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PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

PANITIKMAN
The S.E.A. Between the Lines

6 November 2025
Escaler Hall, Ateneo de Manila University

Diliman, Quezon City

he following is a transcript of the forum organized by the Ateneo

Institute of Literary Arts and Practices (funded by the Kwan Laurel
Donation to the School of Humanities of the Ateneo de Manila), Penguin
Random House SEA, and National Book Store, on 6 November 2025, at
Escaler Hall, Ateneo de Manila University. Other entities involved were
the student organizations Baybayin Ateneo and Plume, as well as the
Literary and Cultural Studies Program of the Ateneo de Manila.

The word panitikman is a portmanteau of the Filipino words panitikan
(literature) and tikman (to taste); the event was intended to invite readers
to sample current Southeast Asian literature. The panelists were Douglas
Candano, Vidhya Sathyamoorthy, Thammika Songkaeo, and Alvin Yapan.

Douglas James L. Candano has bachelor’s degree in Development Studies
from the Ateneo de Manila University and a master’s degree in Urban
Planning degree from McGill University. His stories, collected in Infinite
Lives, Infinite Deaths, have won him prizes. He has also written for film
and theater and works as a freelance research consultant for development
programs.
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Vidhya Sathyamoorthy has a business degree from Monash University
Malaysia and a master’s in Economics from the University of Malaya.
She has worked as a corporate trainer and lecturer, and is currently a
freelance content writer and blogger. Her novels are Frappes for Three
and Finding Darla, both published by Penguin Random House SEA.

Thammika Songkaeo is a transnational novelist, non-fiction writer,
and film producer of Thai origin. Apart from receiving various writing
grants, she earned Highest Honors for her study of French literature at
Williams College and an MFA in Creative Nonfiction from the Vermont
College of Fine Arts. Stamford Hospital is her first novel.

Alvin Yapan is a fictionist and filmmaker who teaches at the Ateneo de
Manila University. His first novel, Ang Sandali ng mga Mata, and his story
collection Sankatauhan/Sankahayupan received Philippine National Book
Awards. His novel Sambahin ang Katawan was translated into English as
Worship the Body and was published by Penguin Random House SEA.

The forum was moderated by Christian Benitez.

Christian Benitez: [ would like you to begin by introducing yourselves
and your work a bit. What they are about and what inspired you to write
about them?

Alvin Yapan: 'm Alvin Yapan. I write in Filipino. The book Worship the
Body, published by Penguin Southeast Asia, is translated into English
from Filipino by Randy Bustamante. It’s a spicy novel. It’s about two
guys having a relationship and then they go their separate ways. A few
years later, after they have been married, they meet each other again and
they rekindle their relationship. Of course, they keep their relationship
secret from their wives and their family. Eventually, their wives find out,
and that’s the conflict of the entire novel.
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Thammika Songkaeo: My book is almost like the anti-spice novel, if
yours is the spice novel. For those of you who have read it, you will know
that Stamford Hospital is a book that is pretty dark, and it deals with a
woman who hospitalizes her child even though the child is barely ill. She
does this so that she can get a break from motherhood. She’s a woman
trapped in three conditions as many women are. The first one is she is in
a sexless marriage, and for any of us who have ever gone through a sexless
relationship, we know how painful that can be. This is a book that is in
recognition of everyone who’s ever gone through that and doesn’t find
a space to speak about it in society. It can be very painful. The second
way that she’s trapped, is she’s in Singapore, which is not a venue of
her choice. And the third way she is trapped is that she is trapped in
motherhood. She is intellectually very curious, and the act of taking a
child to and from school and playing with Barbies just isn’t enough to
make her feel like she has the space that she needs to have. So Stamford
Hospital is a study of loneliness, displacement, and a life where you are
trapped even if materially you seem to have many things.

Douglas Candano: My name is Doug, and I’'m the author of Infinite
Lives, Infinite Deaths. It’s a collection of eight stories. Four of them were
written while I was in undergrad here in Ateneo back in the day. They're
mostly conceptual syntheses of different disparate elements. I think the
most well-known of the stories is “Dreaming Valhalla,” which is about a
panciteria that was turned into a Norse-themed girly bar, and follows the
rise and fall of the Norse Gods until Ragnarok. There’s also another story
about a concentration camp for aged prostitutes, which takes the form
of a grant application assessment. It does not have a plot or characters,
but you can extract what’s going on from a macro perspective. All these
stories are generally, aside from being syntheses, also tied together by
being set in Manila throughout different historical points. They are
characterized by themes like general amorality, dehumanization, and
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hopeless resignation to fate. So this basically makes the setting into a
more stylized version of Manila that has been described as nightmarish.

