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An Open Forum with 
Resil Mojares

The forum was part of the launch of Enigmatic Objects: Notes towards a History of 
the Museum in the Philippines by Resil B. Mojares on 7 October 2023 at the Ben 
Chan ArtSuite, Areté, Ateneo de Manila University. Karina Bolasco, outgoing 
director of the Ateneo de Manila University Press moderated the forum.

Resil Mojares: I recall the very first book that I published with 
Ateneo de Manila University Press was in 1985, a book entitled 
Theater in Society, Society in Theater. In fact, I recall the place on 
campus where the launch was held. Of course, I was asked to 
speak at the launch. I started out by saying as a person who has 
just said two hundred pages worth of words, I think I can be 
excused from saying more. So when it was mentioned that I was 
to give a lecture at this launch, I suggested having a conversation 
with the audience instead. The conversation with the people 
that are present here is a more fitting form of marking a launch 
than an academic lecture.

Karina Bolasco: Considering the kind, the extent, and the 
massive work you’ve done in research and all that, what has 
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astonished you the most, or what finding, from anything 
you’ve read? 

Mojares: I’m not sure whether I can point to one. In fact, I think 
Enigmatic Objects is a good example of how you have a book that’s 
driven primarily by curiosities, in terms of the attempt to cover 
as diverse a range of topics as possible. Learning has always been 
a driving motive in my writing life. I’m convinced that if you’re 
interested in something and want to learn about it, the best way 
to do that is to write about it. In many ways it’s an appetite for 
learning that has driven my writing, and so in the past years I’ve 
attempted to write books that I enjoy writing. That’s why I prefer 
to read through a wide range of topics. I think it’s more fun that 
way than mining a single topic or subject in a book. 

My writing life has not developed along a straight line. It has 
zigged and zagged across the years. After all, my writing life now 
runs over half a century. I started out as a short-story writer, and 
then became serious about academic writing. And in the course 
of producing academic books, which I suppose consumed the 
greater part of my writing career, it has come to a point where I 
feel that this is not completely surprising—I mean, an academic 
in this field would write academic books according to certain 
protocols of what research dissertation is, so it can be something 
very set in form and style and organization, and so on. I go beyond 
the academic and have fun with writing. I write not because I’m 
commissioned to do it, or I have to earn credits for it. It becomes 
more of a personal thing. I think this started with the book I 
published with Karina for Anvil entitled Isabelo’s Archive, where 
I consciously attempted to go beyond the conventional writing 
of something that is scholarly. I attempted to do something that 
is scholarly and at the same time literary and something that I 
will enjoy doing. In a way, it’s kind of what Enigmatic Objects is. 
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So late in my career, I don’t have to earn professional credits and 
it becomes a purely personal undertaking. 

Audience: I’m curious about the chronology of your ideas. Is this 
book an offspring of Brains of the Nation, or is it a sibling, a 
younger sibling of that period of your intellectual development? 

Mojares: Yes, I suppose you can see it in that way, although it’s 
not something quite premeditated or planned. But intellectual 
history has been a strong interest of mine. It’s something that 
runs through many of the books I’ve written. . . . I think in 
terms of choice of topics or subjects, it is largely by curiosity, 
serendipity, coming across something really interesting without 
your intending it. I remember Doreen Fernandez, one of my 
earliest academic friends from Manila, although Doreen is 
from Negros. Anyway, Doreen said that one thing that she liked 
about my work is that each book that I write is always different 
from the preceding one. And in a way that is very true. I suppose 
the reason for that is that I don’t desire to be a specialist in one 
particular thing. I’m a writer rather than one tied to a particular 
discipline, nor do I aim for a high form of specialization in one 
particular field or topic. As I said earlier, I enjoy the learning part 
of writing. Somebody asked me once as to what I am working on 
right now, my plans for the next book. I said, I’m always writing. 
When I’m doing work for a book and the book is finished, I need 
to be writing something else to get going. It is in many ways 
something that fuels me. So I’m always writing. It’s a vocation 
you don’t retire from. 

Bolasco: There was a foreign scholar who said that if Mojares hasn’t 
written about the subject, no one has. When you come across 
something that is interesting to you, that becomes the lead for you 
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to look for other things. . . . I can understand finding something 
that’s very interesting, but how does it become a book? 

