
alienable commodities become inalienable when imbued with 
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The “balikbayan” program was devised by the 

Department of Tourism during the authoritarian 

regime of Ferdinand Marcos in 1973. 

It was designed to entice overseas Filipinos to 

return to their homeland to observe the benefits 

of martial law, while simultaneously generating 

capital for the Philippine economy. 

Balikbyayans brought with them a box of 

“pasalubongs” on their pilgrimage home. The 20 

x 20 x 20 boxes and their contents are indices to 

a very specific segment of the Filipino population 

and represent a complex set of relationships to the 

Filipino homeland

[ Act I ] - Separation
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What differentiates a plain utilitarian carton from 

a balikbayan box is the customary practice of its 

preparation.

 

Similar to an artifact, as it is modified by human 

hands it becomes a reflection of its manufacturer. 

Thus, the process of use becomes a process of 

creation.

The balikbayan box becomes a vessel of 

meaning for the balikbayans, recipients and other 

interpreters. Through the performance of the 

custom does the balikbayan become temporarily 

lifted out of their liminality.

[ Act II ] - Liminality
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The commodities that are exchanged between 

balikbayan and recipient(s) are tangible 

connections between two places - the hostland 

and the homeland. 

Thus, these balikbayan box represents a 

complex set of relationships, based upon kinship 

and obligation, economics, space and place, 

colonialism and hegemony. Most importantly, the 

boxes are sites for the reaffirmation of affective 

ties in the Philippines. 

However, just as the boxes themselves are 

temporary and disposable, such are the spaces of 

reconnection that they create.

[ Act III ] - Aggregation

ACT III  [ both. ]
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personal or social meaning and through consumption; objectifying 
the real and imagined ties of kinship that define that define them. 
It is through the commodification of care that “pasalubongs”, as 
nonhuman entities, take on aspects of human action, intention, 
and judgement to participate in social and political life as co-
actants. 

Balikbayans, through these packages are able to reaffirm the 
relationships that instigated the ritual, and briefly reprise their 
roles in these relationships9, figuratively returning them “home”. 
In accordance to Bruno Latour in Where Are The Missing Masses, 
these “pasalubongs” are anthropomorphic, in that although made 
by humans they are now delegated to occupy the position of a 
human and shape human action10. Balikbayans, by the manner in 
which the remittances are chosen and then arranged within the 
Balikbayan box, are able to decipher the nuances and subtleties11 
within their ties of kinship and their relationship to “home”. The 
social narratives designated by the composition of the artifact then 
delineate a temporal re-constructing and reimagining of space. 
The action facilitates the space, rather than the space facilitating 
the action.

 Through the exercise of the ritual, “home” then becomes a “mode 
of interpretive in-between, as a form of accountability to more 
than one location”12, as the carton itself embodies a transnational 
sense of space that mediates the collective consciousness of 
between “homeland” and “hostland”. An analysis of Balikbayan 
Box’s microhistory is an a expression of the social articulation of 
difference within a Filipino diasporic identity. When deciphered as 
a spatial metaphor, the negotiation of meaning and the creation of 
a narrative of difference involved within the process of assembly, 
can then be utilized as formal tactics for the urban landscape. While 
narrative is used to facilitate the process, the architecture then 
becomes a means of coordinating and consolidating moments of 
meaningful exchange.
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This exercise was a means of clarifying the 

relationship between the single object and the 

composition of the overall box. Each specific 

placement delineated a specific negotiation of 

memory between the sender and receiver. The 

interaction between the object and the overall 

composition expressed information specific to 

that relationship. 

Balikbayan Box Exercise
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Unpacking the Balikbayan Box “Cultural identity is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well 
as of ‘being.’ It belongs to the future as much as to 
the past. It is not something which already exists, 
transcending place, time, history and culture. Cultural 
identities come from somewhere, have histories. 
But, like everything which is historical, they undergo 
constant transformation.” 

