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‘We do not accept asking the boys about the personal
information, real name, address, phone number, e-mail ad,
and so on ... Moreover; please, do not tell your own
information to the boys.’
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Can’t Read Your Eyes:
An Embrace In the Space
Between Cultures

| dip my feet into the smoky water, soothing my bones. Blood rushes from the waist to my face, sending
across a warm chill. What sensation my body never felt at home, | felt it here.

-1-

In July 2019, Democrazy Theatre Studio, a small theatre company based in Bangkok, travelled to Yokohama
to perform a piece called The Retreat. | was tagging along to witness their performance and, before | knew it,
found that my passport had a stamp that identified us as ‘Entertainers’ and a card that labelled us as ‘Artists’.
That strange feeling occurs every time | recall what those documents said about me.

The Retreat is a collaboration between dancers and choreographers exploring the possibilities and limits
within and outside their bodies. This choreographic piece requires one to dance and discover the ‘Otherness’
hidden within the movements one performs in everyday life. In over a year, while everyone else was searching,
my role was to observe and discuss what was encountered along the way. In other words, | was their dramaturg.

Deemed as the ‘expert of performance art’, the dramaturg often breathes alongside artists. But neither
was | qualified as an ‘expert’ in any way, nor was | close to being ‘inside’ the world of art or performance. My role
was simply a ventilating body migrating air from other worlds to conspire and converse with these two worlds.
Put simply, | was the outsider within; a harmless ambassador, an outsider who was allowed inside for the very
reason that | was the outsider. That perhaps explains that strange feeling of being identified as the ‘Entertainer’
or ‘Artist’ like everyone else, when my status as the outsider, and the differences that initially bridged our

friendship, were stamped out.

We spent one week in Yokohama among artists, dancers, actors, producers, curators and international

written b theatre festival goers who assumed that everyone were ‘insiders’ of somewhere. This assumption translated
y into a formulaic set of questions people asked each other: What performance project are you working on¢ Do

you have a space yet? Which show are you most interested in¢ (None for me in that festival.) Which residency’

Varis Likitanusorn o

did you apply to? | had no answers to these questions. Saying “I don’t know”, “I don’t understand” or “I'm not

art of it” were abominable in their eyes.
translated by P Y

Palin

" Grant given to artists to live and work outside their usual environments, providing the time for them to research or produce work.



S-0-i.i0

¢l 39vd

In July 2019, Democrazy Theatre Studio, a small theatre company based in Bangkok, travelled to
Yokohama to perform a piece called The Retreat. | was tagging along to witness their performance and,
before | knew it, found that my passport had a stamp that identified us as ‘Entertainers” and a card that
labelled us as ‘Artists’. That strange feeling occurs every time | recall what those documents said about
me.

The Retreat is a collaboration between dancers and choreographers exploring the possibilities
and limits within and outside their bodies. This choreographic piece requires one to dance and
discover the ‘Otherness’ hidden within the movements one performs in everyday life. In over a year,
while everyone else was searching, my role was to observe and discuss what was encountered along
the way. In other words, | was their dramaturg.

Deemed as the ‘expert of performance art’, the dramaturg often breathes alongside artists. But
neither was | qualified as an ‘expert’ in any way, nor was | close to being ‘inside’ the world of art or
performance. My role was simply a ventilating body migrating air from other worlds to conspire and
converse with these two worlds. Put simply, | was the outsider within; a harmless ambassador, an
outsider who was allowed inside for the very reason that | was the outsider. That perhaps explains that
strange feeling of being identified as the ‘Entertainer” or ‘Artist’ like everyone else, when my status as
the outsider, and the differences that initially bridged our friendship, were stamped out.

We spent one week in Yokohama among artists, dancers, actors, producers, curators and
international theatre festival goers who assumed that everyone were ‘insiders’ of somewhere. This
assumption translated into a formulaic set of questions people asked each other: What performance
project are you working on¢ Do you have a space yet? Which show are you most interested in¢ (None
for me in that festival.) Which residency' did you apply to? | had no answers to these questions. Saying
‘I don’t know’, ‘I don’t understand’ or ‘I'm not part of it” were abominable in their eyes.

The ‘Artist’ tag revoked my status of the harmless ambassador, an outsider within, and brought
with it all the expectations it had for an insider. | was now allowed inside because | was seen as an
insider and, as | eventually found out, a disappointment and failure. Strangely enough, | started to feel
like one and this feeling slowly intensified into a personal crisis. My week in Yokohama was spent
macerating in the existential question about who | really was when, in fact, | was exactly the same as
when | was in Bangkok. | never had any problem with it, neither did everyone else.
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The ‘Artist” tag revoked my status of the harmless ambassador, an outsider within, and brought
with it all the expectations it had for an insider. | was now allowed inside because | was seen as an
insider and, as | eventually found out, a disappointment and failure. Strangely enough, | started to feel
like one and this feeling slowly intensified into a personal crisis. My week in Yokohama was spent
macerating in the existential question about who | really was when, in fact, | was exactly the same as
when | was in Bangkok. | never had any problem with it, neither did everyone else.

How can the value of something change so drastically in a different environment?