Mojares: Enigmatic Objects, for instance, the initial inputs came 
from . . . I was invited to give a talk on what was planned to be 
an anniversary of the museum at the University of San Carlos. 
They were planning to have a series of lectures marking the 
birth of the university’s museum, and I said yes to the invitation. 
I was going to write about that nineteenth-century museum, 
about which there is practically no information except for one 
photograph. That set me off. I said, Come to think of it, no one 
has written a substantial book on the history of the museum—
which is something that can be said of a host of other topics. 
That’s why people who complain that they have a problem 
finding a topic to write is something I can’t understand. So that 
set me thinking about writing about the history of museums. 
Eventually I got around to being serious about doing it. 

It’s difficult to commit to writing one single continuous book. 
In Brains of the Nation, I got interested in the subject of Pedro 
Paterno. And when I had the occasion to do something quite 
substantial about the subject, because I had a yearlong fellowship 
. . . although that came later. I had started on this book, Brains of 
the Nation, before I got the fellowship. My idea was to do three 
Filipino intellectuals, and to write each section so there would be 
three principal sections—one on Paterno, one on Pardo de Tavera, 
and one on Isabelo de los Reyes—and to write each section so 
that each can be complete in itself. Because I was not confident 
that I was going to finish all three! So if I finished only one, it 
could stand on its own. You’re also thinking of the practicalities 
of scholarly work in the Philippines. If you don’t, for instance, 
have a grant, and you don’t really have the time to do it, you’re not 
confident to finish what you set out to do. 
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That’s why I favor the essay as a form, because it can be done 
relatively quickly. At one time, I said, Filipino students should 
be allowed to do a dissertation or a thesis in parts, in essays. We 
should write shorter forms instead of long ones. That’s why I 
favor the essay, because if you can’t finish the whole book you 
have in mind, at least you will have finished a number of essays. 
That’s the pragmatics of doing intellectual or scholarly work in 
the Philippines. In the case of Enigmatic Objects, it doesn’t quite 
live up to my original plan. The original plan was I’d have essays 
where each starts off with an object. I needed illustrations. 
Because it is about the museum, it should approximate the 
structure of a gallery: you can have a gallery of objects. But, of 
course, the difficulties of finding objects or finding museums...
So it doesn’t quite conform one hundred percent to the original 
plan. I was driven by whatever was available, and what I would 
find, so it became very free and wide-ranging. . . . As it turned 
out, I had written a number of things on various aspects of 
museums, and they fell into certain sections. The first one is 
about museums, actual institutions, and then we have a section 
on collectors and collecting and collections, and so on. This 
was not something that was planned at the very beginning; it 
was based on what I had written and chosen as topics. In fact, 
eventually I had essays that I decided not to use and certain ones 
that I decided to add. 

To cite an example of an essay I had written—actually it 
was not for this book; it was for something else—I think Ateneo 
hosted a conference called the Remains of the Dictatorship, 
looking back on the legacy of martial rule. I thought, “This is an 
interesting conference,” and it occurred to me that what better 
topic for a conference than the physical remains, meaning the 
body of Ferdinand Marcos, the afterlife, as it were, of Ferdinand 
Marcos. So I wrote an essay where I document the state of the 
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body of the president, showing that as the dictatorship collapsed, 
so did his body, and I don’t know which comes first and so on. It 
was written for this conference, which I decided not to attend. 
I thought that I could use this in Enigmatic Objects because it 
deals with the late president’s body museumized, as it were. 
It would be one of the enigmatic objects in the title. But then, 
when I finally decided on lining up the articles for publication, I 
thought probably it’s not in good taste to include it in a book of 
museum objects. People would be offended that the president...
is one of the objects, so I decided not to include it. 

Audience: There are pictures in social media about your library. 
You have a very extensive library in Cebu. I was curious about 
the tomes in the library. Are there any favorite reference material 
or set, any indispensable go-to source for your writing in history, 
literature, and other various topics?

Mojares: I can give the answer that Nick Joaquin gave when 
asked as to what his favorite book is. He wrote an article about 
it in a magazine, and he said the fifty-five volumes of Blair and 
Robertson. That’s my favorite book. And it’s a great answer, and 
if you could choose one title, it would be The Philippine Islands by 
Blair and Robertson. 