Vidhya Sathyamoorthy: My name is Vidhya Sathyamoorthy; you can
call me Vidhya. I am a Malaysian author based in Kuala Lumpur.
My debut novel, Frappes for Three is a young adult coming-of-age novel
set in my hometown of Kuala Lumpur. It is a story about three young
adults, three friends who meet at Maestro University. They become really
good friends, and they go through all the ups and downs of university
life together. Frappes for Three explores a number of different themes
including friendship, young love, heartbreak, the struggles of carrying
the burden of family expectations, and so much more. I'm hoping to
discuss a lot of these themes with you today.

Benitez: Most of you are not fulltime writers, and I think that’s something
about the Asian literary market so that there’s no such thing as a fulltime
writer. We don’t have literary agents, for example, because most of us
live a double life. So how did you find your way to writing a novel or a
collection of short stories? How did you find your way to writing especially
as in Southeast Asia, writing is not seen as a livable profession?

Songkaeo: I write between the hours of 2:00 AM to 5:00 AM, which
is ruthless, but highly recommended. It’s the time when you can hear
yourself. It is true that I cannot yet make a full living out of literature.
I think that’s a systemic error as opposed to a lack of talent. And I think
that’s what much of this room would say is the case. I write out of a
dire existential need to write. So I feel like if I don’t write, I'm a fish
living on land. Writing for me is an act of processing the things that
happen in life, and the wonderful thing about it is that it actually, in a
twisted way, allows anything that happens to be okay, because it then
becomes content. Which is also very twisted, but I think that as human
it’s extremely liberating to be able to come to terms with that.

144



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

Yapan: When [ was an undergraduate student here in Ateneo de Manila
University, I was a member of a literary organization here, called
Heights. It’s focused on students writing poetry, writing the short story.
My undergrad course here in Ateneo was Legal Management, so I was
planning to be a lawyer, but then I found literature. When I was about
to graduate from Ateneo, I entered this contest called the Don Carlos
Palanca Memorial Awards. It’s supposed to be the biggest thing here
in the Philippines when you're a beginning writer. I entered my short
story in that competition and I got lucky. I won the first prize and I saw
that as a sign from the universe, from God, that maybe I should pursue
writing. As a Legal Management major here, you get a taste of what
courses you're going to have to take when you actually pursue Law, and,
I'm sorry, guys, I found it boring really. 'm more alive when I'm writing.
I pursued writing literature and just to support myself I went into the
academe because this, I think, is the only profession that would help me
support my craft as a writer as an artist.

Candano: [ got into writing because I'm a literature enthusiast, I guess.
Back in college I used to read a lot of various books. I took up Development
Studies as my undergrad degree so it’s quite a different field. I got
into writing through reading and sometimes what I read becomes the
building blocks for the story concepts that I like to develop and work
on. It’s this obsessive compulsion to really work on them, because it’s
like, sorry to say, it’s like when you’re constipated and you really have
to go. And then once the story is finished, when the possible structural
logical gaps have been filled and it can be considered ready enough for
publication, you never have to think about it ever again. That’s where
the relief comes from.

Sathyamoorthy: I find that writing is the best way for me to express

myself. 'm generally quite an introverted, reserved person, and I find
writing a very comforting way to express the thoughts and emotions
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that I go through. Yes, it’s hard, but I feel like I've tried a lot of different
things in my life. I've done academic writing, I've done teaching, I've done
training in a corporate setting. Of all the things that I've kind of dabbled
in, writing makes the most sense for me. Especially fiction writing, when
I do that, something clicks, it feels right, so I do it because I'm drawn
to it. Especially when I have a story idea that excites me, that I become
obsessed about. Writing really consumes me. It’s something that’s very
exciting for me and I guess that’s why I do it. Yes, sometimes, it gets hard
like Doug was saying, that feeling of constipation because the words are
not coming out. But when they finally do, it feels so satisfying. I think
that’s kind of like the writer’s high that all of us love to experience.

Benitez: I think the passion necessitates an environment to cultivate
it. How do you think place, especially Southeast Asia, would figure into
your practice of writing? Not just, for example, in terms of how it is
represented in your work but also how the place inspires you to write.
Thammika, you move around a lot, right? How does this diasporic
upbringing foster your practice?