- Stuart Hall13

Ye Le Espiritu, in her book Home bound: Filipino American lives 
across cultures, communities, and countries, expresses that any 
methodology of defining cultural identity must acknowledge 
the “deep and significant ruptures and discontinuities that exist 
within any community and that are subject to continuous play 
of history, cultural and power”14. She then reiterate sthat to speak 
of a single transmigrant experience or identity would represent 
culture as bounded, local and limited - a reconstruction of bias 
and commodification.

Rather than simply “being made”, transmigrant cultural identity 
and place making is involved in a operation of “self-making”15 - a 
production at which is always in process. “Self-making”, as an 
exercise of agency allows transmigrants to employ “alternative 
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imaginaries”16 within the urban landscapes that they occupy 
- in which they can deliberately construct self-identities that 
“evade, move beyond, and even invert” the “self-made” identities 
prescribed upon them. 

When interpreting each action of exchange within the Balikbayan 
ritual as a form of “alternative imaginaries”17, the Balikbayan box 
then becomes a repository for exercises of “self-making”. The 
collection of negotiated narratives between the here and there that 
make the composition of a balikbayan box can then be interpreted 
as an evolving photo-montage, an act of “creative miscegenation” 
- that can be described as a “cross breeding of forms from distant 
or apparently incompatible origins”18. 

The process of decoupage/collaging within the context of this 
thesis then becomes a form of “self-making” - illustrating actions 
that may lack predetermination but then with discipline become 
an affirmative praxis within the process of place-making in 
SoMa. By interpreting each contrary piece of the decoupage as 
representation of the different relationships to home that each 
generation of Filipino-Americans has, the overall composition 
of the Balikbayan box, and the urban architectural proposal that 
it inspires, then becomes a transient space subservient to the 
substitution of “home”. 

The intimate life - which Hannah Arendt describes as “the 
passions of the heart, the thoughts of the mind, the delights of the 
senses”19 - are then brought from their “shadowy of existence”20 
and into the public realm. By making the more domestic aspects of 
Filipino-American culture conspicuous, it encourages moments 
of intimate exposure -  a means of engaging curiosity, encouraging 
a frank connectedness within an otherwise disengaged context 
and emphasizing the depth and density of the social aspects of a 
Balikbayan’s life. 
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The Bayanihan Community Centre is the current centre of the 
SoMA Pilipinas - a building that facilitates  interaction, negotiation 
and cultural expression between all the generations of Filipino-
Americans in the community. Similar to the Balikbayan Box, the 
Bayanihan Community Centre is defined by the ties of kinship of 
the three generations of Balibayans that inhabit it. 

The “1 to 50” exercise explores a narrative of cross-generational 
negotiation sectionally through the building. Distributed into three 
acts, each section of the community centre explores a conflict 
between two generations of Filipino-American transmigrants 
spatially (extracted from my own subjective history).  A possible 
architectural resolution and negotiation is explored using 
techniques from the process of collage/decoupage. Within the 
process of dismantling, realigning and reassembling,  new forms 
and spaces are created.

Proposal for the Liminal State
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[ Act I ] Gen 1.5 & 2.0 The Bayanihan Community Centre is the current centre of the 
SoMA Pilipinas - a building that facilitates  interaction, negotiation 
and cultural expression between all the generations of Filipino-
Americans in the community. Similar to the Balikbayan Box, the 
Bayanihan Community Centre is defined by the ties of kinship of 
the three generations of Balibayans that inhabit it. 

The “1 to 50” exercise explores a narrative of cross-generational 
spatial narrative sectionally through the buiding. Distributed into 
three acts, each section of the community centre explores a conflict 
between two generations of Filipino-American transmigrants 
(extracted from my own subjective history). Possible architectural 
resolutions are explored using techniques from the process of 
collage/decoupage.  These tactics are then  applied to three sites 
in SoMA.
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[ Act II ] Gen 1.0 & 2.0
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[ Act III ] Gen 1.5 & 1.0
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[ Act 1 ] - Separation / Arrival & Departure



097ACT III  [ both. ]



098ACT III  [ both. ]

[ Act II ] In-Between / Transition 



099ACT III  [ both. ]
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[ Act III ] - Aggregation / Consummation



101ACT III  [ both. ]
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The three proposed sites are significant with the 

translocal cultural landscape of SoMA for their 

proximity to annual ritual paths and potential as 

public space.

