30 Nicolas

Notes

! From Joni Mitchell's Turbulent Indigo (1994)
? See Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, “The Madwoman in

the Attic” (1980), in Literary Theory: An Anthology, (Malden, Massachusetts:

Blackwell Publishers Inc., 1998) Most theories were taken from this anthol-

ogy. According to Gilbert and Gubar, men have forged “mythic masks...

over her [a woman's] expressive face both to lessen their dread of her ‘in-
] . . . . ‘ ’

constancy’ and by identifying her with the ‘eternal types’ they have them-

selves invented to possess her more thoroughly.”

* See Simone de Beauvoir, “Myths: Of Women in Five Authors,”

in Feminist Literary Criticism p. 1087.
* Ibid.
* Cynthia Ozick, “Puttermesser Paired,” in Fictions, ed. Joseph F.

Trimmer and C. Wade Jennings, (New York: Harcourt Brace & Company,

1994) p. 947-81.

% See Joni Mitchell site http:// www.jonimitchell.com/Vogue.html

" From Bourdieu, “Distinction,” p. 1029.

8 See Bakhtin, “Rabelais and His World,” p. 46.

? The war on and of the canons is a highly controversial direction
which literary criticism has wisely taken.

1 From Rivkin and Ryan, “Feminist Paradigms” p. 530.

" From http://jonimitchell.com/TroubleChildPart1.html

2 From Elizabeth Meese, “When Virginia Looked at Vita, What
Did She See; Or, Lesbian : Feminist : Woman - What's the Differ(e/a)nce?,”
in Feminisms, p. 468

B Boris Eichenbaum, “Introduction to the Formal Method.”
Eichenbaum discusses repetition in verse by focusing on alliteration, rhythm,
or generally the musicality of the verse. The way they are seeing how poet-
ry's meaning relies on sound is quite obvious in music, how a phrase re-
peated, with variation in tone or not, holds the meaning in its melody and
not in its itagery only.

¥ From Blue Motel Room

15 Published in Harper's (March 1998)
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Tradition: The Phantom

YOUNG WRITERS AND THE TRADITION
{N PHILIPPINE SHORT FICTION IN ENGLISH:
DOES THE FORCE EXIST OR IS THE JEDI COUNCIL
PULLING OUR LEGS?

Timothy R. Montes
ABSTRACT

he paper tackles the problemasic of establishing a definable dez’
T:mu for the Philippine short story in English. From the point of
view of a creative writer, establishing a tradition in the genve 15 as fuzzy
i defining the Force in Star Wars.

The canon in Philippine short story in English was established by
the academe and young fiction writers, most of them college-edncated,
omerged from the country’s institutions of bigher learning. Nevertheless,
despite the consensus that several short story writers are .rigm'ﬁcan.t, crea-
Live writers themselves are wary of defining althe tradition in this genre.
()f more relevant concern is how young writers can break away from r.be
Anglo-American tradition of modernism in fiction. The paper ends wztfn
the answers of three contemporary young writers 10 questions about thetr
awareness of a literary tradition in the genre they are working in.

Masters. A young writer, per-
haps a little bit older than
Anakin Skywalker, had to
A long time ago, in a  stand in the middle of the Jedi
galaxy far, far away there were ~ Council (in a scene reminiscent
young warrior-writers who, be-  of a writers workshop) and
fore they could learn to master ~ prove to the Masters that he (or
the Force (or what writing she—although feminists have
workshops now call The Craft, not yet deconstructed Star
yes, something as myscerious as Wars for after all Princess Leia
Witchcraft), had to apprentice  was the twin sister of Luke and
themselves to Jedi-Literary could become a Jedi instead of

Menace
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a princess) had the Force, that
he was the Chosen One. After
being accepted into the liter-
ary priesthood, a young war-
rior-writer had te-go through
a long, arduous training to
make him master the Force. (In
fact, he had to finish a masters
degree in creative writing.) But
first a Jedi master like Obi-wan
Kenobi or Yoda the Yul-
Brynner-Ears had to take him
under his wings—a writer had
to study under the Tiempos of
Silliman or Arcellana and
NVM Gonzalez of the Univer-
sity of the .Philippines to learn
how to use the light-saber (al-
though in this case the instru-
ment had to be as modest as
the pen).