Songkaeo: For context, I have a Thai passport, but I left Thailand when
I was three and I moved to New Delhi where I lived for five years and
then went back to Thailand and Los Angeles and then back in Thailand,
then Massachusetts, Texas, Philadelphia, DC, Singapore, no, Uganda and
Rwanda were somewhere in there. So I've moved around quite a lot. I think
diasporic life has allowed me to listen to who I am as a person, culture
aside sometimes. Sometimes, the struggle is actually being so embedded
in culture and cultural expectations because even if I view myself as a
transnational person, it’s not like my parents do. My parents say, “You
are Thai. Therefore, you must do Thai things.” I don’t do Thai things,
but at the same time I do Thai things, so I think for me the diasporic
life has enabled a life where I’'m asking myself, “Who am [?” The very
basic unit of which is simply I exist in a body. What is that experience
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being in a body like? So I think my text reads in that way where it’s a
body-based text. A lot of semantic experiences come out and if they do
intersect with cultural conversations, that’s because the body is living
within a cultural space, yeah, or cultural spaces.

Yapan: Yeah, and we’re really very different from each other. We're
in contrasting poles because I don’t travel around. I hate travelling.
I really stick to one place. I love writing in Filipino and I'm actually not
from Manila. 'm from Bicol. That’s a province in the South of Luzon,
South of this Island. When I studied in Ateneo and transferred here, it
was very difficult for me to adjust and I told myself, “No, this is the last
place I'm going to live in and I’'m no longer going to transfer somewhere
else because it’s difficult to adjust to another place.” When I write,
I always write from a sense of place. Maybe it will make me insular,
[ don’t know, parochial even, some would say, but I really do write from
a very particular sense of place, and hopefully others will be able to
relate to what I write. But that’s not my main priority. My main priority
is really to just to express my own reality and then put it out into the
world and then hopefully somebody will be able to resonate with what
I’m trying to say.

Sathyamoorthy: My experience is very different from Thammika’s
experience in the sense that I was born and raised in Malaysia.
I've lived my entire life in Malaysia. I've travelled here and there.
[ enjoy travelling but I've only ever stayed in Malaysia. So when I wrote
my debut novel Frappes for Three, it was a no-brainer. It was going to be
set in Kuala Lumpur, my hometown. It’s the place that I know and love.
It’s always been home. It is an English-language book, but there’s so much
Malaysianness in the story, in the way the characters interact, the cuisines
that they eat, their lifestyle. But at the same time, there are themes that
[ feel are also universal. Despite the fact that it’s set in Malaysia, despite
the fact that there is a very distinct Malaysianness about it, there are
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themes that are universal like finding friendships, lifelong friendships,
going through the struggles of young love, dealing with the struggles of
family expectations. I think these are things that many people can relate
to, things and issues that transcend borders. It’s interesting that while
we write stories set in a particular place, it often explores themes that
are just human, that are beyond culture.

Candano: All the stories are set in a darker version of Manila that
emphasizes its being a product of different elements like colonial
dysfunction and systemic failures. Writing for me tends to happen in a
vacuum in cognizance of the source materials. So if it’s Manila from the
eighteenth century or seventeenth century, it involves a lot of research
since these places are gone. It’s like a doppelganger version of Manila.

Benitez: You do like writing to express yourselves. On the other hand,
the literary market kind of demands us Asians to be Asian with our
writing. They would ask us, “Oh, what could make this text Asian?”
How do you navigate this question of Asianness, Southeast Asianness?
I think Arlo made an important point earlier that we rarely get to read
each other but at the same time we have this kind of agreement that we
write from our places but also there’s the aspiration to transcend the
cultural boundaries imposed by us, by our own national culture. When
I, for example, read Stamford Hospital or Frappes for Three, I can see how
the appeal extends beyond national borders.

Candano: I don’t really bother with this concern although a lot of the
source materials involve things that recur in different cultures and are
linked to a broader aspect of humanity. Like folklore, where you have
the Aarne-Thompson typology of folktales.

Sathyamoorthy: I'm not sure if my writing is very Asian. But to answer
your question, I do feel Southeast Asian. I do feel Malaysian. And I think
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these experiences having grown up in Malaysia, seeing the culture, being
part of it definitely have shaped me as a person and that, I think, also
translates into my writing. So maybe there are aspects of my writing
that people will think feels very Asian. But I think because of my own
experiences, which is an Asian experience, I guess, I also gravitate towards
themes that I suppose Asians could relate to. One of the central themes
in the book is actually the struggle that young adults face carrying the
burden of family expectations. For example, one of the main characters
is a stylish fashionista. She wants to pursue a career in fashion, but her
parents are very much opposed to this. They want her to take over the
family business. They want her to protect the family’s legacy, so to speak.
This causes a lot of inner turmoil. This is something maybe not everyone
can relate to, but I feel like there’s an Asianness to this struggle. A lot of
us can probably relate to that. So I guess it’s not a conscious decision that
[ want to write something Asian, but because of my Asian experiences,
I guess, I gravitate towards those literary themes.

