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Interview with 
Jose Y. Dalisay Jr.  

12 February 2025 
Dalisay Residence, University of the Philppines Campus 

Diliman, Quezon City

Jose “Butch” Y. Dalisay Jr. is one of the foremost Filipino fictionists 
writing in English with over forty book titles to his name. This 

interview covers his writing journey from being a self-taught writer to 
an award-winning novelist, a survey of his works, craft and process, and 
his impressions on the current literary scene.

THE LEARNING YEARS

Caroline Howard: More than forty books to date, five of these short 
story collections, two novels. You’ve had a prolific career as a fictionist. 
How did you start writing fiction? And please walk us through your 
story anthologies and the circumstances behind them, beginning with 
Oldtimer and Other Stories.

Jose Y. Dalisay: Oldtimer came out in 1984. I had been writing stories 
for some time then, since the 1970s, so for about ten years although I 
had been writing stories since grade school and high school, publishing 
some of them in school publications in La Salle Green Hills and 
Philippine Science High School. My first nationally published one was 
a short story that came out in that martial law–era magazine edited by 
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Kerima Polotan, Focus. I don’t even have a copy of that story. I don’t 
remember much about it except that it’s about an old man coming back 
to his old love. That must’ve been 1973, 1974. I actually began, you 
might say semi-professionally, as a playwright and a screenwriter in 
Filipino, and this was because I had joined PETA in high school, and 
because of that I got into playwriting and scriptwriting. Earlier, I wrote 
my first television play for Balintataw in 1970 when I was sixteen. That 
was produced as a television play and that got me started on a fairly 
long mini career as a scriptwriter and a playwright mainly for PETA 
and Lino Brocka and later on other directors. 

Howard: You gravitated towards fiction at some point. 

Dalisay: I turned to fiction because—and this is why I began with 
playwriting—of my closest friend then and officemate, the late 
Bienvenido “Boy” Noriega, who was probably the best playwright of 
his time and deserves to be, I think, a National Artist for Theater. We 
joined the same competitions and I beat Boy once, the first time, but 
I kept losing to him after that for good reason, and because of that, I 
thought, I might as well find something different to do, and that was 
why I veered off into fiction in English. I won my first Palanca for the 
short story in 1975 when I was 21, and that got me going on a fiction-
writing binge when I began to think that hey, maybe I should really be 
working in fiction in English. And so, those were my learning years, 
the later 1970s into the 1980s. I was still writing plays but then I began 
winning regularly in the Palancas in the early 1980s, especially in the 
short story in English.

Howard: Which story started you on that winning route?

Dalisay: This was “Agcalan Point” in 1975, which was good for a share 
of second prize.
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Howard: But why the short story? 

Dalisay: It was easier to do than poetry or the novel. You can finish a 
story in a few days, maybe a couple of weeks. Eventually, I would write 
stories that took longer than that, but it seemed like it was eminently 
doable. You could finish and get it published reasonably quickly. 
I always liked reading short stories. Even in high school I enjoyed 
reading stories by John Updike and William Somerset Maugham, aside 
from novels by Graham Greene, and so it was a natural choice for me.

Howard: How much of your experience writing plays, you think, 
contributed to your short story writing? Specifically, I would consider 
dialogue a challenge, for example.

Dalisay: In that sense, a lot. I often talk about this. What playwriting 
teaches you and what you can apply to fictional prose is dramatic 
economy. You know what to do with just a few characters, more or 
less fixed in one spot. You have a sense of what they call the mise en 
scene, the totality of the picture: the characters, the props, the stage, the 
total effect of the scene. In other words, you’re thinking visually and 
you know when to have the characters gesture and when to have them 
talk, and when for example to use what Chekhov called indirection in 
language, in dialogue. In other words, they could be speaking about the 
weather but they’re really talking about their lives. It’s like dialogue on 
two levels. So, all of that you bring from the stage to the page.