I hear this a few times: somebody goes to your library and 
looks at your books and asks the question, “So have you read 
all the books?” It’s kind of a silly question; it’s like asking 
have you read the encyclopedia from A to Z. It’s there. It’s a 
resource. It doesn’t mean that you have read the book. I mean 
it’s something that you finish, is worth keeping, you can learn 
from, is interesting. It depends. There’s a time that you need it, 
but right now you don’t need it, so you don’t. My writing, my 
reading, I suppose, is if I’m working on a particular subject, I 
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read as much as possible as I can on that particular subject. One 
big regret of mine is that I can’t read novels, as many novels 
as I wish, because novels are generally for when you have the 
leisure and you read it. That’s what I regret not having time for, 
reading the novel for the joy of reading, because I’m driven by 
the projects I’m working on, so I have to read what is useful for 
the book I am writing. 

Bolasco: Not to put you on the spot. You started as a fiction, a 
short-story writer, and the stories were published in magazines. 
You say when you read them now, you cringe. But still there are 
writers that update or revise their work. Is that something that 
you’re not considering doing? 

Mojares: This is one of the things that I feel guilty about. When 
Karina first brought the idea that I put together my short stories 
for publication, I kept putting it off. One time, I said I don’t even 
have copies of the stories, and she offered to find the stories and 
give me a copy. So I received an already typeset, a manuscript of 
the proof of the book. I never got around to actually reading the 
stories again. If I have a book published, I don’t read it anymore, 
unless I’m doing work [and] I have to use something from it, 
because I’m afraid of coming across a mistake and so on. . . . 

It’s the same with the short stories. After a long career 
of writing academic works, I was visited by the sense that I 
probably should get back into creative writing. I remember that 
creative writing was assigned a certain value that is higher than 
. . . You don’t speak of somebody who has finished a 500-page 
dissertation as a writer. “Writer” is an honorific for creative 
writers, people who write poetry and fiction. I recall, probably 
it was 1977 and so on, I walked into F. Sionil Jose’s bookstore La 
Solidaridad on Padre Faura, and Frankie [i.e., Jose] was there in 
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the bookstore. Since I’m based in Cebu, he rarely sees me. It was 
1977. I had just finished my dissertation in UP. When he saw me, 
he said, “Ah, Resil! Are you still writing?” And of course he was 
thinking of the days when I was a promising short-story writer. 
I knew that when he asked that question, he was thinking of 
my writing fiction and so on. I had just finished a 500-page 
dissertation, but my reply to him was “No, I’m not writing 
anymore.” That’s the kind of value you assign to scholarly work 
as against literary work. 

But, anyway, I was haunted by the possibility of going into 
something literary, and I actually made two attempts at writing 
a novel, but in both attempts, I never got beyond the first few 
pages. The reason was, I suppose, I gave up too quickly. I feel 
that romantic sense of writing creative work, that you have to be 
fully consumed by it, fully absorbed in it, to do it. And you have 
to be driven by an appetite to really work on it. You can’t just do 
it, you know. I suppose in many ways your intellectual creative 
juices can’t be turned off and on. You have to go through a kind 
of conditioning and frame of mind and sensibility to be able to do 
literary. And so without an idea, I lacked the urge, the appetite 
to work on it. So I gave up. Perhaps I should have persisted and 
probably the urge would come back. Anyway, the compromise 
was that: why can’t I do something that is both literary and 
scholarly? We are living in a time where generic distinctions 
have been exploded and you have books that you don’t know 
exactly how to classify. A favorite author of mine is an Anglo-
German novelist, W. G. Sebald. I really fell in love with his work 
. . . , and decided to read everything he has written. I really was 
crestfallen when I discovered that he had died in the year 2000, 
which means that there is nothing more coming from him. 
I’ve read everything he has written and there is nothing more. 
That was how fascinated I was with his work, and part of what 
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fascinated me was the sense of the unclassifiable. I mean, you 
would begin to wonder, “Is it a novel, a memoir, a travel book?” 
And particularly also because it’s decorated with photographs, 
photographs that are not meant to illustrate something in the 
book but to evoke a certain mood. So this has been a trend even 
in academic, in scholarly writing. 