Yapan: [ share the same sentiment as Vidhya. When I write, I really
don’t think about representation or trying to represent Southeast Asian
or my being Filipino even though I'm writing from a sense of place, a
very particular sense of place. This need to define what Southeast Asian
is, is a matter for critics, is a matter for academics studying literature,
studying artistic production of artists in a particular region. But when
you're a practitioner of a particular artistic craft, you don’t think about
those things. It comes organically out of your experience because you
are rooted in a particular experience. It organically comes out of your
writing. You don’t really think about it and you theorize maybe after,
once you’ve written your piece, your novel, your short story. Then you
think about the theme going through all of your work. Then you think
about what you're trying to say in general.
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Songkaeo: I don’t feel the need to perform being Southeast Asian. When
we think about performativity of being Southeast Asian, we’ll realize
that if we were to check the list of being Southeast Asian. I, for instance,
would become very Southeast Asian if I fell into being, excuse me right
now, I’'m going to be very blunt, but if I was a Thai prostitute with a
white man in Pattaya. If I don’t want to conform to that (not that I look
down on that), but let’s just say I am a Southeast Asian but I don’t want
to be that one that you will check off your list, I want to be another one,
I’'m happy to perform another Southeast Asian then, but it will be of
my own choosing and it will not be of anyone else’s choosing. And I say
that even within the Southeast Asian region. An example of that is when
I grew up, I played Thai classical music and I loved, loved, loved my craft.
And I told my parents, “When I grow up, I want to be a Thai classical
music instructor.” They, who are both Thali, said to me, “No way. No way.
You won’t make money out of that.” Now, I came out of it with a sense
of pride in the music culture that we have. They themselves were like,
“No.” So when I think about whether or not I want to be a Southeast
Asian author, I ask, “Am I performing for the White gaze, the Latino
gaze, Black gaze, whatever gazes exist in the world? Or am I performing
even for the Southeast Asian ones?” Because at the end of the day, no
one will validate you if you don’t validate yourself. And I think at the
end of the day, the biggest thing that could be done is to say Southeast
Asian itself is diversity and it is diversity in many ways and I'd rather
we represented that or we exemplified that truth.

Benitez: Most of you write about relationships. One of the common
threads among your books is idea of relationships. How do you navigate
writing about relationships, especially given that relationships are usually
very culture dependent? For example, how do you navigate that with your
practice, especially with an international audience in mind? Are there
any difficulties like, for example, how do you represent this to someone
who does not necessarily understand your cultural background?
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Yapan: The core concept of Worship the Body is a sort of a re-evaluation
of our concept of secret and how we deal with secrets in modern society.
That’s very important to me, given the concern here in the Philippines for
transparency of information, freedom of speech, privacy, etc. And when
I tried to re-evaluate this concept in my novel, I ended up also discussing
how this concept was developed inside the institution of the family,
inside the institution of the Filipino family. When we look at secrets,
it’s always secrets as something rancorous, as something poisonous.
It destroys relationships. So I wanted to present a different kind of
valuation of secrets. Secrets can also bring some hope. Secrets can also
bring some people together and it’s necessary for a relationship. It’s a
necessity to establish boundaries between your private life and your
public persona. We need secrets to establish your identity apart from your
mother’s, from your siblings’, from your relatives’, from everybody else’s
around you. So I thought, with everyone now in social media, everything
now is in the digital network. We no longer have privacy. I thought it’s
important for us to reflect on our sense of secrecy.

Benitez [to Candano]: You are writing about Filipino Chinese communities,
or families, right? Have you ever encountered any difficulties rendering
these culturally specific relationships in your writing?

Candano: Not really, because I tend to take a more macro-level vantage
point when writing.

Benitez: For our two women writers here, how do you translate female
sensibilities as well? When I speak of culture, I'm not just speaking
about the nation but also gendered experience. How do you navigate
that especially in a world where there are patriarchal expectations. For
example, if you have three characters, the expectation is for there to be
a love triangle.