Red burns brighter next to green. | recall the time in Bangkok when | was breathing alongside
those who seemed so comfortable with their bodies. Dancers, they move professionally and playfully;
they appear, steer, touch and react to each other with fierce nimbleness. This time, it was not the
imposter syndrome of being labelled an artist that | had to deal with, but it was my body feeling out of
place from the agile assembly before me. | am slow and disproportional. And so, the more they moved,
the more | felt flawed; the more they wrestled with each other, the more | realised how | winced at
being touched by others. While no one had expected me to be like them, being in close contact with a
concentrated amount of differences may also render us sensitive.

Being touched by others takes on different meanings depending on the values we give to our
body? At the same time, those values are derived from the image of ourselves as reflected in the eyes
of others and, sometimes, we turn away when that image is of disappointment. It's difficult to embrace
others on days when we feel disgusted with our clammy and cumbersome bodies, but it's more
terrifying to be responded with the slightest twitch that confirms that they, too, are disgusted by us.

My body was disproportionate, just as it’s always been, but this sensitivity made me feel worse
about myself as | watched those dancers move. | don’t have the attributes of an ‘insider” from the art
world, but it was a lack that grew into my friendship with the people from that world. But sensitivity
stings in an environment where everyone expects you to be that insider. We are sensitive to that space
carved out of the differences between us, so much so that it feels like something needs to be done.

Returning to Bangkok, a woman in her thirties sat next to me at a party. She was late and couldn’t
find her friends, but there weren't any better seats available either. OK. Now we have to talk to each
other. She was a curator from Hong Kong, American accent, well-mannered, and it was obvious she
works internationally. | introduced myself according to what | was currently working on, which was
researching cross-cultural communication in youth centres®. She asked me, between which cultures?
| told her, at times it's between generations, regions, classes, other times between human beings and
objects, soaps, bathrooms*, and so on.

2 For example, we are less surprised to be touched by a police officer on the arm, if we know we are the victim as opposed to the suspect. If we are poor,
the touch of gold feels distant or we feel that it elevates our status, whereas a rich person or someone who works at a gold shop might feel differently.

3 Juvenile prison, in short.

4 The soaps and water at the youth centres are harmful to the youth’s skin. It causes itchiness, irritation, contagious diseases and prevents them from
following the behavioral conducts because they keep scratching themselves all the time.

5 A discourse that emerged from 2010 until present. See Bruno Latour’s We have never been modern and The Power of Association, as well as the
Actor-Network Theory. See Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture and STS (Science and Technology Studies). These are the references | often reach
for.

© For example, asking the question ‘what is a cow?’ might elicit answers such as an animal, a mammal, or any other kind of scientific explanation. Try asking
the question once more but, this time, the cow is associated with other meanings. For example, the question ‘what is a cow for a farmer?’ might prompt
answers like a product, a friend, food, or everything all at once—if that is the case, the farmer would be confused by is intimacy with the cow that, if the
economy collapse one day, he might have to sell half of it, eat half of it, and he would not know whether to thank or apologise to his friend. If we ask ‘what is
a cow to a tiny fly’, the answer would probably be that the cow is meaningless; the cow is probably too big, it’s a live and emanates heat, something that
indicates to the fly that it is in close proximity to what the fly wants (cow dung).
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She didn't understand how these things were ‘between cultures’. Culture, for her, meant
something like Thai and Cambodia, Srivijaya and Lanna, or perhaps something bigger, like China and
America. As for the people in and around Suvarnabhumi region who all look the same, eat the same
food, swim in the same ocean water—what kind of differences could you possibly study between them?
She must have thought that | was lousy with my words and her eyes seemed to read: what in hell's name
are you really doing?

One day, | realised that my word for ‘culture” was too small for the eyes of those who flock the
international circle (those who tend to adopt a ‘bird’s eye view’, or a distant and hovering perspective
that pixelates us all into small, identical dots). But it was noisy inside the party, she was well-dressed
and her manners were impeccable—all of these elements were enough to indicate that no one in that
party was here to engage in any real conversation. | didn't bother to explain to her what ‘culture’ really
meant for me, so she must have thought to herself, ‘What a show-off. He doesn’t even understand a
simple word like culture’. Meanwhile, | desperately asked for the cooperation of the Thai person sitting
next to me, pretending like we were so engaged in local matters that we have forgotten our roles as
model global citizens, thus letting the exchange that could have happened dissipate in the commotion.

My familiarity with the word ‘culture” in the diminutive sense was perhaps due to my past obsession
with the conceptual trend of the ‘ontological turn®” a concept which prods us to return to question
‘what” and ‘how’ things are before going any further®. To look at the being of ‘it’, rather than the
categories imposed onto it (by us), allows us to see that ‘it’, too, has its own culture. People, trees,
masses of rocks, microbes all have their own terms of being or culture that are far too complicated and
idiosyncratic to be contained within the categories or statistics we have assigned for them. And the
existence of human civilisation played no part in deeming certain things more extraordinary than the
other, since culture, nature and behaviour are all regarded on a horizontal plane. What's left for us to
regard them with is nothing more than their own terms of being.

In this way of thinking, to categorise is considered rude. It’s like asking your male gay friend,
‘I thought you liked women,” or asking your mistress, ‘Do you do this when you're with your kids¢” Doing
so ‘confines’ them inside the cage constructed out of your own definitions and casts aside from your
field of vision the complex ways that they “are’.

