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

ON WRITING, DIASPORA,
AND TRANSLATION

Interview with
Cecilia Manguerra Brainard

19 February 2026

Natividad Galang Fajardo Conference Room

orn and raised in Cebu, Cecilia Manguerra Brainard is the award-

winning author and editor of over twenty-two books, including the
novels When the Rainbow Goddess Wept, Magdalena, and The Newspaper
Widow, and her Selected Short Stories. Brainard has worked with Asian
American youths for which she received a Special Recognition Award
from the Los Angeles Board of Education. She has also received awards
from the California State Senate, 21st District, several USIS Grants, a
California Arts Council Fellowship, an Outstanding Individual Award
from the City of Cebu, Philippines, Brody Arts Fund Award, a City of Los
Angeles Cultural grant, and many more. The books she has written and
edited have also won awards, the Philippine National Book Award, the
Gintong Aklat Award and the International Gourmand Award, among
others. Her novels and Selected Short Stories have been translated into
Arabic, Azerbaijani, Greek, Japanese, North Macedonian, Portuguese,
Serbian, Turkish, and Slovenian, ranking her among the Top Translated
Filipino Authors of the Philippine Works and Translation Data Base.
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INTERVIEW Cecilia Manguerra Brainard

Some short stories of hers have been translated into Finnish. She runs
a small press, PALH or Philippine American Literary House.

What follows is a transcript of a public interview by Charlie Samuya Veric,
which preceded an open forum and the launch of the reprint of Linda
Ty-Casper’s A Small Party in the Garden. These events were funded by
the Kwan Laurel Fund for the Humanities and organized by the Literary
and Cultural Studies Program of the Ateneo de Manila University, in
cooperation with the Ateneo Archive of Philippine Literature in English,
the Ateneo Martial Law Museum and Library, the Ateneo Library of
Women’s Writings, Kritika Kultura, the Ateneo Department of Fine Arts
of the Ateneo de Manila University, and the student literary organization
Plume.

Charlie Samuya Veric: We'll focus first on the life of Cecilia Manguerra
Brainard: her childhood, her maturation, her diaspora to the United
States. Then, we’ll discuss some of the themes in her writing, especially
where translation and the diaspora are concerned.

Cecilia Brainard: Thank you, Charlie.

Veric: I suppose we can go to Cebu now, in particular, to the Cebu that
you discovered as a child. What was it like for you to be part of what
you call the post-war generation? Talk to us about the home where you
grew up in and the kind of Cebuano society that initiated you into the
world in the 1940s and 1950s.

Brainard: 1950s, Charlie. I'm not that old. [Laughs] My family and
I recently visited Cebu and I gave them a tour. I kept talking about what
Cebu was like when I'was a child, and it was very obviously very different
from what it is now. Cebu then had a population of something like two
hundred thousand . .. fewer than that. It was like a sleepy little town, but
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it was a city. You could go from one end of the city to the other end in no
time. And at the age of my eight-year-old grandchild, I just ran around
with my friends. We were safe. Where there are now houses, there were
cornfields. In a way, it was kind of provincial. My father and my mother
had lived in Manila, but since Manila was devastated after the war, we
settled in Cebu. My mother came from a political family and so they had
the support system there. Even though my father is Tagalog, he ended
up Cebuano. He used to speak Cebuano.

It was a comfortable home. We girls all went to St. Theresa’s College,
and the boy went to Santo Nifio. It was a family that read. We had books;
that was my father’s thing. Every Friday he would bring the children,
all the kids—there were four of us—and we were given free rein to buy
whatever we wanted, reading materials. I started off with comics first,
and then Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys, and Emily Loring. But what it
was, [ think, was that this kid developed a love for writing, for words
on print. It was the notion of storytelling—Supergirl, Wonder Woman,
and all of this. Eventually this kid went on to more sophisticated books
when she was in school. So that was there, that love and curiosity about
story. The other thing that was important, in terms of storytelling, was
in Cebu, especially at that time, there was a lot of folklore going on.
“Hoy, don’t spit there because you’ll hit the duwende.” You had to respect
the Agta or Kapre. My brother saw him up in the tree. All that was just
fascinating. And then there was a woman . . . I feel sorry for her now
when I think about it. We called her the witch ... the witch in Cebu. It’s
just horrible; what a stigma that must have been to her. Cebu had that
kind of environment where there was folklore and there was the reading
... so there were many stories going on.