Sites Before Proposals
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[ Act I ] Gen 1.5 & 2.0

Separation / Arrival & Departure

Interstitial tactics:

Market

Lobby

Backstage / Front stage

Gate

The relationship between Gen 1.5 & 2.0 is one defined by their 
relationship to the hostland and an abstracted notion of “home”. 
Although their ties to the Philippines are less substantial in 
comparison to Gen 1.0, a contradiction still exists in how they 
identify with their immediate surroundings. Despite primarily 
identifying with the hostland they are still “Other” and therefore, 
“groundless”. The proposed tactics is one based in experimentation 
and expression, as they move towards a new cultural narrative that 
is not necessarily associated with the homeland.

ACT III  [ both. ]
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[ Act II ] Gen 1.0 & 2.0

In-Between / Transition

Interstitial tactics:

Detour

Destination

Exhibit

Orchestra

The conflict between Gen 1.0 & 2.0 is defined by a diametrically 
opposed understanding of “home” - both locationally and 
culturally. To mediate the gap of understanding the tactics that 
are proposed are based around the program of storytelling. As 
opposition is the expected behaviour between the generations, 
the montage expresses moments of both passage and pause. 

ACT III  [ both. ]
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[ Act III ] Gen 1.5 & 1.0

Aggregation / Consummation

Interstitial tactics:

Frame 

Archive 

Confessional 

Skene

ACT III  [ both. ]

The relationship between Gen 1.5 & 1.0 is one rooted in nostalgia 
and the action of “remembering”. The most insular out of the 
three  generational relationships, their conflict is primarily situated 
in how to frame and distribute the memories of the homeland. 
Whereas the 1.0 generation have a more essentialist perspective, 
the Gen 1.5 are adaptable in what constitutes Filipino culture. The 
least accessible of the three generational interactions, the tactics 
proposed are rooted in the program of viewing and listening, 
unless invited to engage. 
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The original intention of the architectural proposals  

would be to facilitate the collection and curation of 

narratives for Filipino American History month - 

acting as a repository to incite dialogue.

Filipino American History Month
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After the Filipino-American history month 

celebrations, the structural frameworks would then 

be appropriated by the community and remain 

connected by the pre-existing annual ritual paths.

Sites After Proposals
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[ Act 1 ] Separation / Arrival & Departure
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[ Act II ] In-Between / Transition 
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[ Act III ]  Aggregation / Consummation
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Appendix A - Definitions Age of migration
The closing years of the twentieth century and the beginning of the 
twenty-first will be the age of migration.

Stephen Castles and Mark J. Miller, The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in 

the Modern World, (New York City: Guildford Press, 1998), p.3

Balikbayans
Tagalog. Returning Filipino

Capitalist space
Capitalism and neo-capitalism have produced an abstract space 
that is  a re flection of the world of business on both a national and 
international level, as well as the power of money and the politique 
of the state […] In this space, the cradle of accumulation, the place 
of richness, the subject of history, the center of  historical space-
in other words, the city-has exploded. Space as a whole enters 
into the modernized mode of capitalist produc tion: it  is utilized 
to produce surplus value [...] The urban fabric, with its multiple 
networks of communication and exchange, is part of the means 
of production. The city and its  various installations (ports, train 
stations, etc.) are part of capital.

Henri Lefebvre, State, Space, World, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), p.178 

Core story
The idea of a core story as methodology draws on work in 
psychology which suggests that each of us has a core story: that 
we do not merely tell stories but are active in creating them with 
our lives. We become stories [...] core stories can be guides to how 
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communities will respond to crisis, or to public intervention.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 188.