BECOMING A FICTIONIST

Howard: Could you walk us through your short story collections and 
how you’ve grown as a fictionist.
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Dalisay: Oldtimer, which came out in 1984, was really a kind of a 
scrapbook of my earliest stories. I had dropped out of UP for ten years. 
I returned in 1981 and graduated in 1984, but many of the stories in 
Oldtimer were written when I was out of school. As my preface to that 
story collection says, all of the stories are different, so I hadn’t really 
found my voice yet but, I said, if I wait too long then when am I ever 
going to get my first book out, so let’s get this out of the way.

Howard: So it was exploratory in a way. 

Dalisay: I was still experimenting with the form. And also, to get back 
at Boy Noriega, I had a bet with him that we would both get our first 
books out by age 30 and both of us did. 

Howard: Who got it out first? 

Dalisay: I think Boy did. I was in my eleventh month of being thirty. 
The book was launched in December 1984, one month before I turned 
thirty-one. When I was ready to publish Oldtimer in 1984, there were no 
big publishing houses then. I approached a friend who had a printing 
press, whose name was Raffy Benitez. He’s now a big name in arts and 
culture because he established and runs Erehwon Arts Center. But he 
started out as a small printer in San Francisco del Monte. We had been 
imprisoned together under martial law and so we were good friends. 
I knew he had a printing press and so I asked him to publish my first 
book and he was happy to do that using just scrap paper, leftover paper. 
He ran it on his press and I came up with a name, Asphodel, that Raffy 
could use as a publisher. It was a name of a flower and it was also under 
Asphodel that the very first edition of Pete Lacaba’s Days of Disquiet, 
Nights of Rage was published. So it wasn’t like a one-night stand for 
Raffy. He would later go on to become a publisher under Erehwon but 
my book was his first foray into publishing. And so it came out in a few 
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hundred copies, that first edition. There was no distribution to speak 
of, people just bought copies from him. I don’t know how Oldtimer 
got distributed but, apparently, copies went around. It was reprinted 
sometime in the early 2000s by UP Press under its Jubilee imprint.

Howard: If Oldtimer was a scrapbook of sorts, that wasn’t going to 
be the case for Sarcophagus. By then, you had evolved towards more 
sophisticated writing.

Dalisay: I was still trying different things as the title story itself suggests. 
By the time Sarcophagus came out in 1992, I was already back in school. 
I was learning literature, I suppose properly, and of course one of my 
favorite courses was that on the short story taught by Professor Sylvia 
Ventura. I loved that subject. So the stories in Sarcophagus were just a 
bit more informed by, well, a notion of form, on what the classical and 
traditional short story was supposed to be like, and by this time you 
can see that I had gotten comfortable with the traditional realist short 
story. So I found my comfort zone, I guess. I was just having fun writing 
up things that came to my mind, again mainly in the realist form with 
a few departures, like maybe “Pig” was different there, being what you 
would fancily call an anthropomorphic story from the point of view of 
a pig.
 
In 1992, I had just returned from graduate studies in the US, in Michigan 
and Wisconsin, and so I had a bunch of new material that I wanted to 
turn into a book. Penmanship came out in 1995 which was pretty fast. 
I think one key to Penmanship coming out fast was that many of the 
stories were written there in 1994 when I was on a writing fellowship 
in Hawthornden, Scotland. I think I finished four stories within that 
month: “Penmanship,” “We Global Men,” and then I finished “Voyager” 
there. That’s another whole story because I began that at least ten years 
earlier but I finished it in Hawthornden, and possibly “Ybarra.” I was 
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particularly fascinated with James Joyce’s “Araby” which I’ve always 
looked up to as one of my models for the classic short story and which 
I taught. Many authors have come up with their own “Araby” stories,  
such as N. V. M. Gonzalez’s “Bread of Salt.” And so I thought that  
I would write my own and make it even more obvious by reversing 
“Araby” into “Ybarra.”

Howard: Then you produced another collection. 

Dalisay: Selected Stories was just a gathering of some of my favorite 
short stories including maybe one or two stories that hadn’t yet been 
anthologized like “Only the Beginning” and “Some Families, Very 
Large.”

Howard: A lot of those stories made their way to Voyager and Other 
Fictions (Anvil, 2019) . . .

Dalisay: Voyager is my complete collection. It’s on its second edition 
(Anvil, 2024) because we forgot to include one story, which was “Escape,” 
which came out in Manila Noir (Akashic Press, 2013). 