. The Force, The Force—
it was amysterious energy that per-
meated the Universe, and a war-
rior-writer had to live and breathe
the miasma of it until its very
rhythm became second nature to
him. Whac was It? Did It exist or
was it merely an old wives—no,
to be politically precise, George
Lucas'—tale? For the Force was a
Presence that was an Absence, and
Darth Vader had more of it com-
pared to Luke Skywalker. A war-
rior had to master the Force or else

withoutliterary trainingin the aca-
deme under a Jedi Master, he
would end up selling scraps of iron
on adesert planet all his life. Or if

he up and left without finishing
his craining like what Luke |
Skywalker did in 7he Empire Strikes
Back, a wartior would end up on
the Dark Side—a Black Hole that
sucked in the literary incompetents

into the whirlpool of oblivion.
But then some strange
things began to happen. The
Jedi Masters started to die one
by one—first it was Bienvenido
Santos, then Edilberto Tiempo
followed by Jose Garcia Villa
and NVM Gonzalez. The old
order was passing away and che
new breed of warriors discov-
ered that there was a less me-
dieval order existing in the
universe—their world was
changing. The narrative arche-
type of Baldo riding on a
carabao cart as he drove into
the sunset of Nagrebcan or of
Lupo and the river was being
supplanted by sutface images
trom MTV, pop songs, and, yes,
movies like Star Wars. In a way,
the Force, whatever it was, was
losing its mythico-religious
character, perhaps because the
Deconstructionists were gnaw-
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iy away at the foundations of
the Jedi order.

It is into this world
that the young warrior-writer
enters, His name is Anakin
Skywalker—"wild, precocious
young talent, disapproved of
iy the Council, and destined
to bring doom and ruination
through his misuse of the
Vorce™ —and we have the pri-
maul batcle between the old and
the young, between light and
durkness, or, in the words of
'S, Eliot, between “tradition
and the individual talent.”

The Use of Force

In last year’s conference,
I mentioned the word “tradition”
in a more positive light. It did not
carry the dark connotations of “the
Force” in Star Wanrs. 1 associated it
with another word: agon—a writ-
er's imaginary dialogue, a strug-
gle, a conversation, a wrestling—
with writers from the past. It was
TS. Eliot who wrote in his influ-
ential essay Tradition and the Indi-
vadual Telent (1919) that tradition
was the force to reckon with for
any writer. He said that if young
writers worth their salt want to
continue writing beyond their
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twenty-fifth year, theyhave to de-
velop a sense of history, of tradi-
tion. Young writer can begin writ-
ing in their teens from a host of
motives—to win a Palanca, to get
the attention of a classmate in In-
troduction to Poetry, to preserve
childhood memories, to be inspired
by early Joyce: “to forge in the
smithy of my soul the uncreated
conscience of my race.” But young
writers are apt to lose steam and
fall along the wayside if they rely
on romantic, adolescent obsessions
alone. One simply outgrows them
when the sordid realities of life
overtake him: marriage, work,
payment of insurance—what
philistines call “reality.” Eliot’s pre-
scription was for the writer to take
the long view: in his case he car-
ried on an agon with the past, with
the Western Canon. Eliot was car-
rying on an artistic dialogue with
his predecessors—Dante, Shake-
speare, Donne, Wordsworth, etc.
“No poet,” according to him, “no
artist of any art, has his complete
meaning alone. His significance,
his appreciation is the appreciation
of his relation to the dead poets
and artists.”

There is therefore
something darkly onerous
about this concept of tradition
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by Eliot. The burden of liter-
ary excellence, of obeisance to
the golden past, can be unnerv-
ing when he wrote that “.. .the
past should be altered by the
present as much as the present
is directed by the past. And the
poet who is aware of this wil/
be aware of great difficulties and
responsibilities.”* In this case,
since the yardstick has been
established by the past, the
contemporary young writer has
to take the responsibility of
critical judgment by the stand-
ards of the past. It is as if our
predecessors were millionaires
who have bequeathed such ac-
cumulated wealth to us and we
can not afford to lose that in-
heritance in the money market
of free enterprise. The past,
therefore, can be an object of
imitatjon, of inspiration, or of
derision by contemporary
young writers. It behooves us
to have the gall to say: “Dear
literary idols Nick Joaquin,
Greg Brillantes, and Kerima
Polotan—I am singing a dif-
ferent song and dancing to a
different beat but I am not
afraid to be subjected to a po-
lice line-up with you.” (Of pe-
ripheral concern for the writer
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these days is the ascendancy of
literary theories which interro-
gate aesthetics to a discourse of
power based on class, race, and
gender; it is getting to be more
and more difficult to hang on
to the old standards of sublim-
ity in the works of che past
without dragging politics into.
the arena.)

There is therefore an
ambivalent attitude among
young writers like me to-
wards the juxtaposition of
the label “young writer”
with the semantically fuzzy
word “tradition.” Sure,
many of us are enthusiastic
interpreters of the stories by -
Nick Joaquin,
Polotan,

Kerima
and Greg
Brillantes to our undet-
graduate literature classes
every year. (Most young
writers, if they are not into
teaching, are into advertis-
ing or journalism.) So we
cannot help but feel like
featherweights to these
Muhammad Alis of litera-
ture: they know how to float
like a butterfly and scing
like a bee, while we make
hit-and-miss shots at the
Palanca or the Free Press ot

Braphic Awards.