Veric: I never thought about this particular aspect of your early life—that

you were also exposed to local mythologies. I grew up learning about
the same things. It strikes me now that the two of us both come from
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Visayas. You're from Cebu. I come from Aklan, and we both grew up
with the same stories. But I would love to focus on the role of men in
your writing. Your father introduced you early on to literature, and it
was your husband who would give you an electric typewriter. We'll get to
that later on. But first, how did you meet your husband, Lauren Brainard,
who was a Peace Corps volunteer assigned to Leyte?

Brainard: I don’t know if people still remember the Peace Corps. There
were a lot of young Americans walking around in the barrios, teaching
kids in public schools. He was stationed in Leyte, Maasin, but their
main office was in Cebu. This was in the 1960s. My cousin was dating a
Peace Corps volunteer. The style was to go group dating. The guys were
there; and the girls were there. And we would go to parties or wherever.
That’s how we first met. We liked each other, but then he had to go back
to the United States. I later went to the States to do graduate work in
filmmaking, and so we connected again.

It’s very interesting because we have a family WhatsApp, so I think he’s
keeping track of where we are now. We’re sharing the pictures and so
on. So he was actually here, and he actually knows the culture.

Veric: You do talk about that in one of your essays, the familiarity of your
husband with Filipino culture, which made it easier for your married life.

Brainard: You know, there are always arguments. It’s not an easy job.
But when you have a relationship, you give and take, and you forgive.
Communication is really very, very important. We love travelling; we've
traveled a lot. He’s very open to different cultures. He’s also been respectful
of what I wanted to be. If I wanted to write a novel, or go into publishing,
he was game.

Veric: Before your life in writing, you decided to fly to the United States
in 1969. And earlier, you were talking about your exposure to American
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culture, not in the 1940s, but in the 1950s, in Cebu. You knew more about
American culture. And when you arrived in the United States, there’s
an essay where you said that you got disappointed with what you saw
because you expected more, having been exposed to Hollywood films
and American magazines. What exactly did you expect to see?

Brainard: Well, I think what it was, actually, is that I, like many other
Filipinos, thought I was so Americanized here in the Philippines. We
were speaking English, and we were watching Hollywood movies, and
we were dressing in jeans and whatnot, looking at American magazines
and copying what we saw. But then when you're actually in America, you
know that that’s not really American. Even my English was really not
American, but we thought we were so cute, you know, because we were
American. Hindi pala. Probably, it was an early realization, in a sense,
of how colonized we are. It’s a little bit embarrassing, but that’s what it
was. “Oh, my God, we're trying so hard to be Americanized, and then
we're really not.”

Veric: But the remarkable thing also about you is your political awareness.
You comment on political developments in the country, and you came of
age in the 1960s during which an American base was visible in nearby
Mactan. War was also raging in Vietnam. Was the Vietnam War your first
exposure to politics, and what were your thoughts about the American
presence in the Philippines as you matured?

Brainard: Yes, I think that the presence of those American soldiers in
Cebu ... and then on TV, you actually had a lot of coverage of what was
going on in Vietnam. I remember one policeman shot a Vietnamese,
just like that. And there were monks who self-immolated. Those images
were there when I was a teenager. Then there were protests going on.
Yes, there was an awareness of the politics of the time. We protested,
too. In the meantime, we also had our own issues in the Philippines.
[ remember that we went in front of the Malacanang, and I even made it
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to the newspaper, or some magazine—our faces were there. We protested
the Ferdinand Marcos Martial Law dictatorship. It affects you; it should
affect you; that’s something that I carry with me in the US. I keep track
of what’s going on in the Philippines.

Veric: You just read my mind. This particular question has to do with
your close observation of Philippine politics from afar, meaning to say,
while being in the US. In 1985, you were thinking about how dire the
situation was in the Philippines. You've been back, and another Marcos
is in Malacanang. Has anything changed since then, especially when
viewed from the US?