Howard: What about your two novels, Killing Time and a Warm Place and 
Soledad’s Sister? 

Dalisay: Killing Time was my master’s thesis project at Michigan. 
Sarcophagus, by the way, was my PhD dissertation project at Wisconsin. 
Killing Time was started and largely written in the US. I began that 
around 1987 and, of course, as happens with other people, your first 
novel gets semi-autobiographical, you’re drawing on your own life 
for material. And so I began that in 1987 and kept working on it, and 
eventually got it published when I came home in 1991 and that came 
out in 1992, published by Anvil.
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I had sent that out to some American publishers, and I think it was 
Alfred Knopf, a big name in publishing, that wrote me back to say 
that they were interested in it but that I had to make some revisions 
on it. I didn’t really know much about publishing then and perhaps 
foolishly I decided that I would rather have it come out as it is here in 
the Philippines first, because I didn’t have the patience then to do all 
those rewrites. And remember this was the time before email and so all 
of these letters took weeks to get to you. And so my patience was short 
and I said, what the hell, let’s just get this published here, now.

Howard: How did it feel publishing your first novel after mostly writing 
short stories?

Dalisay: Of course, I was happy but I didn’t call myself—and I still don’t 
call myself—a novelist. I’m really a short story writer who happens 
to have written two novels. That’s important to make clear because  
I never really felt comfortable with the novel. I think that’s a Filipino 
thing. We’re not natural novelists. As I’ve often said, we’re sprinters, 
not marathoners.

Howard: Why is that, you think? 

Dalisay: Because we like quick results. We don’t have the time, the 
patience, nor the resources to spend like five years on one project. 
That’s what a novel will do to you.

Howard: Killing Time took how many years? 

Dalisay: About five. 

Howard: It covered a difficult period in the country’s history and, 
somehow, here we are again.
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Dalisay: Part of the unfortunate payoff of writing something like Killing 
Time is that you see it happening all over again. A lot of people have 
written about history without even thinking that it might just repeat 
itself—in a way, because it’s never exactly the same thing. I wrote that 
novel for my place and my time, and the fact that it still remains relevant 
today is, I suppose, a kind of bonus for me but a very sad thing for our 
country to have to go through. I don’t think writers are in the business 
of prediction. We are best at representing people from the inside out, at 
trying to explain who we are and why we are who we are. The politics 
will follow from that but it all comes down to creating a character on 
a page and giving him or her a very difficult problem, and that’s what 
all fiction ultimately amounts to. And it’s a burden you happily assume.  

Howard: Any plans for a sequel to Killing Time thirty years since? 

Dalisay: Not really. I’m running out of time and would rather tell other 
stories, ones I can actually finish. I also doubt that I can get back to 
that kind of narrative mode. It’s like you’re dreaming, then you wake up 
to pee, and when you go back to bed you just won’t pick up where you 
left off.

Howard: Soledad’s Sister took longer to write? 

Dalisay: I started that around 1999 and it didn’t get done until 2008. 
I’d been working on that piece on-and-off since 1999 in England when 
I was a David Wong Fellow but that just tells you how uncomfortable 
I am with novel writing. I never really got into the spirit of it until 
many years later at the UP Baguio workshop when Charlson Ong told 
me about the Man Asian Prize which you needed to submit just 10,000 
words to join and I did have 10,000 words by that time. And so I got into 
the long list, and I realized that once you were on the long list you had 
to produce the rest within this period of time to qualify for the short 
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list. So, I spent like two weeks producing another 20,000 words after 
procrastinating for many, many years. 

Howard: The theme in Soledad is still relevant today. You spoke about 
the shadow of Jose Rizal hovering over the Filipino novel and the need 
to be liberated from that influence in one of your interviews. Do you 
still feel that way today, and if that pressure were off, should writers 
still have a sense of mission?

Dalisay: Write about your place and time. Don’t feel obliged to write 
about or for the past four hundred years. That’s the best service you can 
do: address yourself to your place and time. And I would like writers to 
be able to write—as I’ve tried to do—novels that cover just a few days, 
instead of decades. It’s another way of approaching things. What I’m 
looking for is more intimacy in the Filipino novel and less posterization 
where you have characters very clearly representing a whole class of 
people.