Perhaps | have been using the words ‘culture” and ‘being’ so interchangeably. But being able to
see that everything has their own culture requires us to handle them with the same amount of care as
we do with human culture. Saying ‘We will study dog culture’, ‘We will study the behaviour of dogs’, or
‘We will study the nature of dogs’, is scientifically connoted, but saying “we will study dog culture”
suddenly carries an anthropological or sociological weight of care which, in turn, would allow us to
come up with those ‘new questions’ to examine things further. As for the thirty-year old curator, her
sense of the word ‘culture” might be one that isolates the conditions which can be controlled by
humans (culture) from that which exists beyond our control (nature). Even narrower, the word is strictly
reserved for large societies and civilisations. Such is the scope of the word culture in Western academia.
It seems that she had projected her desire to organise its definition as such onto me, without asking
me what my ‘culture’ really meant.

Separating nature from culture blinds us towards the different ways of being unfolding before our
eyes. Categorisation coarsens our sight rather than magnifying the intricate details. It filters everything
we see through its ‘lense’ rather than allowing us to look right at ‘it’, hence ‘new questions’ never arise
in education (and have been particularly absent for a while in the academic circle in Thailand’).
However, the absence of new questions doesn’t mean that all the answers are present. It means that
we are hitting a dead-end with a set of logic that chases its own tail, because the real players who are
weaving the nets of all problems remain elusive from our field of vision filtered through the lenses of
categorisation. Therefore, questions like ‘what is it/how it is" becomes the leavening agent for new
forms of inquiry to rise. She (the curator) may never be able to find them, not until she removes the
lenses that categorise (and not until she defer from organising my definition for ‘culture’) and instead
focus on how things ‘are’ (to find the definition of ‘culture” that | was trying to get across).

Perhaps she’s just like what | thought she was... or not?

I might have forgotten that she, too, knows and exists in another language, or that she, too, was
trying her best to understand what | had meant. So, drawing such a conclusion about her might be the
opposite of understanding her? It's interesting that the word ‘culture” could not pertain to a single
meaning. In fact, her western mode of delimiting culture was nonexistent in Japan up until the late
Meiji® era. Before that, there was no word for ‘nature” in Japanese that excludes human beings from its
definition and it took almost 50 years to find an accurate enough word that strictly means ‘pure
nature”. This shows how the two worldviews differ down to its core. Communication recorded via a
different understanding of language often tells of completely different things®. Not only do words
differ, but also worlds.

In Thai, the word for nature means being while the word for culture, which came later, means
being evolved by humans. It seems like we share a similar translation story to Japan where the word for
‘culture’ in Thai [Ts115551] was invented to mimic ‘culture’ in the western sense. Yet, culture in the Thai
context often refers to things that are detached from everyday life, like traditional dances or royal
language. Sex tourism in Silom and Pattaya suddenly seems comedic when we say, ‘Let’s explore
Pattaya’s culture tonight’, (although it's one of the largest Thai culture known internationally).

5 A discourse that emerged from 2010 until present. See Bruno Latour’s We have never been modern and The Power of Association, as well as the Actor-Network
Theory. See Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture and STS (Science and Technology Studies). These are the references | often reach for.

% For example, asking the question ‘what is a cow?’ might elicit answers such as an animal, a mammal, or any other kind of scientific explanation. Try asking
the question once more but, this time, the cow is associated with other meanings. For example, the question ‘what is a cow for a farmer?” might prompt
answers like a product, a friend, food, or everything all at once—if that is the case, the farmer would be confused by is intimacy with the cow that, if the
economy collapse one day, he might have to sell half of it, eat half of it, and he would not know whether to thank or apologise to his friend. If we ask ‘what is
a cow to a tiny fly’, the answer would probably be that the cow is meaningless; the cow is probably too big, it’s a live and emanates heat, something that
indicates to the fly that it is in close proximity to what the fly wants (cow dung).

7 With every action the military government takes, one can expect Thai academics to say something banal, so much so that they could hire robots to speak for them.
8 Jensen, Casper Bruun and Atsuro Morita (2017), ‘Introduction: Minor Traditions, Shizen Equivocations and Sophisticated Conjunctions,” Social Analysis (Special issue:

Multiple Nature-Cultures, Diverse Anthropologies) 61(2): 1-15.

°For example, some anthropological papers from Japan do not comply with the Western mode of summarising or interpreting, but only entails a written
record of what the anthropologist sees. However, | cannot remember the exact source | am referring to, and for that | apologise.
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The space in between languages, traditions, bodies, or anything else for that matter, is carved out
of categorial differences, and this space even cleaves its way into a seemingly peremptory word like
‘culture’. It’s ironic that such stark differences are not obvious at first glance, but what is obvious is
merely the reflection of the thing we are looking at. Not the palpable textures of the thing itself. What
is obvious is illusory, while empty spaces lend a breathing space for all things to ‘be” and ‘become’.

-3-

The Yokohama theatre festival gave us drink vouchers to use at a bar that opened every night. Yet
a handful of them remained with me even on the very last night, since | could not possibly think of
anything | wanted to do at that bar. As mentioned, | was no longer the harmless ambassador, but a
disappointing insider with no questions or answers, with nothing to give or take. | decided to give my
vouchers to my friends and spend my last night strolling aimlessly.