Cosmopolis
A term coined by theorist Leonie Sandercock describing a utopian 
vision of the multi-ethnic, multicultural 21st century city.  “...a 
construction site of the mind and heart, a city in which there is 
genuine acceptance of, connection with, and respect and space 
for ‘the stranger’ (outsider, foreigner…), in which there exists the 
possibility of working together on matters of common destiny, of 
forging new hybrid cultures and communities.”

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 1.

Cultural politics of difference
Distinctive features of the new cultural politics of difference are to 
trash the monolithic and homogeneous in the name of diversity, 
multiplicity, and heterogeneity; to reject the abstract, general, 
and universal in light of the concrete, specific, and particular; 
and to historicize, contextualize, and pluralize by highlighting the 
contingent, provisional, variable, tentative, shifting, and changing. 
The new cultural politics of difference are neither simply oppositional 
in contesting the  mainstream (or malestream) for inclusion, nor 
transgressive in the avant-gardist sense of shocking  conventional 
bourgeois audiences. Rather, they are distinct articulations of 
talented (and usually privileged) contributors to culture who desire 
to align themselves with demoralized, demobilized, depoliticized, 
and disorganized people in order to empower and enable social 
action and, if possible, to enlist collective insurgency for the 
expansion of freedom, democracy, and individuality.

Cornel West, “The New Cultural Politics of Difference,” The Humanities as Social Technology, 53 

(1990), p.93-94. doi: 10.2307/778917.

Diaspora
The movement, migration, or scattering of a people away from an 
established or ancestral homeland. Discourses on diaspora use 
the term in three distinct but related ways: 

1. As a social form: refers to individuals who live in different parts 
of the world but identify collectively with one another; 2. As a type 
of social consciousness: refers to individuals who live in a variety of 
societies and cultures and who emphasize their sense of belonging 
or exclusion, their states of mind, and their sense of identityl 3. As 
a mode of cultural production: refers to the reproduction of cultural 
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phenomena through creolization and hybridization.

Vijay Agnew, Diaspora, Memory and Identity: A Search for Home, (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2005), p.5.

Ethnocultural differences
Ethnocultural differences are used to ascribe dominant- and 
nondominant-group membership status. The dominant group 
may then use its power to determine access to things of value 
in the society. This differential access, based in part on cultural 
characteristics, maintains and reinforces boundaries between 
distinct groups and hence creates an “us-them’’ mentality. This in 
turn becomes critical in the development of interethnic tensions, 
stereotyping, racism, and discrimination.

Howard C. Blue and Carlos A, Gonzalez, The Meaning of Ethnocultural Difference: Its Impact on 

and Use in the Psychotherapeutic Process, 55 (1992), p. 74. doi: 10.1002/yd.23319925508.

Governmentality
A three fold-concept introduced by Michel Foucault: 
1. The ensemble formed by institutions, procedures, analyses and 
reflections, calculations, and tactics that allow the exercise of this 
very specific, albeit very complex, power that has the population as 
its target, political economy as its major form of knowledge, and 
apparatuses of security as its essential technical instrument; 2.The 
tendency toward preminence of “government” in the west over 
other forms of power (sovereignty, discipline, etc), leading to the 
creation of specific governmental apparatuses and knowledges; 3. 
The gradual governmentalization of the administrative state.

Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France 1977-1978. 

(Surrey: Picador Publishing, 2009), p.108.

Homeland/hostland
One of the three dualities that lie at the heart of the inherent 
betweenness of diaspora according to sociologist Anne-Marie 
Fortier. The other two are “here and there” and “indigenousness 
and foreignness”.

Anne-Marie Fortier, Migrant Belongings: Memory, Space, Identity, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 

2000), p. 160.

Intercultural co-existence
The willingness of host society and immigrant groups and 
individuals to work together across cultural divides without the 
fear of losing their own identity […] one of the roles of urban policy 
and urban planners is to create the physical and discursive spaces 
for such debates and renegotiations of collective identity.”
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Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 151.

Indigenous/foreigness
One of the three dualities that lie at the heart of the inherent 
betweenness of diaspora according to sociologist Anne-Marie 
Fortier. The other two are “here and there” and “homeland/
hostland”.