Howard: You mentioned your reluctance towards producing novel-
length work. How do you feel about Soledad’s Sister being called a long 
story and not a novel?  

Dalisay: Could be. It’s possible. I’m not going to argue about it. I’m not 
a theorist or a cultural critic. I respect those disciplines but, frankly,  
I don’t enjoy them and they’re free to say what they want to say. My job 
is not to argue with comments or critics but just to keep writing fiction. 
The argument has to be in your fiction. I’ve been called a lot of things 
like “misogynist,” and that doesn’t bother me because I know I’m not, 
or at least I think I’m not. As far as I know, in many if not most of my 
stories, the women emerge triumphant, they emerge stronger than the 
men.
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But, again, the novel for me is not something that I write with much 
joy and enthusiasm. I do it knowing that it’s what’s expected of me, at 
this point in my life and career, so I’ve been working on a third novel 
for many, many years now. I have a working title, but that’s just for me. 
It’s a novel which starts out in 1936 here in Manila and should end just 
before the first Japanese bomb drops in 1941.

Howard: Subject? 

Dalisay: Oh, upper and lower class life. Upstairs, downstairs, in prewar 
Manila. 

Howard: Main character, probably, just as a lead? 

Dalisay: My most interesting character will be a young boy who’s a 
thief.

Howard: At the heart of this new novel, what should we expect?

Dalisay: Love and decay.

THE WRITING PROCESS

Howard: In her introduction to your collection Voyager, Cristina 
Pantoja Hidalgo called you a “masterful fictionist.” That’s something 
that doesn’t happen overnight. Could you tell us your evolution as a 
short story writer?

Dalisay: Like I said, I began by imitating books and writers that I admired. 
I began very early, around nine years old, making my own version of The 
Hardy Boys and writing stories about familiar things, whatever came to 
mind, whatever my interest was. I was deeply interested in history so  
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I wrote a story, for example, like “Heartland.” I was studying Elizabethan 
drama and literature so I put that into “Message to Zenocrate.“ In my 
younger days, things were pretty wild so I went out drinking a lot and 
that figured in my stories, too.

Howard: So the idea that “life experience informs art” seems to be true 
for you. Student activism, love in the protest movement, journalism, 
teaching, imprisonment are among repeating references in your stories. 
Where do you write from and who do you write for?

Dalisay: I write partly out of experience but I enjoy imagining things 
more. I really don’t believe in what many people say, with good reason, 
that you write what you know. I use writing to explore what I don’t 
know about myself and others.

Howard: And it’s nicer to be surprised.

Dalisay: Of course, that’s what the writing of fiction is about—it’s about 
discovery of character. I never know how my stories are going to end. 
That’s my only given. When I write stories, I don’t do so to achieve a 
certain end. I may have some fuzzy ending in mind in the beginning but 
I’m not wedded to that. Very often, very likely, that will change. So the 
story for me is a process of exploration and discovery, of bringing your 
character to places that he or she and you have never been. That’s the 
fun of it and that’s the challenge of it, which is why many of my story 
ideas turn out to be dead ends. I have a file of all these snippets and now 
and then I look into them and cannibalize some of the material there. 
They’ll never become stories anyway so I use scenes, characters, lines, 
or whatever. But I like pushing an idea to its limits until I myself have 
to give up and say, this isn’t going anywhere.
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Howard: Which of your stories would you consider a personal favorite?

Dalisay: That’s hard to say. The longer ones have always meant a lot to 
me.

Howard: Why is that?

Dalisay: They cover more ground, they’re a bit more thoughtful. 
“Cameo,” for example. All of my collections, I think, end with longer 
stories. There’s “Cameo” in Oldtimer, there’s “Under the Dinosaurs,”  
I think, in Sarcophagus, and then in Penmanship it’s “Voyager.” “Voyager” 
took a long time because that started out being one of the few times  
I wrote a story for a clear purpose, which was as a kind of protest against 
the assassination of Ninoy Aquino in 1983. But what I did was to set 
everything back a hundred years and there might be a mention there of 
August 1883 to make that point clear. So, we have a revolutionary who’s 
coming home to Manila from Europe but is supposed to be assassinated 
on the ship from Hong Kong. Except that in “Voyager” the would-be 
assassin gets a change of heart and doesn’t push through with the job 
and we know that by the end of the story life is going to be hell for him.