Bur in a way Eliot
Wil right. A sense of tradi-
plon can be a source of di-
fection for us young writers
I the same way that politi-
¢al/religious conservatives,
intend of being portrayed
#s uply villains with out-

moded ideas and values, are
pctunlly the guiding force
behind the efforts of young

liberals and radicals. Young
tebels and iconoclasts do not
just foment revolutions and
Instigate innovations—
they must, in the first
place, have something to
tebel against. Tradition is
the tapping board in our
basketball ring without
which our ball will sel-
dom get back to us for a
literary rebound. It pro-
vides resistance, guid-
ance, new shooting angles
for games we want to play
in our own way. This is
perhaps what Cesar Ruiz
Aquino had in mind
when he described his
teacher Edilberto
Tiempo this way: “He
was establishment, we
were future shock.”
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The Academe, The Canon,
and the Problem Of Estab-
lishing Tradition

“Young writing in the
Philippines today,” begins
Bienvenido Lumbera in an ad-
dress to the First Iligan Writ-
ers Workshop, “is largely a pro-
duction of the academe.” I
agree. But more than the in-
fluence of school-based writing
workshops, creative writing
centers, and the emergence of
student literary journals, is the
fact that it is in schools, espe-
cially in institutions of higher
learning, where most young
Filipinos get their first taste of
Philippine short stories in Eng-
lish. For most students who
grew up with Hardy Boys and
Nancy Drew and Sidney
Sheldon and Danielle Steele, a
college course in Philippine lit-
erature is usually their first
time to get acquainted with the
writers of their own councry.
(For my part, my encounter
with the Palanca canon came
earlier; the Palanca Foundation
donated a whole set of anthol-
ogy to the small library of my
high school in Samar.) How
many young writers today were

Silliman Journal Vol. 40 No. 2 1999



36 Montes

inspired into writing in college
after their first reading of Dead
Stars by Paz Marquez Benitez,
May Day Eve by Nick Joaquin,
or The Witch by Edilberto
Tiempo? Not a few student
writers start out as imitators of
F. Sionil Jose after discovering
him in the college library. (Pity
those schools without a re-
spectable Filipiniana section.)
The influence of col-
lege courses in Philippine lit-
erature in English to the emer-
gence of new writers cannot be
underestimated. And yet when
we make a cursory survey of
the titles in college textbooks,
we cannot help but notice a
certain kind of parochialism in
the choice of selections: the
textbook used at the Univer-
sity of Santo Tomas has large
dollops of selections written by
graduates of the school, while
University of the Philippines
and Silliman University and De
La Salle University have their
own gallery of writers to high-
light. This has resulted in a less
catholic, less varied line-up of
selections. Students at Univer-
sity Santo Tomas are exposed
to the stories of Wilfrido
Nolledo, but students in
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Mindanao are ignorant of him.
Sinai Hamada's Tanabata’s Wife
is studied in Baguio schools but
not in the Visayas, in the same;
way that Anthony Tan’s The
Cargo, a wonderful story set in
Muslim Mindanao, is largely.
unknown to many students.

There are, however,
stories which are taken up by
most, if not all, schools but it.
is risky to group them under
one umbrella and label it as a.
definitive canon.’ The peda-
gogical consensus seems to
agree on the importance of sto-
ries like Dead Stars® by Paz
Marquez Benitez, May Day Eve
by Nick Joaquin, The Virgin or
The Sounds of Sunday by Kerima
Polotan, and Fuith, Love, Time
& Dr. Lazaro by Gregorio
Brillantes. It is not therefore
surprising to note that Joaquin,
Polotan, and Brillantes are of-
ten cited by young writers as
their favorites.

Nowadays, having
been subjected to a regional
Balkanization by a recent
Commission on Higher Educa-
tion memorandum, the do- |
main of Philippine short sto-
ries in English is getting

smaller and smaller. The course

i Philippine literature I took
flteen years ago was called
“Burvey of Philippine Litera-
ture In English,” and in one
semester | was introduced to
the stories by Benitez, Villa,
Daguio, Rotor, Santos,
Ilempo, Polotan, Joaquin,
Cordero Fernando, Arcellana,
Clonzalez, and a host of other
writers, By the time I started
tenching, the subject was
thanged to “Contemporary
Philippine Literature” and the
sense of literary tradition was
lost in the unclear definition of
what "contemporary” exactly
meant and the teacher was free
to choose his or her own
fuvorites from among the liv-
ing writers of our country. Re-
cently this course has been
changed into a subject which
emphasizes the plural case—
"Philippine literature[s}’—
where stories in English have
been pared down to three or
five selections in a semester,
stories that share the same
room, cheek-by-jowl, with
Tagalog and other regional
writings. I am not sure yet how
this will affect the sense of lit-
erary tradition among our stu-
dents and would-be fictionists
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in English especially now that
the Palanca Foundation also
stopped publishing anthologies
of the prize-winning stories in
English.