Brainard: Okay, this is an interesting question, because frankly, as I walk
around now, I'm looking at the people—we were in Taal recently—and
I’'m noticing that the people are actually quite healthy. Before I used to
see children who were half-naked, running around. Now, they’re dressed
and they’re healthy enough. They’re not malnourished. And even cats.
I know some Filipinos who love cats and they leave food out for the strays.
Before they used to eat cats, but they’re pets now. So there’s that kind
of improvement. My son looked this up: the salaries here are relatively
high compared to some other developing countries. My main concern
is there are certain things that remain the same. The business of being
run by oligarchies, for instance—it’s the same. I remember there was
Marcos, and then here’s another Marcos. At some point, there was the
father Macapagal, and then there was the daughter, Macapagal. That to
me is very disturbing. And now, with all the graft and corruption and
all these budget insertions, and so on. Some people are very casual in
saying, “My mother only had a ten billion budget insertion.” Ten billion,
excuse me! As far as I'm concerned if you steal ten billion, or if you steal
one hundred billion, you are a thief. There’s this find of flexibility and
tolerance for politicians who try to whitewash their names. We're very
tolerant of this. People are tolerant of that guy in The Hague. I don’t
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really know why. I talk to cab drivers, and they still like him. I say, “But

» <«

he killed people.” “But he would never have killed me because I didn’t
do anything wrong.” I just don’t argue any more. So, yes, there’s change,
but the political scene is still not good. We need basic changes in our
mind and in our values. I think that’s one reason why Linda Ty-Casper
remains relevant, because she’s really talking about the same kind of

corruption that exists. I'm glad you pay attention to her.

Veric: It’s great that you're able to set up the historical and political
context that shapes your writing. I think it’s time for us to move into
your own writing. It was your husband who gifted you with an electric
typewriter, as I said earlier, and it launched your career. How did you
know that you wanted to be a writer?

Brainard: Well, I did not know when I was a kid that I wanted to be a
writer, but I always like to write. Even after my father died, I used to
write him letters. I kept a journal. My sister gave me one of those with a
lock. It was pink. I thought it was really nice, and I would write really bad
poetry, very flowery. But I learned discipline, and most nights, I would
write a little something. I think those things set the stage, so to speak. My
husband used to see me writing. I've always kept journals. (I just turned
over to the Ateneo, reams and reams of my journals.) Back then, I made
arrangements with a Philippine newspaper to have a column. Before,
I had the manual typewriter. My husband was very supportive, and one
Christmas, he got me this IBM electric typewriter, which many years
ago was very expensive. I felt obliged to use it because somebody had
entrusted it to me. At a certain point, there were stories in my head, but
I could not quite put them down elegantly. I managed to write some of
them and got them published, but I knew they were not the best that
I could do. So I took writing classes. It was a combination R and R, because
I could get away from the kids one night a week, Wednesday night.
I could be with grown-ups, and we would talk about literature and writing,
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and so on. I learned. I picked up the skills. I understood all the basics:
character, character development, how to prepare your manuscript, how
to submit your work, how to find agents, and other business matters.

Veric: As every writer knows, an audience is really important, and in one
essay, titled “The Minority Writer’s Dilemma,” you say that you decide who
your audience is going to be before you actually write. When you decide
that your audience is going to be Filipino, what comes to your mind?