There’s reflexive or interpretive ethnography, where you 
foreground the I, unlike in conventional academic writing. I 
remember being in a defense of a thesis where I was a member of 
the committee and one of the panel members said, “You should 
remove the ‘I,’ because we don’t do that.” But we don’t have 
that distinction anymore. If you use the “I” and foreground the 
subjectivity behind the book, it doesn’t make that less scholarly. 
You have, even in academic writing, a great deal of work that 
probably is even better than the novels that are written. In 
literature itself you have so many works that are odd and hybrid. 
Nobel Prize winner Svetlana Alexievich, for instance, writes 
what’s called documentary novels built out of interviews that 
she did with the Russians during the time of the Soviet Union. 
Or you have the Spanish novelist Javier Cercas writing the 
biography of a well-known impostor in Spain who manufactured 
stories about his life and built a reputation around sob stories, 
and Cercas calls his book a novel without fiction. You have 
the crossing of generic boundaries that has become normal in 
contemporary writing. So why is there a fixed division between 
what is literary writing and what is academic writing. Why can’t 
you try to do a book that is both. I’m not confident that I have 
quite succeeded, but in a way, since I can’t write a novel, at least 
I can write a scholarly work that at least evokes some of the 
qualities of a short story or a novel and so on. 

That’s why I admire Karina as a reader and editor. When I 
submitted Isabelo’s Archive to her, I imagined that if Karina asked 
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me for a subtitle because it was taken as an academic work, I was 
going to tell her that I was not going to supply a subtitle. And if 
she asked me to write an introduction or a preface to the book, I 
was not going to do it, and instead I would tell her, “I think you 
don’t write a preface to a novel.” But Karina never asked me to 
write a subtitle or a preface to the book, because she understood 
exactly what I was trying to do. So she’s a great editor. 

Audience: What particular object, if ever, prompted you to 
write Enigmatic Objects? And also, were there any particular 
similarities about the objects you were able to examine and are 
there particular museums that readers should visit for them to 
see the objects? 

Mojares: The thing is you can go on and on. . . . I recently came 
across a book in Fully Booked. It was about perfumes, something 
about botanical perfumes. When I saw it, I bought it. It was 
about ylang-ylang. It’s a little-known fact that, in the nineteenth 
century, there was a thriving business in the production of 
perfumes using ylang-ylang. I think the Germans were in the 
lead in this industry in the Philippines. . . . Actually, Pardo 
de Tavera had information on it when he wrote his catalog of 
the exhibitions in the Paris expositions in the late nineteenth 
century. I wished I had known about it and included an article 
on the ylang-ylang. So the possibilities are almost endless. If you 
are driven by healthy curiosity, you can come across other topics 
that you can write about. 

I used as a coda for Enigmatic Objects the essay about Father 
Blanco’s blank book. It so fascinated me that I wrote three 
articles that are variants of the same. So I did a history of humor 
for Kritika Kultura, and I wrote a book on music published by 
UP. I wrote three versions of the same article because I was 
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fascinated with the subject. And I have one here that ends the 
book, where I quote Umberto Eco when he writes this book 
about lists and trends in literature that tend to explode this drive 
towards exactness and comprehensiveness. He says something 
about the poetics of the etcetera as against the poetics of the 
already concluded, meaning complete. The final sentence in 
my book is what Umberto Eco himself has said: “Praise the 
etcetera.” The possibilities run on almost endlessly.

I think the pandemic has become both good and bad for 
writers. Bad of course in my case—I think this book took longer 
than I had planned, because I could not travel to Manila. There 
were sources I needed that were all here and I could not travel, 
so it took longer than it should have. The advantage, of course, 
is you have lots of time, because you are in the quarantine, you 
are confined in your home. But then you also discover that the 
problem with having a lot of time is that you are not going to 
accomplish anything because abundance of time induces also 
lethargy and laziness. I think you have to be on edge to get 
creative. If you have a lot of time you tend to get lazy. 

Audience: What of Enigmatic Objects gave you the most difficulty 
because the primary sources about it were few?  