But of this I am sure:
young writers serious enough
to go about learning the craft
will find a way to get ac-
quainted with the works of
their literary forebears. At a
time when a course called “The
Tradition of Fiction” is required
of all literature and creative
writing majors, it would be
worthwhile to develop a lateral,
comprehensive reading list for
writing students in order to
make them feel the firmness of
the ground on which they
stand. This tradition of fiction
should be capacious enough to
be able to embrace the best sto-
ries in English written in the
past. And along this line I
think of the two-volume Phil-
ippine Short Stories (1925-1950)
edited by Leopoldo Yabes’, he
Anthology of Palanca Award-
Winning Stories (1950-1975)
edited by Kerima Polotan, and,
a more recent project, The
Likhaan Book of Fiction and Po-
erry (1995-1996) undertaken
by the University of the Phil-
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ippines Creative Writing
Center.® Young writers who are
impressed by a story written by
particular writers in an anthol-
ogy will not be contented with
asingle helping; they will look
for other stories written by
these writers, read their collec-
tions of stories, or even their
whole venvre.

Worth noting here is
the presence of a lacuna, a gap
in the chronological continuity
of the tradition of fiction in
English. There is a gaping si-
lence between 1975-1994.
During Martial Law, even as
the Palanca contest continued,
there was no publication of
“best of” anthologies so that
the generation that came after
Polotan and Brillantes is
largely unknown to the young
writers today. This is perhaps
the reason why young Jedi-
warriors are not in awe
anymore of the people sitting
in Writers Workshops; they
may even doubt the artistic as-
cendancy of these unknown
second-liners. The aspiring
writers who start writing in col-
lege will have read Joaquin,
Polotan, Arcellana, Tiempo,
Jose, and Gonzalez but not
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Dalisay, Deriada, Susan Lara,
Charlson Ong, Alfred Yuson,
or Connie Maraan simply be-
cause their undergraduat
teachers did not take up theit;
stories in class. Maybe if they
decide to pursue a graduate
degree in creative writing,
these student will get to meet
these writers before they will
have read them. Worth noting,
too, perhaps, is the absence of
the enfants terribles of the 60s
and 70s—Wilfredo Pascua
Sanchez, Cesar Ruiz Aquino,
and Erwin Castillo. Except for.
Alfred Yuson, these writers
who rode the wave of
postmodernism have been ig-
nored by academia. ]
I discovered Erwin
Castillo, for example, when I
was already in graduate school.
He wrote amazing stories like
the Free Press Award-winning
“Ireland” while he was still in *
his teens during the early sev-
enties. When I finally got to
meet him in the early 90s—
graying hair, garrulous voice,
and heavy-drinking as
Hemingway—this owner of an |
advertising agency was trying
to get back to writing after a
20-year silence. Feeling like a

shild abandoned by his facher,
L sked him why they (his gen-
ghation) stopped writing.
Joaguin,
Belllantes were our literary
grandparents bue I fele chat we
were deprived of the guidance

Polotan, and

ol the generation that came
belore us, The Jedi warriors of
the 1960s and 70s seemed to
have gone over to the Dark
Bide
guestion, of course, was “Mar-
tial Law,” the Evil Empire.
("Murcos was a most fantastic
tharacter no fiction can come
up to." At heart, with the col-
lupse of the division between

Erwin's answer to my

fiction and reality, Erwin was
still faichful to the spirit of
postmodernism.) But the
happy thing about this delay
In their writing and publication
wus that many of them from
thut generation—Erwin,
Ninotchka Rosca,
Aquino—have gone back to

Cesar

writing; those who were sup-
posed to be part of the pan-
theon of tradition have also be-
come our contemporaries in
the 80s and 90s. We are, in a
way, playing basketball with
our fathers and the game has
become more challenging. The
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last time I drank beer with
Erwin, he was still nursing with
his bottle the resistance to the
tradition of realism in fiction
writing. “The trouble with
Greg {Brillantes}],” he said
without losing that edge of respect
for an elder, “is that he plays it safe.
He is afraid to go farther, to ex-
plore the unexplored.” Erwin never
made it to the ranks of the Mas-
ters and here he was in his forties,
still a Jedi knight respecting the
past while resisting it. Now [ hear
he is writing a novel set in the fu-
ture, carrying on an agon with his
literary forebears, trying to out-
Pynchon Pynchon.