Half of the people in Blued" were festival attendees while the other half are locals who couldn’t
speak English. My phone screen switched between that and search results for gay landmarks in
Yokohoma. | scrolled my way through them, trying to look for something interesting nearby or someone
that | could engage in a different kind of conversation from the ones inside that bar. Perhaps | might
meet someone who happened to come for a drink there with no particular project in mind. | wonder
how different are people’s sexual preferences here compared to Bangkok. It might help to alleviate my
sensitivity if | saw a better version of myself reflected in the eyes of those who live on the other side of
the world. We all become a new person in each other’s eyes and we might even forget the things we
don’t want to remember.

| returned to my room to freshen up and wait for a notification from my phone that would never
come. In my private moment of despair, all my assumptions and fantasies withered. ‘Japanese people
don't really mess with foreigners’, | thought. | must have felt so fragile to the point where conversations
no longer would suffice. | needed to do something to prove that at least one of my assumptions were
right. Google Maps told me to leave the hotel, cross the bridge on the opposite side of the road and,
within five minutes, | would reach a bar called Lazer (made up name), which | eventually found was not
there. | circled around the area for about half an hour, sighing profusely. That bar probably moved
somewhere else. | returned to the pinned location once again and lit a cigarette to anticipate the end
of this episode where | would be walking back to my room.

As soon as | took a step, a rainbow flashed and disappeared on the ground. A light-skinned
Japanese man wearing a face mask was walking along the row of buildings and stopped behind me. He
looked left and right before entering a door leading to a dark staircase. It didn't look like he was
heading home. | made my way to the front of that door, peered inside and saw letters smaller than the
expiration date printed on a milk box thatread ‘Lazer".

So this was it. It was there, hiding but refusing to disappear, only ‘hinting” at its own existence. The
architecture, the area or the way these letters were written were probably telling of the gay community
in Japan, or even communities for marginalised people in general: invisible but always there.

In Shoplifters (2018), a group of marginalised people gather, like a family would, in a rundown house
in the suburbs of Tokyo. An elderly woman, who was the house owner, agreed to let her tenants® hide
from government officials while she could keep receiving state pension and evade other payments and
punishments. One day, the elderly woman died and no one could report her death. Instead, they had to
find a hidden spot to bury her body, making it seem like a murder cover-up than a mournful farewell.

To help with the house, a couple trained an orphaned kid to shoplift and the three of them bonded
over these training sessions. When the kid got arrested, the couple was unsuccessful in trying to bail him
out, so the three of them broke out of prison. The kid eventually returned to his parents where he could
live a privileged middle-class life in the city. However, the couple was arrested in the end. It was heart
wrenching to see how the couple had imagined for themselves the ideal image of raising a perfect family,
only to realise that nothing—the child, house and their possessions—belonged to them, only to realise
that people like them are not worthy to parent anyone. The characters in this film are never sure that
their love for each other is real, even loving someone had to be done in secret for these marginalised
communities. These people move discreetly, no different from the monsters in fairy tales; they always
exist but refuse to be seen by humans.

It's strange to think that things like ‘gay bars’ is regarded as monstrous in Japanese society the same
way poverty is regarded in Shoplifters. It made me realise that the reason | was standing in front of that
door was because |, too, had fled from the theatre festival that forced me to confront my own lack.

-4-

| turned the door knob and climbed up the narrow staircase. A swallowing noise brushed past
my ears. Music pulsed through the walls. | walked past someone descending down the steps before
| was confronted with my upper half reflected in a mirror with an opening at the bottom. Someone
peered out behind that mirror, speaking japanese and pressing on a calculator that he then shoved
through the opening to show the entry fee. It was moderate. | paid the fee and was given a locker
keychain, a loincloth™ and a small towel, before following the arrows on the floor inside. There was a
small common room with Japanese porn playing on the screen, a stack of porn magazines on the
floor, and a running humidifier and heater. A few Japanese men were readying themselves by the
lockers. One man had just put his loincloth on, strapped his keys around his wrist, before ascending

"A gay social networking and online dating application.
'2 Sex workers, burglars, cheap labour, construction workers, orphans, etc.

' A single piece of cloth wrapped round the hips, typically worn by men in some hot countries as their only garment.
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up a dark staircase. Everyone here seemed quiet and under pressure. |, still fully clothed, followed
him up the stairs and found a black room lit under a red light. There were low panels that divided the
room into smaller rooms. There was a large common room where people wearing loincloth were
walking around, shooting wary gazes across the room, as if they were either looking for something or
hiding from someone. Some were attending to their businesses in the smaller rooms while others
were lying down to wait for someone in the large common room. Quiet and under pressure. | came
back down the stairs to gather my nerves. A sign reads:

Everyone is strictly required to wear a loincloth.
Public nudity is illegal in Japan™.

The sign forbids us to be naked. But, apparently, being fully clothed was also unacceptable.

At the time, | had assumed that people in this kind of place weren’t so constrained to anything.
Everyone was already naked so orgies weren’t unimaginable. This could be the moment to ease the
insecurities | have always had. In orgies, we are allowed to be anonymous. We could embrace each
other unconditionally. | sat down to smoke, before legalising myself into that community by putting on
a loincloth.