Howard: There’s a mirroring of sorts with reality, of course, but was 
research also involved for the historical frame?

Dalisay: Some technical research into things like what an ocean-going 
ship from the 1880s built on the River Clyde was like and so on, but a lot 
of it was imagined. Now, this is the surprising thing. I tried to imagine 
what the Port of Manila might’ve looked like then, and I just made it all 
up—only to find, years later, in a real travel book, that my description 
more or less corresponded with what the scene would’ve been. I do 
some research in my stories but not much because I don’t want the 
facts to overwhelm the fiction. I think you can just use enough then 
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start playing around with the material. If I get accused of historical 
inaccuracy, that’s fine; it’s fiction anyway.
 
“Voyager” actually began handwritten. I started writing that on yellow 
pad paper and then went on to the typewriter and I finished that on a 
very early laptop in Scotland. I was stuck for many years. I was stuck 
by a technical problem because I did not know how my assassin would 
kill his victim.

Howard: But you eventually figured it out.

Dalisay: Walking in Scotland one day, I said: Aha! this should be 
theoretically how, and that figures into the story. He doesn’t go through 
with it, of course, but now he has a viable plan.

Howard: And usually the technique comes to you when you least expect 
it.

Dalisay: I’m used to working like that. Some of my best ideas come 
in the middle of totally different things, in the middle of some other 
business.

Howard: Even in a poker game?

Dalisay: Yes. I do a lot of my work these days while playing poker. 
I like to be distracted. In a way it filters my mind, removes a lot of 
the extraneous stuff, so that when you look at it again somehow what 
you’re working on becomes a whole lot clearer, and nobody in a poker 
game cares about who you are, so they’re not going to bother you with 
questions about what you’re doing. I’ve learned to write on my iPhone 
using the Notes app.
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Howard: Was there any story that you completed on the phone?

Dalisay: Some of the so-called editorial fiction that I have been writing 
for my column in the Philippine Star. I’ve written many columns in the 
Star on my phone. Or it happens that I have a driver then I write in the 
back seat on my phone so as not to waste time in traffic.

Howard: I will get into your editorial fiction in a while, sir, but which 
would you say among your short stories comes closest or is most 
representative of you? Quintessential Dalisay.

Dalisay: I think “Penmanship” would be that. I’ve often written about 
the story behind the story. I bought a pen, a 1930s’ gold-nibbed Parker 
Vacumatic, for quite a sum of money in Edinburgh and was immediately 
consumed by buyer’s remorse, and so I thought I better make this money 
back and start thinking of a story that I could write about it.
 
Many of my stories begin as technical challenges, like in “Penmanship—
so you now have this pen. What story can you make out of it? “Cameo” 
began as an “apartment” story. I was in an informal literary barkada, 
with people like Charlson Ong, Isabel Mooney, Eric Gamalinda, Gina 
Apostol, Mailin Paterno, Ramon Bautista, and Tony Serrano—a group 
of writers that hung out in Isabel’s place on Tomas Morato. We would 
challenge each other and say, okay, next week let’s bring a poem or 
story with this element in it, like an apartment. And so out of that came 
“Cameo.”
 
Speaking of the writing process, I never really begin with a theme, 
some big idea like freedom or justice. Like I tell my students, if it’s 
there it’s there, if it’s not it’s not, and that will come out in some way in 
the things you write. But you don’t start with a slogan plastered to your 
brow like “sustainable development,” you’re not writing for an NGO. 
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The stories will be about people and things, and things like a pen will 
help bring out the character.
 
When I look back at it, “Penmanship” is far from perfect but, in terms 
of my sensibility, that would probably be it. It’s a quiet story. It’s not 
set in some hugely important dramatic or historical tableau. That’s the 
kind of story I like to do. Stories that take place between or among 
ordinary people in unremarkable places, so it’s not even the political 
stuff that I would say is quintessentially me. There’s a lot of that but, on 
my own time, I prefer to write personal stories which implicate society 
but is really about people and relationships.