151



FORUM Panitikman

Songkaeo: I wrote Stamford Hospital without much censorship, self-
censorship at least. I wrote about a woman’s need for sex. She’s a sexual
creature. That in itself is something that we don’t see a lot in Asian
literature. We might see it in a film in a sexualized gaze, but seldom,
I think, do we have a female author writing about her own lust and
desire, or at least the protagonist’s lust and desire. Going back to what
Alvin was saying about the private and the public sphere being separated
by secrets, one might argue that sexual desire and sexuality is a part
of secrecy for the most part. But when we give it space and air, we are
saying, “Well, actually, women, Asian women, any women, but maybe
particularly Asian women now are allowed to speak about their own
sexuality.” And who’s going to allow them? Themselves. The second way
I’ll answer your question is I think that there is an expectation that we
should lack ambition unless we are part of a family business, which most
people are not, right? We’re normal humans who need to make a living.
My book has a chapter where the male character who is married to the
female protagonist tells her that despite their agreement that she could
go back to the US and do her PhD—he suddenly throws it on her that
they’re not going to do this. And when she tries to fight it and describe
her ambition to him, he says directly to her face, “You don’t need to
have ambition. Ambition is for Americans; we are not American,” and
he tries to get her to believe that because they have money and she’s not
American, they're not American. Ambition shouldn’t be a part of her

life. But I think it’s time that if anyone wants to speak about that, they
should be able to.

Sathyamoorthy: Being a female author, I do often gravitate towards
writing female characters and I think they, the characters, definitely
are shaped by my own experiences as well. It was interesting when you
brought up that the story is about three friends. Is it going to be a love
triangle? I'm not sure if readers have that expectation. The book definitely
explores young love. Is there a love triangle? I don’t want to spoil it for

152



PERSPECTIVES IN THE ARTS AND HUMANITIES ASIA 16: 1 (2026)

anyone, but I don’t really think about what someone might expect from
a story when I'm writing. I kind of have a story in mind and I sometimes
enjoy writing it in a way that’s going to make people feel shocked. I think
about the characters. I think about where I want the story to go and then
I try to go with the flow. I don’t think so much about the expectations.
I try not to confine myself within the expectations or think about whether
people will be happy with the ending. I try to think about what makes
sense for the story, and I just explore that.

Benitez: What do you dream of writing next?

Sathyamoorthy: I got very excited when you asked me this question
because I'm working on my second book with Penguin, and I'm very
excited about it. It’s also set in Malaysia. It’s a dual point of view mystery
novel about two beautiful, flawed women. So again, being a female
author, I gravitate towards writing female characters and I hope I do
them justice. The story is about kinship. It is about connection. It
is about love. It’s about women trying to find themselves, trying to
pursue their dreams in a world where it’s increasingly complex to do so.
I’'m very excited about that. And I feel again there’s that combination
where there’s a certain Malaysianness to it in terms of how the characters
are, the way they speak, their experiences, but there are themes that
I feel are also universally human that I think we can all relate to.

Candano: I want to make a series of novels that catalog the morphological
development of the alternative version of Manila that I introduced in my
book. Let’s take The Journey to the West, for example. If we break it down
and if we translate that journey into the morphological development
and have the place, the urban form, serve as the characters ... I don’t
know, it’s something I've been thinking of for the past couple of years,
but I haven’t started it.
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Yapan: [ want to write something unintelligible and cerebral because
my first novel, Ang Sandali ng mga Mata, is something very historical and
it’s very difficult to write and Worship the Body was something easier to
understand and more relatable to the readers. For my third novel, I want
to write something unintelligible and cerebral. It’s a research paper
on mythological creatures here in Southeast Asia, but done in a very
scientific way with actual sources, but it’s actually a novel, so I don’t
care if nobody understands it. But really, I want to intellectualize our
mythology. [ want to elevate it to the level of theory.

Songkaeo: That’s amazing. I think what I’'m working on is something
that I hope will have the same intensity as Stamford Hospital. I also hope
it becomes a book that gets people to ask why some writers feel the
need to couch their truths as fiction when they first write it. So, I think
the more ’'m involved in promoting my book, the more I hear voices of
people reaching out to me and saying that they've gone through many
things. And I'm seeing the cultural value of the book and the human value
when people find themselves seen and heard in their darkest moments.
And I am putting myself up for the challenge of the next book that will
see people and recognize them and hold them in their dark moments
and be the book that’s by them. I’'m still working on it. It’ll take another
four years maybe. I'll be a bit more grown up, I'll grow another inch.
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