Apologetics, Polemics,
Problematics

This leads me to the
problematics involved in the
writing of Philippine short sto-
ries in English. Philippine writ-
ing in English is hounded by
the question: What is Filipino
about our stories in English? Is
it a question of language? Is it
a matter of sensibility and
style? Is it the material? For
whom are we writing? This
constellation of political ques-
tions are often hurled at us by
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some critics who consider us a
dying breed of priests in a dy-
ing religious order, still mur-
muring prayers in a dead lan-
guage under our breath.

But I do not want to
indulge in apologetics and po-
lemics. My concern is with how
porous, how prone to cross-fer-
tilization, how transnational in
influence fiction writing in
English can be. In the first
place, the form is very West-
ern and the aesthetics that go
along with the genre were es-
tablished by Americans and
Europeans. In the Philippines,
many of the literary masters of
the genre studied, and even
taught, in American schools—
Santos, the Tiempos, NVM
Gonzalez, and, in our own
time, Butch Dalisay. Writing
workshops like the ones in the
University of the Philippines
and Dumaguete were pat-
terned after the one in the Uni-
versity of Iowa from where
many of our literary luminar-
ies graduated. Inevitably the
Filipino fiction writers in Eng-
lish do not only fix their eyes
on their native coast; the wa-
ters that come to shore, they
notice, also come from foreign

lands. And yet, despite the fact
that Kerima Polotan was influ-

enced by the writing of Carson.

McCullers, or NVM Gonzalez
by Hemingway, or Gregorio
Brillantes by James Joyce and
Graham Greene, this does not
make their work less Filipino

than, say, the works of Amado
Hernandez. The tradition we

follow carries with it heavy in-
fluences from the West and our:
literary education in the aca-
deme is steeped in reading

from the Western Canon, not
to mention our favorite con-

temporary authors from Brit-
ain, the U.S. or Canada which
we may read without the bless-
ings of our teachers.

No wonder then that
Butch Dalisay, in his introduc-
tion to the most recent anthol-
ogy of young short story writ-
ers, described us this way:

“True, their inspirations remain
largely Western; but even the
Western writers they look up -

to are dissident voices, or

remakers of the form. Perhaps

more tellingly, many of these
young writers seem to know

litele about, and have little to -

do with, Southeast Asia and its
culture, or—except for the very
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M.hly educated—with che
phssienl and historical past.
“Their politics will be
tgeols-liberal, .. Their locales
sl sensibilities are overwhelm-

aly urban, even cross-continen-
Wl They are generally well-
whooled, well-read, and well-

fwveled, which lends their work a
PN consciousness of form, a de-
Wberation of design.™

As to the language “ques-
fon" (for T do not think it is a
‘problem”) most of us just go
shead und write in English because
we leel we write best in it. Or if we
wint to have a critical shield
pgainse the cricicism of elitism of
our writing in English, we now go
10 post-colonial theories that claim
we can strike back at the Evil
lmpire of Anglo-American his-
tory and cradition—we shape their
language according to our native
sensibility and purposes. This is
perhaps the most challenging as-
pect of contemporary writing in
lnglish: to interrogate not only the
past but even the language itself.
If we have to believe in Gemino
Abad, we are whacking away at
the forest to make a native clear-
ing within the language and this
departure is signaled by the new
label “Philippine literature from
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English,” not iz English.
Another challenge fac-
ing the young writers in Eng-
lish has something to do with
how to break away from the
Anglo-American tradition of
modernism in fiction. Bien
Lumbera, noting the preva-
lence of the Western standards
of literary excellence in our
schools, calls for “the subver-
sion of the academe.” The
modernist tradition which
greatly influences the young
writers earnestly toiling at their
graduate degrees in creative
writing at the University of che
Philippines, Ateneo, Silliman,
or La Salle ought to be broken
from these traditional con-
straints in order for the writer
to find an authentic voice. “[It}
might be worthwhile to pon-
der,” Lumbera said, “the ways
by which a Westernized aca-
deme had determined the
norms by which the canon of
Philippine literature has been
constructed. Writers using
English as their medium ought
to be specially concerned about
this problem. ..[and} face up to
the questions it raises: “To what
extent has the Filipino writer,
whether writing in English or
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in the vernacular, allowed him-
self/herself to be constrained or
constricted by norms imposed
by encounters in college with
creative and criticalworks from
the U.S. or England?”"

Although I heartily
agree with this injunction, this
can also be problematic be-
cause the artistic expression of
“Filipino-ness” when it comes
to our short stories in English
can be varied and multifarious
to be contained in a particular
norm. Many young writers, for
example, dream of getting
published in America, of study-
ing there, even of participating
in the diaspora. Filipino writ-
ers based in America have
come up with their own work-
shops and launched their own
anthologies which explore cul-
tural borders. If they follow a
certain tradition in our litera-
ture, it would be the tradition
of exilehood explored by Ben
Santos and Carlos Bulosan.