Keychain on left wrist = Dom.
Keychain on right wrist = Sub.
Keychain on right ankle = no penetration.
Keychain on left ankle ... (I can’t remember)

There was a man with glasses lying on the floor with his eyes closed, his keychain strapped to his
right ankle. | lied down next to him and nudged his leg. He opened his eyes, saw me, then closed them. |
had previously circled around, trying to take my pick and steady myself for a long while. | hadn’t taken an
interest in him until | started feeling tired and thought to myself that this opportunity should not be
wasted. All of us were walking in endless loops, either because we haven't picked anyone or haven't been
picked, and it seemed like we weren’t going to pick each other anytime soon.

Not long after, the man with glasses ended up with another man that | had just walked past without
paying much interest to him. They started to jerk each other off. That was the last thing | saw in that black
room with red light.

It seems that we are still clothed even beneath our bare skins. Being naked in a place where
everyone else is doesn't make us less constrained or tied to certain conditions that forbids us from
launching ourselves into ‘orgies’. Social status, class and all kinds of social categories run deep under our
skins until their very last drop. Exposing our bodies neither liberates us nor does it broaden our attitudes;
rather, it burdens our expressions, rules, judgement or our ‘clothes” with even more weight. Soon, |
realised that this black room is no different to the theatre festival | had just come from. My value plateaued
as a poor and monstrous creature.

I put my clothes back on, gathered my things and chain-smoked until | could muster enough
courage to confront my upper half reflected in the mirror by the entrance. | tossed away my towel, and
returned my loincloth and keychain into the opening. The person behind the window thanked me through
the mirror in Japanese.

| tried to speak English to him,
“Can you find me a prostitute¢”

He didn't understand that | was politely asking him,
“Can you pimp me a rent boy?”

| picked up my phone and typed in the same
sentence to translate into Japanese:

“FADFERER DT BIENTEIRIN
He laughed and replied, “NO.”

-5-

| dont remember what | had typed into Google when | opened a trilingual site in Japanese, English
and Korean. You can pick the provinces out of Tokyo, Nagoya, Fukuoka and Yokohama. A warning message
was written at the bottom of the page: ‘Leave if you are under 18".

After choosing Yokohama, there was a content page of a hundred ‘male friends’. They all had
professionally taken pictures that presented them with different personalities. The site menu consists of
‘Boys’ (images), ‘Policy’, ‘System’ (price and agreement), ‘Photo’ (examples of locations), ‘Access’ (maps)
and ‘Contact’.

'* These common rooms, like their namesake, are a public space. The little divisions with closed doors are considered private.
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Take a second to consider this: if this website was fake, we should be ashamed that a fake Japanese
website is more accessible and navigable than official websites administered by the Thai government. Their
policies were listed clearly and in detail, their different prices were so thoroughly explained that it was
impossible to have any further inquiry, multiple contact channels, and credit cards were accepted. If we
choose one of the male friends from the content page, we would be given information about their name,
height, weight, age, size, sexuality, English proficiency, as well as willingness to be dom or sub (or both). It was
one of those websites that you could easily understand within minutes and know what to do next.

According to Japanese law, the sex industry is different from prostitution. The former is legal up
until bathing each other, whereas the latter is not because it entails penetration (more or less). This
means that professionalism, the transfer of knowledge, rules and regulation circulate openly in the
Japanese sex industry; it grows under legal protection. This website | was scrolling through might just be
the first portal into Japan's many faultless and meticulously controlled services.

Yet, the line that differentiated prositution from the sex industry can be crossed by a single touch,
atouch which straddles dubiously between the moment you are considered a legally protected consumer
and the moment you surf the black market. This website could be a legitimate enterprise or a dangerous
circuit. | tried to read everything thoroughly.

One policy reads:

‘We do not accept asking the boys
about the personal information,
real name address, phone number,
e-mail ad, and so on ... Moreover;
please, do not tell your
own information to the boys.’

What does this mean? It means that everything is fake. Living fictionally becomes compulsory to
offer and receive this kind of service. A white light spread through my chest. At that point, safety, ethics
and the law were suddenly thrown out the window. During the past days, the conditions of living in reality
were too difficult to bear. Being in Yokohama had forced me to confront the poor and monstrous being
that | was in Bangkok. Then, all of a sudden, these things were suddenly required to disappear. Isn’t this a
salvage for a sunken dream? In some moments after finishing a film, in some sentences describing a
character’s life in literature, | wanted to be free from reality and myself. | wanted to become someone
else, someone better.

| sent my request to the LINE ID on the website. A response came with a few names of the male
friends that were available that night. After | had chosen one, | was sent a moderate amount of the terms
and conditions. We scheduled a meeting place and | had to let them know what | was wearing and a
signaling gesture to identify myself. Google Maps told me that it was only a ten minute walk to the pinned
location, which happened to be around the area where | had my first meal after arriving in Yokohama.

Sometimes | ask myself why everything seemed like it was scripted, or was this coincidence simply
the product of Japan’s more advanced urban planning and transportation system in comparison to
Thailand. Sometimes these sequence resembled a plot leading someone to their murder, robbery,
torture, Yakuza initiation or disppearance into a bizarre underworld of Japanese society. Still, | was
punctual. | stood smoking next to a 7-eleven and, soon, he walked up the steps from the underground
with his hands tucked inside his pockets. He seemed kind, smiley, lively and simple. All the scary things |
had imagined earlier were completely forgotten. | was about to turn into a baby lamb.