Anne-Marie Fortier, Migrant Belongings: Memory, Space, Identity, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 

2000), p. 160.

Living together
Conceptualization, rationalization and management of cultural 
difference, reflects a notion of culture as ‘national cultural of 
difference’. They reflect processes of categorization based on 
the nation-state as a fundamental cultural ‘container’ that can be 
represented by such markings of ‘difference’ as national costume, 
cuisine or decorative styles. Such national categorizes […] are 
inadequate to describe the differences that exist on the ground.

Greek Colombijn and Aygen Erdentug, Urban Ethnic Encounters: The Spatial Consequences, 

(London: Routledge  Publishing, 2002), p. 189.

Locality
The socio spatial dimension of human experience. Speaking of 
locality highlights the processes of the restructuring and rescaling 
of capital production that [...] must be addressed in examining 
migrants’ processes of settlement and transnational connection.

Ayse Caglar and Nina Glick Schiller, Locating Migration: Rescaling Cities and Migrants, (London: 

Cornell University Press, 2011), p.63.

 
Mahiya
Tagalog. Someone who feels embarrassment or shame.

Micro-publics
The contact spaces of housing estates and public places fall short 
of nurturing inter-ethnic understanding, he argues, ‘because they 
are not spaces of interdependence and habitual engagement … 
sites for coming to terms with ethnic (and surely other) differences 
are the ‘micro-publics’ where dialogue and prosaic negotiations 
are compulsory (workplace, schools, colleges, youth centres, 
sports clubs, community centres, neighbourhoods houses, and the 
‘micro-publics’ of banal transgressions (community gardens, child-
care facilities, neighbourhood watch schemes, youth projects, 
regeneration of derelict spaces. A term coined by geographer Ash 
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Amin.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 94.

Migration
Within the scope of research in this thesis a cultural model of 
migration is used. A cultural mode of migration [...] emphasizes the 
dynamics of a culture of migration (not the decisions of individual 
migrants - what is best thought of as a micro-level approach - 
nor a focus on national outcomes - a macro-level analysis). We 
attempt to understand migration - or, better put, mobility - from the 
perspective of cultural and social practices… It is critical to realize 
that regardless of the moves a migrant makes, the decision are 
framed within a larger social field than the individual - and for us 
that is the household.

Jefferey H. Cohen and Ibrahim Sirkeci, Cultures of Migration,. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 

2011), p. 17.

National cultural difference
See “Living together”.

New Society
A term used by authoritarian dictator Ferdinand Marco’s as a form 
of propaganada to describe Philippine society under Martial Law. 
In contrast to the pre-Marcos “Old Society”.

Alice Jade A. Albur,  Box Populu: A Socio-Cultural Study Of The Filipino American Balikbayan Box, 

(St John’s: Memorial University of Newfoundland, 2002), p. 66

“The Other”/“Self ”
The binary of self and other is perhaps one of the most basic 
theories of human consciousness and identity, claiming, in short, 
that the existence of an other, a not-self, allows the possibility or 
recognition of a self. In other words: I see you. I do not control 
your body or hear your thoughts. You are separate. You are not me. 
Therefore, I am me. The self/other binary seems to be an accepted 
division of how the modern individual comprehends who s/he is, 
by recognizing what s/he is not. Origin of self/other binary rooted 
in school of phenomenology and philosopher Edmund Husserl.

Sami Shalk, “Self, Other and Other Self: Going Beyond the Self/Other Binary in Contemporary 

Consciousness”, Journal of Comparative Research in Anthropology and Sociology. 2, no. 1. 

(2011), p.1.  ISSN 2068 – 0317.

Pasalubongs
Tagalog. Gifts given when returning from a trip
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Proxemic
The study of how human beings communicate through their use 
of space. Coined by anthropologist Edward T. Hall.  The spatial 
dimension of nonverbal behavior.

Edward T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension, (New York: Anchor Books, 1969), p, 122.