Brainard: I may have changed my mind about that, Charlie. You cannot
write to tailor your work for somebody. Some people do that. Some people
decide: “Okay, I'm going to write romance novels for a White audience,
and so my protagonist is going to be White.” I've had Black writer friends
who write about White protagonists. I know of some Filipina writers
whose protagonists are green-eyed. Sometimes these writers succeed
commercially, and sometimes not. At some point, I had to make a decision.
I thought: “Okay, I'm going to be romance writer, and then I'll kick out
a novel once a year, and then I'll be rich and famous.” I started typing.
And you know what? It was work. I had to sit in front of my story, and
[ wasn’t really crazy about it, and I said, “If I'm going to put work into
this, I might as well really like it. I might as well want to do this.” That’s
how I found my way to what I’'m doing. I had to work on something that
was interesting to me. The other things that’s also quite important in
terms of my development as a writer was I got chastised in a writing
workshop. I thought I was a magnificent writer, in my second writing
workshop, with about twelve or fifteen people. Then this woman across
the table looked at me after reading my work and said, “You know, that a
graduate from Sacred Heart College in New York could have written this.”
Insulto yon, 'di ba? I was insulted. I was stunned. It hurt very much, but it
forced me to think, “Why would my work that was coming from a Filipino
sound like it came from a graduate of Sacred Heart in New York?” That
actually set me on a journey to search for “voice,” my own voice. It was
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a long process. I had to read and pay attention to how writers who had
their own voices did it. I had to experiment. That’s when I abandoned the
green eyes or the native New Yorker protagonists, and just turned and
looked primarily at where I came from, because that was what I knew
and what I loved most. But then, I ran into problems. If I wrote about
Cebu, I would get stuck because I had to tell the truth, and that was
hard to do. Second, some historian would along and nitpick details like,
that church was not actually there, and so on. I decided to write fiction,
and Cebu became Ubec—you know, Cebu spelled backwards. That was
liberating, I did not have to put this church exactly where it should be.

Veric: I suppose part also of your search for your own voice was returning
to your roots, and returning in particular to Cebu, and more specifically,
to the past. You wrote Song of Yvonne, which was your first novel, and it
concentrated on Cebu after the war. How did that novel start? How did
that idea come to you?

Brainard: It was a process. At some point after writing short stories,
[ wanted to challenge myself. I wanted to write something really long
that made sense, so I said, “Okay, I'll write a novel.” I went back to the
1950s, when I was a little girl. I had a best friend named Esperanza, and
my mother was her mother’s best friend. These characters were running
around very happily, and there was no novel. After about two hundred
pages, I got depressed, because I did not really have a novel. There was
no conflict. I put that work aside. Then it happened that I saw a movie
called Hope and Glory, about a young boy in London during World War
I1. I looked at that, and I thought, “Oh, my God, that’s what I'm trying to
do.” So, I went back to my work. Yvonne, my little girl protagonist, her
parents and the older characters would always talk about the war. Even
though the novel was set in the 1950s, they would say: “Do you remember
when the doctora was killed in Mindanao? Do you remember when the
Japanese burst into the room and found the radio and shot everybody
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there?” I realized that’s what the novel wanted to be—a World War II
novel. So that girl in the 1950s, Yvonne—I had to bring her back to the
beginning of the war.

That changed everything. It became a coming-of-age story of this
young girl during the war. I integrated a lot of stories that I heard
from my parents. They evacuated to Mindanao; they were guerrilleros.
Apparently as a little girl, I listened to them because there was quite a
lot of information in my head. And then you read, you know to fill in
the blanks, the history, and it worked. The novel is used even in political
science or history classes. I found that interesting.

Veric: 'm not surprised why the novel is used in those classes, because
there’s this passage, for instance, in Song of Yvonne, that I thought was
quite striking: “My father lost faith in Americans. He had lived with
them; he had known them and loved them ... And my father realized
(with a shock and sadness that a baby must feel when severed from its
mother’s umbilical cord) that Filipinos must shape their destiny, that
they were responsible for their future.” Have we succeeded in shaping
our destiny as Filipinos?

Brainard: That’s a good question, Charlie. I think we have our own
destiny. We're doing it. It’s still sort of rocky. That taxi-driver, who still
admires the guy in The Hague, needs to really think, and not just say,
“Well, Iwouldn’t get into trouble because I didn’t do anything wrong.” The
truth is that many people did get killed without doing anything wrong,
but because it was politically expedient. As a people, we have to think.
More people have to think, not just the intellectuals here, but the taxi
drivers and others, they have to think and feel that they are empowered
to make change. That’s another thing. The thinking is “isang boto lang
’yon” (That’s just one vote). No, no, no, each vote counts.
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Veric: Yes, it is clear that you are immersed in the everyday life of
Filipinos, and I think that shows also in the choices that you made in
the past. For example, you sent your early stories to Mr. & Ms. The first
one appeared in 1980 in Focus Philippines. What motivated you to submit
your work to Philippine magazines?

