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Sojourner, Settler, Seer 
Charlson Ong 

Milflores Publishing, 2024. 614 pages.

Charlson Ong’s body of short fiction, particularly its compilation in 
Sojourner, Settler, Seer, is composed of dark viscera. Ronald Baytan, 

a Filipino author and scholar, in his introduction to the compilation, 
alludes to the origin of such gloominess: “Grief, in various guises, plagues 
Ong’s fictional characters . . . [particularly] men who rehearse alternative 
versions of their lives in their minds, as though whispering to us that there 
exists the possibility of a different world, of forgiveness, of redemption” 
(3). All of Ong’s short stories, chronologically arranged from 1985 to 2020, 
are gathered in a compendium of 35-years-worth of the sorrows living 
within Filipinos, particularly those of Chinese descent (2).
	 Ong’s work, while expansive—with 34 stories contained in 614 
pages grouped according to their original collections—thematically 
revolves around limitations. Each narrative, regardless of authorial 
intent, coalesces into a shared reliving of dreams, places, and people 
lost because of systemic or individual failure. In this way, Ong’s grief 
captures Filipinos’ “hope for repair,”1 where oppression might someday 
end and life somehow acquires a sense of justice, and the anger inevitably 
accompanying such desires. 
	 The compilation opens with “Last Two Minutes,” where the 
violent death of failed basketball player Roberto “Ka Bert” Dimalanta is 
relived and relayed. Before he dies, he bets on the Crispa Redmanizers as 

1 Katie Stockdale, “Hope and Anger,” in Hope Under Oppression (Oxford University Press, 2021), 109.
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they challenge the Toyota Super Corollas for the Philippine Basketball 
Association championship. “For the first time everything is going his 
way, nothing can go wrong” (14), and he is mad with hope. But the gambit, 
one of many he makes, does not pay off. As the score settles, his bright 
future’s collapse is reflected back to him. In the end, it was all “a lousy 
two-bit joke” (23), and he is laughable and wretched. Ka Bert’s angry, 
cyclical desperation sets the tone for the narratives that follow. 
	 Most of Ong’s narratives showcase what Stockdale observes is the 
demand of the angry for the acknowledgment of moral wrongs,2 and the 
human cost when such suffering is ignored. “The Hanging, Tomorrow” 
from Men of the East, exemplifies this fact. It follows the death of two 
men named Wang Hua in Carlos Cristobal’s life: his father, a Chinese 
revolutionary hanged during the Chinese Civil War, and his Philippine-
born son, dubbed Manolo, who is tortured for aiding communist rebels 
during Martial Law. Separated by time and place, both are bound by blood 
and conviction—“As long as men do not reap what they sow and rice 
is stolen from the mouths of starving children I shall be here, I shall be 
dying” (61), says Carlos’s father while his sentence is finalized. However, 
there is no consolation here, only pain. Similarly, “The Execution,” an 
aptly titled story from Woman of Am-Kaw and Other Stories, sees Binondo 
resident Lim Bien-So become near-catatonic after losing faith in the 
huanna, or Filipinos with no Chinese heritage, after the Martial Law 
government has a Binondo dope dealer executed by firing squad. Lim 
had raged and fought, but he faded away because nobody joined in his 
crusade to stop this punitive killing. For Wang Hua and Lim, their anger 
and hope for change are ignored, so a history of violence and complicit 
silence is repeated as a matter of course, mindlessly.
	 In “Bearer of Swords,” from the collection Of that Other Country We 
Now Speak and Other Stories, passive-aggressive resentment is domesticized, 

2 Stockdale, “Hope and Anger,” 104.
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manifest in the character of Siu Lan, a Filipino of Chinese descent, who 
internalizes the hatred of her Filipino daughter-in-law Dolores. “All is 
emptiness” (425) for Siu Lan, who hoped to bond with Dolores by offering 
stories about “her loss of childhood butterflies [and] her grown-up sorrows” 
(424). These tales have the opposite effect, unfortunately, as Dolores hears 
them as orders from the Devil. Notably, the indignation Dolores feels is 
misplaced. From a prophecy that she will kill her in-laws to impossible 
religious standards that skew her world-view, Dolores is mistreated 
by social systems, never by Siu Lan herself. But both women refuse to 
outwardly communicate their frustrations, so the tale ends in bloodshed—
just like the stories of Wang Hua, Lim, and Ka Bert. The previously 
unpublished “Sheltering” serves as the perfect finale in a collection of 
stories about long unacknowledged frustration and hopes for repair laid 
to the wayside. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, an unnamed woman—a 
cancer survivor, no less—waits in the home of an unnamed man. When she 
approaches the house across the street (where she suspects her husband is 
cheating on her), the narrator speaks to her in his mind: “Remember your 
darkest moment, remember his hand holding yours, begging you to stay, 
to not let go, remember the light, remember that. Not this, not this” (612).  
He never voices his wish, and the woman leaves his home. We do not 
know whether the woman forgives or leaves her husband. But, at last, 
there is a chance for injustice to be acknowledged and addressed, despite 
the forebodingness of an open ending. Time, it seems, changes nothing 
because all the Filipino characters remain angry and bereaved. The 
persistent rage in Ong’s work is a testament to Filipinos’ ability, in the 
words of Stockdale, to hope “that our communit[y] will not tolerate 
such injustices in the future,”3 even when this transformation is never 
guaranteed and usually never comes to fruition. Hope is often a losing 
a gamble as Ka Bert attests, a reality that each of Ong’s protagonists 

3 Stockdale, “Hope and Anger,” 112.
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willingly embraces. Throughout the collection, none of them can  break 
the chain of suffering; their pleas are ignored so often that failure seems 
inevitable. Yet, they demand change and a semblance of fairness at every 
turn, whether at home or in the world at large. In this way, unrealized 
hope and prolonged anger are not true losses to Ong—true loss is in 
the slow death of a Filipino who silently and begrudgingly accepts the 
status quo.
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