Pure Identity
Identity and difference than are an intertwined and always 
historically specific system of dialectical relations, fundamental to 
which is inclusion , and its opposite exclusion  [...] The politics of 
pure identity seeks to eliminate the Other, the politics of difference 
seeks recognition and inclusion.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 98.

Rational city/Mongrel city
[Mongrel Cities] refer to the demographic restructuring which 
many cities and regions in the industrialized countries have been 
experiencing for the past several decades and [...] four major socio-
cultural factors which have been and will continue to re-shape 
cities and regions in the 21st century.

1. International migration - politics of ‘multicultural citizenship’
2. Discourse of postcolonialism and unresolved postcolonial 
condition in the West 
3. Resurgence of indigenous people and associated politics of 
reclaiming their land
4. Rise of organized civil society and the new politics of social 
movements. 

Contributes to a new cultural politics of difference that is 
undermining the rational city - which represents modernist notions 
of technical rationality providing order, coherence, regulation, 
homogeneity.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 3.

Sacred spaces
Identifying sacred spaces in the urban landscape … reveals the 
connections between place and collective identity, which are at the 
heart of [the other] experience of the city.
Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 226.

Spaces of insurgent citizenship
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These struggles over belonging take the form of struggles over 
citizenship, in its broadest sense, of rights to and in the polis ...  
these sites of these struggles [are called] “spaces of insurgent 
citizenship”

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 21.

South of Market
South of Market can refer to the sixth supervisorial district 
of San Francisco (which includes the neighbourhoods of the 
Tenderloin, Mission Bay and South of Market) or the relatively 
large neighbourhood of the same name (which contains sub-
neighbourhoods including South Beach and Rincon Hill)

Translocal social spaces
Translocal social space result from new forms of delimitation that 
consist of but also reach beyond geographic or national boundaries. 
These spaces become the new sources of identification and action 
within specific local and global reference systems. However, this 
does not imply a local determinist position that denies agency to 
migrants. It is the migrants who also shape the conditions of the 
local. They contribute to the upgrading of certain cities and certain 
urban districts and zones.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 171.

Transmigrants
Transmigrants as agents of change “across entire transnational 
fields” - effecting transformations across a wider transnational 
social field. 

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 13.

Transnationalism
Process at which migrants create social fields that cross national 
boundaries.
 
Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 12.

Transnational migrant groups
Transmigrants migrant groups are confronted with and engaged 
in nation-building processes of two or more nations as the link 
between geographic space and social identity has been disrupted.
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Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 12.

Treaty of Paris
A formalized agreement  signed between the United States and 
Spain in December 1898 which ceded the Philippines to the United 
States after the Spanish-American War.

Alice Jade A. Albur,  Box Populu: A Socio-Cultural Study Of The Filipino American Balikbayan Box, 

(St John’s: Memorial University of Newfoundland, 2002), p. 27.

Urban Cultural Landscape
Urban cultural landscapes are storehouses for individual and 
collective social memories. Moving beyond the familiar architectural 
approach to cultural heritage which favors individual buildings, a 
deeper understanding of the entire urban cultural landscape as 
an important part of American history, emphasizes the social and 
political meanings of vernacular buildings; ending the invisibility of 
the history of all but the white Anglo occupiers; and connecting the 
history of struggle over urban space with ‘the poetics of occupying 
particular places.

Leonie Sandercock, Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities in the 21st Century, (London: Continuum, 

2003), p. 12.
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[ Ritual Process Postcards ]
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In assembling the three photomontages for the 

“1 to 50” exercise, I utilized photographs from an 

exhibition by Janet Delaney - a Berkeley based 

photographer. Janet’s series of images captured 

the South of Market neighbourhood at a point of 

significant transition - making use of contrast 

to do so. In assembling the decoupage, I utilized 

architectural aspects from these images to 

construct new spaces, informs the seams in-

between and to maintain a consistant morphology 

without accentuating a specific location.

The additional collage pieces were collected from 

contemporary architectural works within and 

around the Bay Area in an effort to maintain a 

consistent morphology. 

[ 1 to 50 ] Collage/Decoupage Process
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