Brainard: Okay, I'll tell you a story. I had a friend over at Maryknoll
College, and one time I came home and saw her. She was so proud as
she showed me her published story in a magazine. I read it. It looked
really nice with illustrations, but I noticed that the story was not really
that great. I can do better than that, I thought, and it entered my head
to submit to magazines to get work published. The editors of Mr. & Ms.,
Focus Philippines, and The Philippines Graphic were nurturing and generous.
They gave opportunities to young emerging writers like myself then. They
still do. I know Marra Lanot is a very good editor at the Graphic Reader.

Veric: And you also got a lot of help from senior Filipino writers who
were based in the US, including Bienvenido Santos and N. V. M. Gonzalez.
And you had a very strong friendship with F. Sionil Jose. How formative
were these friends of yours?

Brainard: You know, it means a lot. My first mentor was Lina Espina-
Moore from Cebu. Let me correct that, she was the second mentor.
I met her at the office of Mrs. Gloria Rodriguez. I was there to discuss
my first short story collection with Mrs. Rodriguez. Bienvenido Santos
had connected me with New Day/Mrs. Rodriguez. Ben was my first
mentor, then Lina. They were very kind. Ben was really very generous
and encouraging. Lina brought me to Solidaridad to introduce me to
Frankie and Tessie Jose. She introduced me to many other writers and
journalists. Other writers who were very helpful were Linda Ty-Casper
and her husband Leonard Casper. People like that, who support you,
encourage you, befriend you, help you move forward as a writer.
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Veric: You had a great relationship with Gloria Rodriguez. I would have
wanted to ask you more about her, but in the interest of time, we’ll just
proceed. What’s curious for me is that you eventually changed your
publisher from New Day to Anvil. And Karina Bolasco is here in the
audience. Can you talk more about your relationship with Anvil and, in
particular, with Karina?

Brainard: You know, quite a lot of these relationships with publishers
have to do with how simpatico you are with the manager or the director.
When Mrs. Rodriguez was at New Day, we got along great. When she
left, I went with Karina at Anvil. Karina and I had many, many books
together, but then Karina left, and the relationship with the publishing
house changed. That’s how it works in this kind of world we live in.
There’s something to be said about trusting and working with somebody
who has your same vision. In UST, it was Jack Wigley, then Ned Parfan,
people I liked and got along with.

Veric: Sometimes you can’t really choose your publisher.
Brainard: Exactly.

Veric: You decided to create your own publishing house. You founded
the Philippine American Literary House. Walk us through its founding
and milestones.

Brainard: Philippine American Literary House, or PALH, which I run,
is a small press. It grew out of another project that I had with other
women writers in the States. We had formed a women writers group
called PAWWA, Philippine American Women Writers and Artists. One
of our goals was to support one another and other Filipina writers. We
received funding from the California Arts Council, and we published
newsletters and also books. We also sold Filipino books in the US.
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At that time, it was really difficult to find Filipino books in the States.
As time went on, the group disbanded. Two of us wanted to save the
publishing arm. Susan Montepio and I worked together, but then Susan
went to Chicago, and I was left with it. We already had our licenses and
connections, and so I decided to keep the publishing going. PALH is very
small, and it doesn’t really have funding because I don’t have time to do
fund raising. Actually, it’s probably really fundable, but it takes a lot of
time to be looking for funds. I do what I can. PALH’s anthologies are
actually quite successful, including the first Growing Up Filipino: Stories
for Young Adults. That book has been in print for decades and continues
to be used in classrooms. It’s like my bestseller. I followed it up with
Growing Up Filipino II and Growing Up Filipino 3, which was published
by the University of Santo Tomas Publishing House and Finalist for a
National Book Award. One of PALH’s authors is Linda Ty-Casper and
[ try to get a Filipino publisher for her PALH titles. Books published in
the States are very expensive and difficult to find in the Philippines, so
I hooked her up with the University of Santo Tomas for her short story
collection, A River, One Woman-Deep: Stories.