“Did you call2”
llYesll

His beady black eyes were calming to look at. His smile made me smile a little inside. Don't laugh.
Sensitivity strips us down to our pitiful minimum. He asked me what cigarettes | was smoking and acted
surprised that we smoke the same brand of cigarettes. “So sweet!” He giggled warmly.

| knew that he was working. Yet, | wasn't bothered that he was faking it. | thought he was good at
his job, similarly to how | felt when my colleagues produced good work for me. While we were crossing
the road, he shielded me from the traffic, cautioned me by putting his arms around my shoulders and
handling me here and there, as we tried to talk to each other in broken English. A short walk and we
reached a townhouse. He pressed the door code, showed me up the lift to the top floor, and held my
hand as we entered the room.

He took off his shoes and turned them outwards like most Japanese people do. | followed him
and he exclaimed, “Oh!”. Then he complimented the way | took my shoes off like he did, “Very good!”
Something along those lines. | was willing to be the child in his game. He closed the door and helped
me with my coat, hanging it neatly, tapping the dust off it a few times, and smiled at it in satisfaction.

“Sit here¢” He gently touched my back and invited me onto the sofa. | will try to recall our
conversation from memory. He started,
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: (silent) where are you from?

: I'm from California.

: Wow! Really? | used to live in California too. | studied there.

: Really? That explains how you speak
English very well. Where did you live in California?

: Too bad... | can’t really remember ...
| didn’t study for long and had to come back.

: Oh, | see.
: Oh! What’s your name?
: (I can’t remember what my name | had used)

:I’'m Suzumu. Nice to meet you.
Oh! What are you doing in Yokohama?

: Working.
: Work?
: Oh... I'm working at Kanawa theatre.

: Oh! Really? That theatre? Are you
an actor or a director? So interesting!

:I'm a dramaturg.
: Drama... Dramaturg?

s It’s umm... it’s like the
director’s friend, like his advisor.

: Advi... 2 Huh?
:Umm.. It’s like... like...the director’s teacher.

: The director’s teacher! Oh wow!
That’s great! I'm talking to
the director’s teacher!

: Ha... Yes.

: You know, I'm an actor too. I'm also a singer.
: Wow! Really?

: | dream of becoming a moviestar.
I’'m trying to learn, both acting and singing.
| can sing very well, you know?

: Really? That's great
: 1 wish | could perform at Kanawa theatre one day.
: Oh... Fighto!
: Ah... Fighto! It's the same word in English.
: Really?
: Ah, yes. Fighting. Fighto. The same.
: That’s good. We have a lot in common.
: Yes ... good luck with your dream!
: Yes!
Rea oA
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That’s all | could remember. The real thing was more like an attempt to converse in broken English.
Everything we intended to communicate had to be channeled through our tone of voice and
gesticulation. It transformed a mundane conversation into something strangely seductive. Simple
things became fascinating. The empty space and the categorial differences between us played an
unexpected role in enlivening our conversation.
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You won't be so happy when what you say is understood by Thai people. Japanese people wouldn’t
compliment their compatriots for taking off their shoes the Japanese way; rather, they might be
telepathically sneered at for not doing what they should. Our conversation took flight with the ‘mileage’
from perceiving the categorial differences we had between each other in that empty space; the
acceptance of incomprehension as the norm. When it seemed that we were starting to understand each
other, the empty space slowly dissolved into an embrace. Being able to feel the other person closer to
us is always a reward in communication. These embraces can only occur in the empty space between
cultures and, in some conversations humming across the planet, it is where some people can only
embrace each other.

Where are the ‘categorial differences’ or ‘empty spaces’ leading to those embraces? What exactly
are they?¢ Does it only happen with foreigners¢ Instead, the question should be: aren't we already and
‘categorially different’ to the things around us¢ So what makes it so hard for us to embrace the seemingly
familiare

The empty space is there but imperceptible (we are different but we don't know that we are). We
expect other things to be similar to us so we judge them on the basis of that similitude. But is it possible
for us to see the empty space, not only between the foreign but also the familiar? Is it possible for us to
embrace them once again?

-6-

Three months into 2018, up until the moment | am writing this, work has required me to travel once
a week to a different province. | found that these empty spaces existed everywhere between the bodies
we thought we were akin to, between objects we thought we were familiar with, between conversations
we thought was mundane.

| was staying in a Karen village cloistered between the valleys at the edge of Mae Hong Son. When
our mission was over, we wanted to dip our feet in a cold brook before departing.

: How do we go down to the brook?
: What?
: How do we go down? Which way?
: Oh. You go down.

:Umm... | mean, is there an easy path to go down,
somewhere not slippery?

: Oh. (Scratches her head) Over there.
By the cassava tree.

: Oh... What does a cassava tree look like?

How exciting when our simple sentences meant nothing to each other. My first question meant
nothing to the Karen woman. A city dweller looking for a constructed path or ‘steps; for their convenience,
which, to the Karen woman, was unnecessary if one wants to take a dip. Why ask how to get down? You
could go down anywhere if you wanted to. On the other hand, a legend like ‘cassava tree” meant nothing
to the city dweller who does not navigate with their memory of trees.

Hypothetically speaking, this empty space could emerge when a Karen elder asks a teenage city
dweller, ‘How do you use the internet¢” For the teenager, the scope of this question is so vague, so much
so it becomes meaningless. You just use the internet as it is. Use it for whatever you want. What do you
mean, how?