Mojares: One of the essays here, actually, is based on an error. This 
is the article entitled “Paterno’s Coconuts.” I think it’s a lesson 
about writing an article prematurely. In writing, you have either 
started it too early or started it too late—either of two mistakes. 
Prematurely, you don’t have enough knowledge of the subject 
to start writing about it. The result is you waste a lot of paper 
because you write something and it is not going anywhere, 
and you have to start all over again, precisely because you don’t 
have all the information needed for writing the article. On the 
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other hand, you fall in love and research because it’s so much 
fun, so you never go around actually writing the article. I know 
people who are like that, and to a certain extent I have the same 
tendency as well. I can’t stop doing research while probably 
I should’ve started writing already. Anyway, in the case of 
Paterno’s coconuts—this is a good lesson not only for writers 
not to be inhibited by committing mistakes. Maybe because you 
will be so paralyzed by the fear of committing mistakes that you 
will not write at all. That should not be a problem that should 
prevent you from writing. One example is Paterno’s coconuts. 
I had wondered, because the source was not too clear and also 
because actually I was not reading it carefully, that when there 
was this item in Paterno’s museum in Madrid that he collected 
coconuts, I thought that he was collecting real coconuts! I mean, 
to show off a botanical item that would amaze Europeans. And so 
even before reading carefully the entire text, I’d started writing 
the article, especially since I had come across a book entitled 
Voltaire’s Coconuts. Voltaire wanted to grow coconuts in London 
in order to illustrate his ideas on universalism, that coconuts 
can be grown in countries like England or Bosnia or whatever 
in Europe, can grow healthily as they do in the tropics. His 
idea was that political ideas dominant in Britain can be applied 
anywhere else in the world, and that can just be as vigorous. 
I connected Voltaire’s coconuts and Paterno’s coconuts, only 
to discover much later, after I had written the whole article, 
that his coconuts were actually decorative items that are so 
elaborated that they don’t look like natural coconuts at all. So 
what did I do when I learned that? I had not seen, up until that 
auction where some samples were . . . Have you heard about the 
auction at Salcedo gallery? Among the items being auctioned 
off were the coconuts of Pedro Paterno, which do not appear like 
coconuts at all because they are so elaborated as items of decor. 
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And there I was: I had written the article. But my starting point 
was wrong. And I could not drop Voltaire because his ideas of 
universalism are important for Paterno’s own ideas, and I had 
written the article already, so I had to do some reworking of the 
article so that I could still use it even though it had started with 
my lazy reading of the text. So the lesson for writers, you don’t 
have to be paralyzed by fear that you are wrong. 

Going back to Umberto Eco, Umberto Eco is a first-rate and 
world-renowned scholar in a field called semiotics. And yet he’s 
also a great novelist and he also writes a column for a newspaper 
in Milan. He said, because he writes a column for a newspaper, 
he said that the American academics think he’s kind of slummy. 
If you’re an academic, you don’t write columns in a newspaper. 
He defended his writing columns: the great thing about writing 
columns is that you are in conversation with your readers, and 
if you commit a mistake, like if you’re doing a weekly or a daily 
column, you can correct your mistake the following day or the 
following week. Your ideas are in progress. You don’t have to 
be final and definitive about it, unlike, of course, in academics 
like in the sciences. You aspire always for a definitive yes, and 
accuracy and completeness. 

The great thing about writing essays is that they are meant 
to be, almost like as the word essay indicates, attempts. They are 
not offered as something as the final word on the subject. I have 
an experience that I think illustrates this. I was invited to submit 
an article. There was a conference on music in UP, organized by 
a friend of mine, Jojo Buenconsejo, who was then the dean of the 
College of Music. Because he’s a fellow Cebuano, he invited me to 
attend it and do a favor. But what do I have on music? I had written 
more or less on a subject that is related to it, which is an essay on 
the Buenaventuras. And so I presented it at the conference and 
later it was submitted to the book that was going to be published, 
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so it had to be refereed. The referees’ report came back to me 
and point out the flaws of the article: one, it does not start out 
with the statement of the problem, and two, it does not develop 
the subject logically. She probably found strange that I numbered 
the sections . . . So I wrote back to Jojo Buenconsejo and said, “It 
is perfectly all right with me if you don’t publish it, but I can’t 
revise it because that’s how it is.” But Jojo, of course, said, “No, 
we are going to publish it as it is.” So they actually published it 
and when it came out, they removed all the numbers because they 
seem strange for an academic article. So the sections come one 
after the other, and the sense of flow is completely lost! So that’s 
when you try to force into a mold something that the article is not 
really designed to be. And the article looks rather fragmentary, 
and I told Jojo Buenconsejo, because I don’t want the reader to feel 
like I’m an authority on music—because I don’t know anything 
about music!—it’s meant to be a personal, exploratory essay that 
could provoke some interest. But I’m not writing as an authority 
on music! That’s why it takes that particular form. To force it in a 
standard monographic essay with a statement of a problem and so 
on would be like me pretending to be an authority on the subject. 