Howard: Among them would be “Some Families, Very Large.”

Dalisay: Yes. It’s a father and son story which I wrote for the Star because 
I was looking for a topic for a Christmas column and I couldn’t think 
of one, so I thought I might as well just write a Christmas story. That 
was in 2001. “Some Families, Very Large” is written from an over-the-
shoulder point of view. It’s not autobiographical but it’s partly inspired 
by the figure of my father who was a gambler, and he often lost badly. 
But he was a very good and kind man and so I understood that kind of 
impulse to go out there and gamble your last peso but also to try to be a 
hero to your son, which he was to me. So that was very personal for me.

Howard: Did this predate your editorial fiction?

Dalisay: Yes. Definitely so. My so-called “editorial fiction” really took 
off around 2022, when I took over the late F. Sionil Jose’s column in the 
Star.
 	
Howard: Which do you consider to be the most crafted among your 
stories?



INTERVIEW  Jose Dalisay

210

Dalisay: Probably something like “Under the Dinosaurs.” It’s very 
teachable—you could easily go into discussing plot, character, dialogue, 
setting and all of these elements. That and a story like “In the Garden.” 
“Under the Dinosaurs” began as a challenge, to write from the point of 
view of an American in the Philippines. The further challenge was to 
write a scene which involves cracking open and eating a green coconut. 
And that’s how it begins. I had no grand idea at that time, I just wanted 
to get that scene done and done well. For that I had to have a setting 
and a reason for that American to be there. And so I made him a war 
veteran from Wisconsin. He came from Wisconsin because I had gone 
to school in Milwaukee and knew a bit about the area. And where would 
he go here but a place that looked a lot like Romblon, an island province 
which was being run by a political dynasty.

Howard: Which story would you consider the most difficult to write?

Dalisay: Maybe the earlier ones because I really didn’t know what I was 
doing. I was mimicking voices, stories like “Beloved” and a story about 
the boy in Paco Park. I was really just flailing around in Oldtimer until  
I got to the story “Oldtimer” by which time I kind of knew how to move 
the narrative along.

Howard: Jing Hidalgo calls it one of your finest stories.

Dalisay: I was having fun writing that story and when I have fun with 
my characters, the story tends to get better.

Howard: Have you ever been in a bind while writing a story and how 
did you work your way out of it?
 
Dalisay: It was with the “Voyager” story—my longest writer’s block. 
Writer’s block doesn’t just happen in the stories. There are some 
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points in your life when you’re just tired of writing and you want to 
do something else. I suppose some people see that as a block but for 
me that’s just resting and gathering material for when you feel like 
writing again. I don’t think you should ever be forced to write fiction. 
Professional writing is something I do a lot, for a living. Sometimes  
I devote more time to that than to my own fiction and people might see 
that as a form of writer’s block but it isn’t really because it’s a diversion, 
a time when I’m building up my resources.

Howard: Any discoveries you’ve made in writing fiction?

Dalisay: No big discoveries except that, number one, I’m really a 
realist at heart. I find enough challenge and mystery in realism to 
not be seduced by other possibilities, which again I don’t put down, 
and other writers are free to do what they prefer to do. One truly big 
discovery for me is that, as the title of my book says, The Knowing Is in 
the Writing, that I don’t really know my characters until I write about 
them. That actually took me a while to realize, that hey, all of these 
dead ends happen because you’re exploring. And that’s okay. You have 
to be comfortable with the idea of groping around and not delivering as 
expected because things become predictable.
 
I think I largely taught myself writing because I was out of school for 
most of these years that I spent writing before publishing my first book. 
I read on my own, I talked to other writers, the few that I knew. I have 
my huge blind spots. I know next to nothing about literary theory. I just 
learned enough to pass my graduate school exams. It’s probably a crime 
for a teacher of literature to say this but I’m not the least bit interested 
in reading or talking theory and would rather spend my time writing a 
new story. Other people can do that much better.
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Howard: What would you say is the task of a short story writer and 
their responsibility to the reader? You’ve been quoted as saying that it’s 
really about “saying the unsayable,” of speaking truth in fiction.