The Karens werent short, but they never smack their heads against the beams like the city dwellers
who came to stay at their house, crying pain every time they smack their heads on the wooden surface,
because they were not able to see as well in the evening light. For most of their lives, city dwellers are
more receptive to either the tungsten or neon light above their heads. The Karen’s wooden houses
weren't lit by electric bulbs hanging from the ceiling, but they were lit sideways. Their bodies and sight
were used to light that travelled from east to west and choreographed the way they bend their bodies in
their daily activities, as opposed to how city dwellers became disoriented without light shining above
their heads.

Karens don't weigh less than city dwellers, but their feet were fearless when treading on bamboo
floors across the valleys. A city dweller’s entire body tense up as they stood there and saw the entire
valley between the gaps in the bamboo floor. All they could think of was their feet breaking through the
bamboo and plunging into the depths of the valleys at any given moment. It was the strain of such vivid
imagination that heightened the chances of city dwellers to actually break the bamboo floor as they
rigidly stumble their way across them. At the same time, | can't imagine how stressful it must be for the
Karens to walk around in Siam Paragon.

Not only did our language differ but also every muscular culture throughout the entire lengths of
our bodies. Even when it looked like we almost understood each other, our bodies and minds were
grasping different meanings of things. Moreover, if | remember clearly, farmers greeted and acknowledged
each other from afar, whereas city dwellers pretend as if others weren't there even when their bodies
were crammed in the skytrain. The farmer’s ears could hear conversations happening across distances,
whereas city dwellers wouldn't hear what they didn’t want to hear inside a meeting room. An uncle felt
that he could taste the sweetness of the sunlight as he bit into his mango. He could control its sweetness
by understanding the rhythms of the sunlight brushing against the fruit; the wrinkled fingers of an elderly
woman dragging a small fishing net could feel what kind of fish was caught through the rhythms they yank.

The empty spaces in between all these things might seem miniscule when regarded at a distance
(for example, in the art world or international circuits). But it's possible that these small things play an
immense part in how everything communicates with each other, between you and me, between different
political groups. No different from the bacteria’s quality of life inside our guts that affects how we feel
physically and emotionally this morning and so it determines whatever was going to happen in your
afternoon meeting.
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In my conversation with my ‘male friend’, it was obvious that both of us lied about living in California.
| even lied about the dramaturg being the director’s teacher. As mentioned before, one of the policies
written on the website strictly told us to meet each other under false identities. This ‘falsification” insured
us that any possible risks of encountering our terrifying realities were eliminated.

What kind of night would this be for me if my job was really the director’s teacher in that theatre
and | happened to realise in the last few seconds that | was about to sleep with an actor who aspired
to act in that very same theatre? Yet it was impossible for these things to happen because none of it
was real. We both knew that this conversation was a service one was giving and receiving from the
other. Behind our falsified bodies lies no history that could culminate into any potential risks for this
relationship. A large empty space is created when the truth is removed. In that space, our bodies could
love or be broken many times over and the truth is still left unscathed®.

I know that it's easier to lie with words, but it's almost impossible to distort the truth that surfaces
on the body. We sweat when we run; our faces rigidify when we fake a smile; our pupils dilate when
watching a horror film—our bodies are transparent. But, tonight, as our bodies began to engage in a
physical relationship, | started noticing that | couldn’t read his eyes.

He asked to shower together. | stood paralysed on the spot as he was beaming with enthusiasm.
He taught me how to use mouthwash the way Japanese people do (or the way he did), and complimented
me for being able to follow his instructions. | started to relax a little, whereas he looked completely
relaxed already. But was that really so? | could feel that my body was disclosing my anxieties out in the
open, but | couldn’t tell if he was hesitant or mustering a huge amount of effort to interact with a body
like mine.

Have you heard of this phrase from a song lyric, "You bring out the best in me’¢ When two people
are in love, especially a new love, the reflection they see in each other’s eyes are always better than
reality. They would find the best parts of themselves other people or themselves haven't seen before
and, in turn, they would feel themselves anew. Weird. | was certain that there was no real love or desire.
The image of myself reflected in his eyes were not the best parts of me, but they were something |
didn’t know of before.

Ever since | can remember, there were some aspects of myself that | never wanted to see. | never
wanted to acknowledge this monstrous body | was living in. However, his touch made it more familiar;
my body took on meanings that grew out of his touch and the image reflected in his eyes. I'm not a
monster, but something nascent. It was a condition that liberated me from the poor, incompetent and
monstrous statuses | previously bore. It stripped me to just a body being touched.

Why? It was probably because his body and eyes told me nothing. There was a categorial
difference between us, unlike how Thai people or anyone living under the same kind of society are
mostly legible to each other. It was almost impossible for him to judge me™ because | was unequipped
with the right receptor to detect those kinds of information in the first place. That receptor is sensitive
to the cultural and environmental conditions that choreographed his body at molecular level, before
they manifest in the way he expressed himself through his gaze and emotions.

| was unable to see or touch the world he was living in, not to the extent that it reveals the
nuances transpiring between us. Similarly to how the cassava tree meant nothing for the city dweller’s
mode of navigation, he might have conveyed many terrible things that dissipated mid-air before it
reached me, and vice versa.