I think academics . . . I mean, of course, I’m not saying it has 
no value. It is a great tool for advancing knowledge to follow 
certain protocols and acquire a certain form, but you can’t apply 
it to all kinds of writings. A good example, if we still have a bit 
more time, of the matter of constraints in a particular form of 
writing is this. There’s this American anthropologist by the 
name of H. Arlo Nimmo. Ateneo published The Songs of Salanda 
and, I think, a second one [similar collection]. The story of H. Arlo 
Nimmo was interesting. He was an American doctoral student 
who came to the Philippines for his fieldwork on the Bajaus of 
Sulu. He came on the eve of martial law. So he was in Sulu at 
a very difficult and dangerous time, doing his fieldwork for a 



1 0 7

Perspectives in the Arts and Humanities Asia  13.2 (2023)

dissertation on the Bajau. But eventually he finished and wrote 
his dissertation, which was published and well received. I can’t 
remember the exact title, but it was an academic monograph—
the standard ethnographic monograph, material culture and so 
on, completely conventional presentation. . . . 

Then he completely stopped. I was told he had difficulty 
finding a position in the US, and came upon some money 
from family and decided to completely leave the academic 
life, because he didn’t really need the job. Then he reappeared 
with a book entitled The Songs of Salanda, which is a collection 
of stories about Sulu. He writes . . . I think he writes it in his 
book, about his stay in Sulu as a young graduate student doing 
his dissertation was the most exciting time of his life. I can 
understand that, being in Sulu in those years as a young man, the 
most exciting time, and yet he always felt incomplete because he 
had written this dissertation but he had nothing to say about 
what his own personal experience was. He never had a chance to 
fully express what it was like, what Sulu was like to him because 
he had to conform to the constraint of a standard ethnographic 
monograph in which the author is completely absent. And so 
he wrote this book, Songs of Salanda, and he wrote another one. 
They were beautiful stories about life in Sulu. And it shows that 
an academic form like an ethnographic monograph, of course, 
has real value, but it doesn’t satisfy what may be the writer’s own 
interests and inclinations, does not convey certain aspects of a 
place like Sulu, for instance, which do not appear in a monograph 
like the dissertation he did. 

Audience: I was thinking about what you said about W. G. Sebald 
as one of your influences. When I think of Sebald, I think of this 
very strong personal point of view when he’s narrating about 
interviewing those Jewish families, but when I read your books 
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there’s always the strong tone of the historian, even though 
structurally I understand you’re trying to mix the literary 
and academic way of writing. Do you have plans of writing 
something . . . that you’re not starting from an academic tone 
before diverging into a more literary style, whether a memoir, 
or are you really closing your doors to your past as a fictionist? 

Mojares: This is a difficult question for me. Isabelo’s Archive is 
freer, more experimental than Enigmatic Objects. In this one, the 
academic is the more dominant element. I feel that I’m in the 
academic field for so long that I can’t get out of it. I’m stuck in 
professorial mode, as it were. I can’t be undisciplined. . . . Isabelo 
de los Reyes was reckless and careless with his work, completely 
uninhibited and undisciplined. . . . I tend to be much more 
organized. I tend to be polished. That’s in a sense, I suppose, doing 
literary instead of something academic. I feel like I still have some 
way to go. So I feel like I’m stuck in that professorial mode. 