I believe, though, that as
the young writers try to plot the
coordinates of their aesthetics and
politics, their own search for au-
thenticity will make them con-
front and redefine tradition, what-
ever that may be. The anti-western,
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they slash through the thicket to cres
lish languzge.

Kuwarta o Bayong?

After so many qualifi
cations and divagations, we go
back to the question "Does the
Force exist or is Tradicion:
merely a critical mumbo-
jambo?” Kuwarta o bayong?

[ asked the help of
seven young fiction writers
in English to answer this
millennium question. Of the
seven, three responded. OF
the three, only one made the
claim that there 75 a Tradi-
tion in Philippine Short Fic=
tion in English. One wrote
an essay; the other two an-
swered the questions point
by point. I will end this pa-
per with their answers to my
questions to introduce the
new voices emerging from
the literary carnival.

Qz;ejtio}z L
Do you think therve &5 a tradirion |
in Philippine short fiction en Emg- |

O Wow wonld you describe this

Walition? Which Filipino short

WY wwiters have influenced you
W which of them would you in-
W in the canon?

AliesMacie Jennifer Eligio' :

There s no tradition. Filipino
short story writers who have
illuenced me are Brillantes,
PMalotan, Dalisay. I would in-
thudde them in the canon.

Blad 8. Lim'?:

I think there is a globaliza-
tlon, maybe? Krip Yuson
had o similar evaluation in
his column roughly, I chink,
two weeks ago.

The writers I like (I tra-
ditlon and, outside of Valentine
fomances, is probably one of
the most vibrant among the
different streams of Philippine
literature today. Credit would
not dare claim influence since
that would mean their works
produced some definitive
change in my own. Or in some
tases, claiming Arguilla, Greg
[rillantes, Kerima Polotan. I
might be missing one woman
suthor here, or maybe not. Af-
ter them, maybe Nick Joaquin
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(influence might sound as if
you are putting yourself on the
same level. Doesn’t help them
any, only myself.) include
Bienvenido Santos, Manuel
because it would be a sin to
omit), GCF [Gilda Cordero
Fernando}. Surely not, though
maybe this you should omit, E.
Sionil Jose (why him who gets
Random House to publish his
books? Can’t figure it out.)
This you didn’t ask, but I'll say
it anyway. Bienvenido Santos I
like for his sad, melancholy,
sentimental strain. Santos,
Arguilla, Polotan for a vaguely ro-
mantic strain that is probably eve-
rywhere in Philippine lit (ah! Dead
Stars, the flowers bloom in un-
changing freshness, the dear dead
loves of vanished youth!), Brillantes
for the place of faith in his fiction.
For some reason, I think Philip-
pine fiction in English had its hey-
day in the 60s, maybe until poli-
tics changed things in the 70s. We
probably haven't produced anything
since which has a grand view of man,
stories which deal with issues of im-
port, universal experiences, etc. After
the moon, where else?

Question 2:
How do you situate yourself in that
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tradition? Do you feel you belong
10 that tradition or do you feel like
breaking 1t?

Eligio:
Since there is no tradition, I
don't feel I belong to anything.

Lim:

I would like to think that I
write, or at least try to write,
stories like those from that past
time. Maybe for that reason I
feel I do not belong with peo-
ple who chronologically are of
my generation. | do not par-
ticularly care about post-mod-
ern topics or concerns, and am
maybe beginning to develop a
bias against certain kinds of
technology. Is this a kind of
rebellion?

On another hand, for the
longest time I consciously de-
cided not to write Filipino-Chi-
nese stories. At that time I felt
it would marginalize me, and
keep me away from the main-
stream of Philippine literature.
I don’t think Charlson Ong
will or can escape it, though he
is trying. There is not much of
a Filipino-Chinese tradition in
Philippine lit. So, if ever, I was
not “rebelling” from a literary
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tradition but from an ethnics
racial one,

I did write my first Filis
pino-Chinese story in 1998,
and my thesis adviser (I'm
working on a collection of sto
ries now) thinks it’s the best
story Thave ever written. ] wons
der what that means? Is that
where I belong? My own an-
swers to this question should
be clearer in a few weeks, as |
work on and write on.

Question 3: .
Aszde from Filipino fiction writ=
ers, what other cultuval influences
bave ajfected your writing? Which!
forezgn authors bave influenced or
enspired you? Have foreign 1writ=
ers become more influential to yo
compared 1o Filipino writers?