Dalisay: All fiction is about the truth. The task of the short story writer 
is, first, to produce fiction, not talk about it or argue about it but to 
write it. Some writers forget that. Whatever opinion one may have 
about the world should come out of one’s fiction. For example, I write 
all of these opinion columns but none of them are as important to me 
as the stories I write. Yes, of course, the writer is a seeker of truth but 
our way of seeking that is really by constructing an elaborate lie. That’s 
what fiction is all about—a well-crafted, believable lie.

Howard: You retired from UP in 2019, after thirty-five years of teaching, 
but you haven’t retired from writing. In fact, you seem to have entered 
a new phase of short story writing, probably with the benefit of having 
a column. Was that a natural progression?

Dalisay: I thought I’d do something different. It’s not the first time that 
people have done this but when I was given an opportunity to take over 
Frankie Sionil Jose’s column after he died, I thought that I would do 
editorial columns differently by introducing an element of fiction now 
and then. I tried doing it for as long as I could but it’s very hard to 
sustain regularly, as in weekly. I still do it occasionally and will do so 
again. I like it that I have that option to switch to fiction if I think it 
means proving my point more effectively. Some people enjoy it, others 
are mystified by it. Readers have written to me to ask what that was all 
about. It’s as complicated as reading another short story. You wonder 
what the author is saying because he isn’t telling you directly. So it’s 
not for everyone. I’m not writing for everyone. Speaking of an audience,  
I write for people pretty much like myself and I like to assume that they 
are at least as intelligent as me, if not smarter.
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Howard: But the intention really is social commentary, isn’t it? It is 
about current events.

Dalisay: Social commentary will always come into your writing but you 
don’t sit down and say I’m going to write social commentary. I suspect 
this is true for many writers: you don’t write with that in mind. You 
give your opinion on what’s going on and if it happens to be social 
commentary then fine.

Howard: Is there something that the digital platform has given your 
work that the printed page hasn’t, a sense of greater immediacy, 
perhaps?

Dalisay: My op-ed pieces are topical, they involve current events, and 
they might make sense only in the context of current events. If you took 
them on their own years from now, they might be hard to figure out. 
So yes, in that sense, they’re more ephemeral. They’re like sparklers at 
night. When you write a newspaper column, you’re not writing for the 
ages but for this week, and I keep that in mind.

Howard: In 2014, you described your stories as being about the “low 
life.” Over ten years later, how would you describe your stories and 
subjects now, predominantly? (And your world view?)

Dalisay: I’m still fascinated by the seemingly commonplace and 
pedestrian. I don’t mean the poorest of the poor, for whom I feel deeply 
but fear to misrepresent, but rather the middle class I’m intimate with, 
the characters with the most at stake. The poor have little to lose; the 
rich can buy their way out of anything. The middle class, with all of its 
aspirations and illusions, can be the most desperate and vulnerable, 
and that attracts me. My world view? It’s a sad, sad world we live in, 
ruled by idiotic despots like Donald Trump, and I can understand it if 
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people respond with rage and even violence to the oppression they’re 
suffering, but at my age, and within my means, I prefer to respond with 
a literature of survival and hope, which I should bring to my own work. 
Like I often tell my students, the hardest story to write is the story with 
a believably happy ending. If not happiness, let’s offer hope; that’s the 
real struggle; surrender is too easy.

Howard: Your stories have stayed socially relevant. How do you do it?

Dalisay: I’m not sure if “relevant” means my stories are still being read 
or if they still make sense to young readers—probably both? I’d be 
very happy if they were. I know that some of my stories like “Amnesty” 
keep popping up in syllabi, thanks to teachers who may have been my 
friends or former students, but it would be wonderful if they were read 
in schools and places I’ve never even heard of, or who’ve never heard 
of me. I don’t really strive to be “relevant” when I write, but again, like 
I challenge my writing students, I do want my stories to be moving 
and memorable. I don’t want stories to be just clever—although I’ve 
enjoyed reading those as well, and may have even tried my hand at it—
but I tend to favor those that hit me in the gut like James Baldwin’s 
“Going to Meet the Man” or prick me like Merlinda Bobis’s “Shoes.” 
When it comes to stories, I think people read with their hearts. And 
I don’t mean to peddle mawkish sentimentality, but finding that one 
true spot where your reader feels most unsettled, and to press that spot, 
gently but firmly.