And the other reason, I think, is that content is also very 
important to me. In this book I think the weight of content as 
against the lightness of style, and so kind of it’s heavier on content. 
Content is important to me. For instance, there’s probably 
more information that is written. I remember the book Ateneo 
published War against the Americans, which was reviewed in an 
American journal of history. The author of the review praised 
the book, but he had a caveat about the book. He said something 
to the effect that there is much more information in it than one 
really needs. In a way, it is true if he’s writing as an American 
reader. I was writing for a specific readership, Cebuanos. I would 
include data about the persons in the story that you may not need 
to know. But I was thinking that somebody would recognize 
this person: “That’s my grandfather!” . . . An American would 
not see the value of that. 
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I have research data that I would want to include in the book, 
because if I don’t write it down, it’s going to disappear. This idea 
of putting in information that other people can use—that’s how 
Mike Cullinane is. The problem of my friend, historian Michael 
Cullinane, he has a great deal of it. He has been doing research 
in Cebu for years so he puts in a lot of data that you don’t really 
need. His defense is that somebody in Cebu writing about Cebu 
or somebody writing about Cebu would find that information 
useful for his own purposes, and if I don’t write it down, nobody 
would. It would disappear. If you’re citing information in the 
archives in Spain or some obscure book, people would probably 
miss it. The need also to preserve the information is very strong, 
because it’s going to help the reader who may be interested in 
the subject. Those are the things that a Filipino scholar takes 
into account. Foreign readers may feel an excess, a surplus of 
useless information. I think there’s a strong impulse to put in 
as much data as you can, especially because you’re probably the 
only one writing on the subject. If you have a number of people 
writing on the same subject, then you don’t have to say a lot of 
things, because they can learn it from others. But if no one else 
is writing on the subject, there is a pressure for you to preserve 
that information. That’s why I remember in Isabelo’s Archive—
something that I’m pleased about—there was a part—I can’t 
remember which article—there was some information that 
I found really interesting but I couldn’t put it into the main 
text because of the demands of the flow of the article. And it 
did not really have to be included in a footnote, because it’s not 
really essential for the completeness of the article. But it was so 
interesting that I had to put it in. So I prefaced the footnote and 
said, “Here’s a footnote I cannot resist putting.” . . . You don’t 
do that for a dissertation, putting in a footnote that you don’t 
actually need there. 
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Audience: In your works, you are essaying or reflecting on the 
arrow of time moving backwards. Have you given some thought 
or are you even essaying to put your work in conversation 
with the arrow of time moving forward, the futural? Or 
have you reflected on ways on how, [in] our discourse here in 
the Philippines, we tend to delve into the past or to fix thick 
descriptions of the present, but somewhere in the Global North 
and in the privileged countries they are already problematizing 
or debating the queer future, or some of them are even 
disregarding or regarding the future at all? So any thoughts on 
that, the archival or the futural?

Mojares: It’s similar to the question that I’m often asked about 
on the Origins of the Rise of the Filipino Novel, which is my first 
heavy academic text. The history of the novel goes until 1940. 
I’ve been asked a few times whether I have plans of completing 
the history, bringing it from 1940 up to the present, and I said 
I really don’t have the appetite to do that. I hope somebody else 
does it, but I’d like to move on to something else. I’m not sure 
whether I can do that, but I hope somebody will. It’s like in a 
recent conference in Cebu [where] I gave a lecture and somebody 
from the audience asked me about my opinion on the subject 
of AI and its impact on academic work. My response was “I’m 
eighty years old, and I’m so technologically disadvantaged that 
I have a cellphone with a camera that I have not used even once 
because I don’t know how to do it. I have no curiosity for gadgets 
for one thing. So don’t ask me about AI.” There are so many 
things that should be done and things that can extend the work, 
but you don’t feel that you’re up to it or fine with just talking 
about ylang-ylang and so on. 

Right now I’m, in a sense, trying to have fun with writing 
about as many topics I can tackle, and one secret ambition I 
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have is to write on something that [of] which I am completely 
ignorant, like writing about music. What do I know about music? 
Or delivering years and years back a keynote paper on the subject 
of dance. I’m completely incompetent. I mean, it’s an activity in 
which I am completely incompetent. I remember a conference in 
Surigao. At the end of the conference there, apparently they have 
a club there of the wives of the municipal officials and they have 
a regular ballroom to which we were invited. And they were 
very persistent into getting us to dance, and somebody dragged 
me to the floor and I just stood there, trying to remember parts 
of the body I have long forgotten. I did an essay on mathematics, 
jumping off the book on arithmetic written in the nineteenth 
century. It’s a simple book in arithmetic so I can manage it, so 
I wrote about it. In fact, when I was in university at San Carlos 
in my third year, I was so poor in mathematics that I failed it. 
I had to take a review of high school mathematics as a subject. 
I still don’t know exactly how I passed it. I can’t say that I’ve 
written articles on dance, music, or mathematics. Actually, you 
can write about practically anything. It’s just a matter of how 
you can massage the topic so that you can move it to an area 
where you are more or less comfortable writing about it. Thank 
you for that question, but I don’t think I can go that far. 
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