Eligio: |
There were several cultural in-
fluences. Mostly these were
from the many racial and so-
cial distinctions of people I met:
in books I read. They are Toni
Morrison, Ralph Ellison, D.H.
Lawrence. Yes, I can say that
foreign writers became more .
influential than Filipino writ-
ers, especially since the first
“serious” books I read were

Wuhly Western influenced.

£ uliire Is such a big word, and 1
Wik It would not be wise for me
sy that I've figured out the dif-
Wsent threads thae have wrapped
wround me. Foreign authors?
Upelike wrote a whole series of
Maple stories, and I like the idea
l interlinked stories (B.N. Santos’
W Lowly Pegple was also a collec-
tlon of such stories.) Most of my
storles have companion sequels.
Joes this mean my stories are in-
tomplete and so I need another
installment? Read a lot of E.B.
White in college. (Not a fiction
wiiter.) Like Dante a lot, (maybe
for the Beatrice romance angle).
Cimham Greene I like, maybe for
the faith angle. Foreign writers are
muybe beginning to influence me
more now. Have been reading a
lot of short fiction from The Best
American Stories series, from other
tollections, the New Yorker, people
who have been in Iowa, etc. I think
| have recently set a goal of pub-
lishing in the United States, so I
have been reading up to see what
flavor there is.

Question 4:
What can you say about the alle-
gation that Filipino writing in
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English is elitist?

Eligio:

I agree that Filipino writing in
English is elitist. Writing in
that second language has be-
come the privilege of the highly
educated and those who have
attended prestigious schools.
Often, writers are “judged” ac-
cording to their grammar and
not according to their work’s
essence.

Lim:

If ever it was, I would not re-
ally mind. No one can target
all audiences. Erap for a long
time catered only to his ador-
ing masses. Whynot accuse
him or a reverse elitism?

By the Light from Extin-

guished Stars: Writing
Philippine Short Fiction
From English

An essay by

Luis Joaquin Katigbak"

People tend to refer to
the “Tradition” of Philippine
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Short Fiction in English—or
from English, to borrow a no-
tion from Gemino Abad—as if
there is a huge body of work
with a definableset of common
traits. Ip fact, what they are
usually referring to is a vast
union of all the stories we have
gleaned from English ever since
Paz Marquez published Dead
Stars. One would be hard put
to identify an actual tradi-
tion—from generation to gen-
eration—in the history of Phil-
ippine Short Fiction in English.
(Let’s call it PSFE for short).
Even a cursory exami-
nation of the grand sweep of
PSFE will reveal a startling di-
versity: a diversity of styles, of
underlying tenets, of subject
mactter. [ don’t believe there are
“schools” of writing as such in
the history of PSFE—there are
the famous arguments like Vil-
la's “Art for art’s sake” versus
Arguilla’s “Writing for a bet-
ter society, and there are leg-
endary writers’ groups such as
The Ravens and the
Veronicans—but it’s hard to
label a specific writet’s output
as belonging, or being ex-
cluded from, a single particu-
lar tradition. Is Francisco

Arcellana “craditional”? He i
widely lauded and recognized,
he is a National Artist, but his
prose works from decades aga
are still more experimental,
more playful, than much of
what is being written—anc
ignored—today. |

One could also equate
Tradition with The Canon
namely, with a group of writ-
ers or works deemed by the
powers that be to be Essential,
as being the only writers of
works worthy of critical atten:
tion. However, I have to admit
that the idea of a canon does
not sit well with me. I disagree
with the idea that there exists
a strictly defined, inviolate set
to which all “valid” works be-
long. I will not deny the use
fulness of a canon, in terms of
drawing attention to certain
works, and of defining one’s
standards—but there should
not be an inflexible “Canon™
with a capital C. There should:
be a wide array of personal
“Best-of” lists—a whole
armory of canons, if you will
excuse the horrendous pun.
Every teacher (actually, every
reader) has his or her own per-
sonal ideas about which writ-
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?

# and works are worthy of
siention and which are not.

My own list of essential
Pllipino shore story writers
womld include Francisco
Ateellana, Gregorio Brillantes,
Je Y. Dalisay, and Kerima
PMalotan, These are the writers
| gontinue to reread, and rec-
ammend co others. I do not
know |l they have had a dis-
pernable influence on my writ-
g1 do not consciously try
o emulate their work—but
they have certainly been inspi-
fations. Also noteworthy is
CHna Apostol, whose Bibliolepsy
was the last Filipino novel I
thoroughly enjoyed.