Veric: You have these formative relationships with writers like Linda
Ty-Casper, Leonard Casper, N. V. M. Gonzalez, and so on. l wonder what
your relationship is like with younger Filipino-American writers. Are
you friends with Eileen Tabios, Luisa Igloria, or Gina Apostol?

Brainard: Oh yes, it’s a small literary world, and even if you don’t see
them, you're connecting with one another. They're all in the books I've
edited. I am not saying we are all really close because we live far apart
from one another, but I'm very cordial and very respectful to them.
I believe we help one another. In balance there are very few of us, and
we know one another. It’s hard being a writer, and you just have to be
respectful of other writers’ works.
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Veric: You wrote the novel When the Rainbow Goddess Wept, which is
based on Song of Yvonne. When the Rainbow Goddess Wept is possibly your
most translated work right. How do you explain its international appeal?

Brainard: Song of Yvonne was first published by New Day; it was picked
up by Dutton/Penguin and given the new title of When the Rainbow
Goddess Wept. The Dutton editor, Rosemary Ahern, was a really fine
editor. She loved the novel very much and the changes she suggested or
made were very subtle, like transitions. When the Rainbow Goddess Wept
has been translated into six languages: Arabic, Azerbaijan, Japanese,
North Macedonian, Portuguese, and Turkish. The international appeal
is because it’s about World War II. It’s a little bit like The Diary of Anne
Frank. We don’t just forget Anne Frank. My young girl Yvonne tells the
story of the war in the Philippines, and since World War II happened
worldwide, people are open and curious about what went on in the Pacific
War. Plus, the novel is well-written.

Veric: You talk about your diaries and they’re with us at the Ateneo. You
just signed the Memorandum of Agreement before this conversation
started. Your papers are now on loan to the Ateneo Archive of Philippine
Literature in English. What made you decide, Cecilia, to repatriate your
papers and lend them to the Ateneo?

Brainard: So I’ll have space at home. [Laughs] You know, I’'m not young.
I have to start thinking about what happens to these things when I'm
gone. What are my children going to do with these journals? These
literary papers? Throw them away? So I've been thinking about that for
some time now. I've talked to other institutions but their setup is not
right. Then, Charlie came along, and the Ateneo Archive of Philippine
Literature in English is the right place to store these literary papers.
[ am very grateful that these papers are here. Charlie has my journals,
letters, pictures, notes, and other materials.
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Veric: Just as a public announcement, ALiIWW, the Ateneo Library of
Women’s Writings, also has some of your papers.

Brainard: Yes, thank you.

Veric: And these are complementary collections. We don’t have much
time left. I skipped a lot of questions actually. But in your online talk,
hosted by the Cebuano Studies Center at the University of San Carlos
last January, you encouraged Filipino writers in the US to look to the
Philippines, urging them to connect the diaspora to the homeland. As
a Filipino-American, because that’s how you consider yourself, do you
think your message will resonate with younger writers who grew up
seeing the US as their country?

Brainard: I'm not sure that’s exactly what I said, because obviously
there are Filipino-Americans who really feel American. But I think what
I'm saying is that you have to tap into where you came from. You can’t
suddenly pretend you’re just pure Californian, or you're a Chicagoan.
There’s still, if you are an immigrant, there are still ties. If your parents
were Filipino-Americans, you're still eating adobo. There are still links.
Now, I know it’s a matter of choice, obviously, and so you can write about
anything. But I found out for myself, and also from observing other writers,
that if one delves a little deeper as to who one is, where one comes from,
one’s work can be stronger. There are more opportunities to explore one’s
soul, if you will. But again, if you want to write romance or some other
genre, then write it. Some are really good doing that.

Veric: Does Philippine literature in English have a future, and where do
you think is it located?

Brainard: As long as we are teaching English and reading English,
there would be. But let me talk about language as a tool. More than the
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language, it’s really the stories that count. The writers that [ admire who
write in English, deal with Filipino topics; their strength lies in their
character-driven stories. They have used the tool well. They mastered
the language well —the grammar, the nuances—but their greatness is
not so much because of the language per se, but because of their unique
characters and powerful stories.

Veric: Cecilia, this has been really remarkable. Everyone, please join me
in applauding her.
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