LOOKING AT LITERATURE

Howard: How would you describe the current landscape of Philippine 
writing in English? Any trends you are seeing in writers and their 
writing?
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Dalisay: There are many new writers producing what seems to be good 
work in many different genres, going by the new books I come across 
at the book fairs. Some are even going international. It’s a good time 
for Philippine literature in English. Young writers have no excuse not 
to write and publish. As it is, writing in English already gives them a 
historically unfair advantage over other Filipino writers whose work may 
be brilliant but who still need to be translated to gain a wider audience. 
And they can do it on their own, if they want to and if they’re strong 
headed enough, outside of the usual workshop and CW route. There are 
benefits to the latter, of course, in terms of having a community behind 
you, plus the mentoring, but they’ve never been absolutely necessary. 
 
Howard: You’ve had the benefit—or the burden as I’ve sensed from 
your other interviews—of reading hundreds of short stories by 
writers aspiring for Palanca Awards, aside from other competitions. 
What prompted your recent decision to retire from judging in these 
competitions?

Dalisay: The literary scene has changed. There’s an explosion or 
growing popularity of new genres of fiction: YA (young adult), spec-fic 
(speculative fiction), and they’re all important but, to be honest, I’m 
not that invested in them and so it’s unfair for me to be judging pieces 
that are hard for me to like and love. There’s a whole lot of younger 
writers and critics who can do the judging better and more fairly. In 
other words, I’m acutely aware of the passage of time and that, at best, 
I probably have ten productive years left and so I should spend my time 
working on my own fiction rather than thinking about the work of 
others. It’s probably the smart thing to do.

Howard: What has that experience been like for you as a reader in terms 
of how writing has changed, voice, etc.
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Dalisay: Some new writers are very good. Most of them are mediocre or 
even bad, as is to be expected, as numbers go. I don’t want to give out 
any names because I might miss some good ones but you see the people 
who come out in the Likhaan Journal and get invited to the UP Writers’ 
Workshop and so on. So these are clearly our best and brightest young 
new writers but they still have to prove themselves in the years ahead 
through consistent writing and publishing.

Howard: It’s comforting for any writer to hear you say that awards 
should not be the goal but the writing itself.

Dalisay: I’ve always said that and many older writers will say the 
same thing. And I understand if you’re a young writer how important 
these awards may be to you, because you need them for validation and 
visibility, but you can’t keep chasing after awards and then scream 
“Gatekeeping!” when you don’t win them. You either accept and learn 
or even game the system or you stay out of it, and either of these routes 
could bring you success or not. My message is: just write, and everything 
else is secondary to that. It’s not the awards. It’s not the arguments. 
It’s what the readers think about what you produce, ultimately. Who 
cares about how many awards you’ve won, who cares whether you have 
a PhD in Creative Writing or not, who cares about even your political 
agenda. It’s what you write that will ultimately matter. It could even 
happen as people found out recently with Neil Gaiman and some other 
writers that you could be a bastard in real life, but to be fair, that’s really 
separate from your writing. I’ve never read Gaiman but don’t tell me 
that all those people who loved his work suddenly found problems with 
it just because he turned out to be this sexual predator. Our writing is 
our redemption; it’s our other, better self.

Howard: Since that time Raffy Benitez took a chance on you, Philippine 
publishers have been raising the stakes for Philippine literature. Now 
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we’re seeing their works published internationally, and the international 
community is taking notice. How can the community of writers and 
publishers best promote Philippine writing in English?

Dalisay: By just writing more of it. Again, all of these agendas won’t 
amount to much unless individual writers sit down all by their lonesome 
before their computers and work away at those stories and novels 
and poems. Sometimes, there can be too much noise about literature 
and that’s okay, that’s about promoting the product, but there’s one 
responsibility we all assume and that’s to come up with new work. 
That’s the most important thing.
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