In a broader sense, of
(ourse, our writing is influ-
snced by the very age we live
in, by everything we take in—
by our knowledge of current
gvents, by the TV shows we
watch, the conversations we
have. “Input equals influ-
snces.” We are influenced by
CNN, MTV, NU 107, the
Internet. And, of course, by the
works of foreign authors. An-
other personal “Best-Of” list
follows: Jorge Luis Borges,
Truman Capote, Haruki
Murakami, Renata Adler, and
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James Thurber. I do not know
if you can compare levels of
influence—certainly I read
more works by foreign authors
simply because of the sheer
amount of worthwhile books
that are out there—but while
foreign authors show me what
can be done with the English
language, local writers show
me what can be done with that
selfsame language here, in this
country, fused with our histo-
ries and sensibilities.

And so we are all signifi-
cantly influenced, in subtle or
obvious ways, by local writers
of days past and by our own
contemporaries. However, in a
very real sense (going back to
the question of our local “tra-
dicion”), perhaps because PSFE
is still a comparatively “young”
phenomenon, or because as
writers and readers in English
we are constantly reacting and
being enamored of such a huge
number of movements and
schools of thought from a
number of different milieus, it
seems that every Filipino writer
who writes in English consti-
tutes his or her own tradition.
As young writers, we are rarely
subjected to such onerous com-
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parisons as “He's the new
NVM Gonzalez!” or “She’s
continuing the tradition of
Kerima Polotan!”

The easiest and most
practical way for any practicing
local writer to “situate” him-
self, I believe, is quite simply,
chronologically. “I am one of a
number of Filipinos under the
age of forty writing short fic-
tion in the late twentieth/early
twenty-first century.” Boring,
but accurate—and it is a state-
ment that does not set limita-
tions on our writing.

Of course one can always
identify similarities, parallels.
However, to tell oneself that
one is continuing a tradition of
experimental wordplay as de-
fined by Arcellana, or a tradi-
tion of stark realistic stories as
defined by Arguilla is to per-
haps constrain (ot, on the other
hand, delude) oneself. Let the
critics decades from now “situ-
ate” us, if they have to, or are
at all inclined to—that is not
our job. Feeling that one be-
longs, or is excluded, from a
tradition should not, in the
end, affect one’s desire to write
what one wants to write. And
that is what it’s all about.
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Which brings us to my.
next notion. There may not be
a strictly defined “Tradition™
per se—but there is definitely
a local literary establishment.
The membership of this estab
lishment (established writers,
editors and others) may flucs
tuate, but they always possess
considerable influence in the
literary community. I believe
that literary paralysis is not
necessarily caused by the sense
that unless one writes like a
dead writer (or a living, multi=
awarded one) that one’s works
will be denied publication, rec-
ognition, validity. I am not
bothered so much by the
thought that Nick Joaquin,:
through his undeniably re-
markable output of short fic-
tion, set the bar for writing in
English so high that I cannot
reach it. Racher, I am bothered
by the thought that if I wrice,
say, a story with science-fiction;
elements, it will automatically
be denied “serious” attention
by most editors or literary-con- |
test judges. It is this, I believe, ‘
that the young writer instinc-
tively feels like rebelling °
against: this notion that one
has to conform to a set of

dards that one may vio-
bly disagree with.

Again, though, noth-
hl Lan teally stop one from
Wilting what one wants to
wiite, To sum up (and, in a

tndabout way, address
JUMt last question too), let
Me |oln two of my favorite

Juatations—one from Fran-
st Arcellana and one
fhom NVM Gonzalez, to
fiente o mantra for myself
sl for anyone else who is
alao trying to tell stories:
“Weite the story that only
you can write, and don’t
worry about the language.”

L onclusion

My foregoing corre-
spondence with other young
Filipino fictionists confirms the
problematic of establishing a
tradition. We seem to have
tend (and even admire) the
sume Filipino writers and yet
we also refuse to make the
tlalm that this list of best-ofs
tonstitutes a Tradition. These
lterary predecessors (a more
upt term) can be considered
more from the point of view of
Ispiration than from a critical
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paradigm of continuity/discon-
tinuity.

Tradition, I feel, should
not be viewed as a chronologi-
cal parade of great works—
from Dead Stars by Benitez to
Penmanship by Dalisay. The
Mindoro of N.V.M. Gonzalez
and the Tarlac of Brillantes are
two different worlds which
cannot be lumped together
under one school, movement,
or period. And even if the new
generation of short story writ-
ers in English read more for-
eign than Filipino writers, they
cannot be faulted with not hav-
ing read their literary forebears.

In the post-Jedi order,
young Filipino fictionists, de-
spite the necessary egotism
that sustains artists, are more
modest about their efforts un-
like the preceding generation
of short story writers which also
dreamed of writing the Great
Filipino Novel. There is some-
thing about the short story
form that defies the bravura of
novelistic genius—Chekhov
was more modest than that.
What we follow is a tradition
of small gestures that open up
to revelations beyond words—
Alfredo Salazar looking up at the
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