-8-

You might be ‘confronting” these letters as they pass through your eyes; they become sounds
ringing in your head. We taste, smell, see and capture the images of the things we face. Losing face,
growing thick or thin skins—the memories of these sensations gather and calibrate on our faces
more than anywhere else in the body". During rush hour, our limbs are squeezed together on a
packed sky train while our faces may never touch. We (city dwellers) refuse to get too acquainted
with ‘these people’ because there was no use for us to get to know them. In this context, our faces
act as our own “agents’ who could strictly accept or deny any forms of interaction coming our way.

He toweled me dry, took me to the bed and played music on his phone. Without any reluctance
about its significance, he started by moving his face to touch mine and kissed me.

In Thailand, | refuse to use my tongue or lips with any one-night-stand partners. Lips are
reserved for last. A kiss is expensive or it may not even be ‘for sale’ in a sexual service. In this kind of
relationship, we never really want a real human being we know or to bond with. All we want out of it
is a receptacle for sexual relief that feels like the body of a real human being. The tongue, lips and
face are loaded with meaning for a Thai person like me. But, for him, these parts meant something
categorially different. This meant that the kiss was immensely profound for me, even if he didn't feel
an ounce of it.

> Watch ‘Striking Vipers’, Black Mirror (2019) on Netflix, an episode about two friends who engage in gay sex as fictional characters in a virtual reality fighting
game similar to Street Fighter. But after a while, they start to feel uncomfortable with their virtual intimacy and some tension in their friendship arises as a
result. The ‘safety” that roleplaying offers might not always work in every condition. Knowing that my visit in a foreign country will only last for several days,
| know for certain that | won’t see him again, so the chances of forming intimacy with the real person are slim to almost impossible. But in “Striking Vipers’,
the two friends know of each other’s real identity and their real-life bond. As for me, we only know of each other through our fictional bodies while our real
selves are unacquainted; there is nothing that could make us fall for each other.

'6 Perhaps he doesn’t have any judgement at all? It’s possible that he is deeply loyal to his job that his real identity is completely suppressed during working
hours. This might be one of the core values passed down among generations of Japanese sex workers—the kind of ‘professionalism’ that goes beyond
anything we’ve ever imagined. Who knows?

71 you are blind, your perception relies on other senses to bring you the closest sensation to vision, such as smell or touch. You read with your fingertips,
not your face. Is it possible that your perception of the other’s identity shifts from the face or head to other parts that are less visible.
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But could it be that the meanings we individually associate with our tongue, mouth and face didn't
actually differ that much? The empty space might not have occurred there, but in between our
understanding towards this ‘service’ that meant something categorially different for Thai and Japanese
people (as well as other nationalities). This service might demand a larger responsibility for him compared
to what it demands for Thai people. The lips and face might have been, for him, just as important as it was
for me, hence it was important that they were used to initiate the service, as a sign of sincerity to his
valued customer.

But speculations aside, what really was the truth? We don’t know and probably never would. An
empty space in between us. That night ended with a farewell embrace. | never heard anything from
him again. As | am writing this now, the picture of him smiling had already disappeared from the
contents of my memory.

-9-

After my return from Yokohama, | realised that | no longer wanted to be ‘inside’ the art or theatre
circle, or any circles for that matter.

In the Thai academia circle, academics from big cities often debate with each other, publish
their works in journals, exhaust intellectual jargons, spiral around the same people and topics, and
worship the same gods, dead or living. We cling onto each other so tightly. For my teenage self, this
cycle became a model for the international culture of ‘academics’, those who produce knowledge
and collectively solve problems with other people.

There was a time when | desperately tried to be a part of it. And sometimes it felt like | was
doing everything but producing knowledge or collectively solving problems with other people. A few
days before finishing this piece, | walked out from Baan Pranee’s youth training centre. It was raining,
so | stood and read their display of the organisation chart. There were two positions written at the
bottom of the chart which reads, ‘Academic Specialist Expert’. | chuckled. | had only left these two
people a while ago. The form and content of their work, the manner and language they used, all of
these were not even close to those practiced within the culture of big city academics. While
professors in the city construct an atmosphere to establish themselves as the solid foundation for
the academic culture, the word ‘academic’ is unequivocally used by the government to describe
people whose works are entirely different. There are probably many people in this country who call
others ‘professor’ or ‘teacher’, despite being qualified differently to big city academics. At the same
time, ‘big city academics’ debate over what’s academic and what’s not, since all they could imagine
was how important a debate is. Even the word ‘academic’ for ‘academics’ living in the same state
pertains to different meanings. That debate one community deemed as important ceases to exist
when you look slightly beyond it.

This kind of thing tends to happen in all kinds of circles. Planting oneself too deeply into a
certain culture, becoming its ‘insider’, a ‘somebody’ or ‘something’, desensitises us from discerning
categorial differences even if it stood right before us. We might become a mono signal receptor only
able perceive things through the lenses that coarsen the entire world and confine them within the
meanings assigned by our culture. We might not be able to acknowledge that certain things exist at
all. For example, they might be a type of academic we don’t know so they’re a pseudo-academic, or
they might be a type of artist we don’t know so they're a pseudo-artist, or that animal might be a
type of animal we don’t know so it’s a pseudo-dog. That person didn’t argue with us because they
might have reasons we have yet to understand, so they're an asshole. That foreigner didn't shake his
head because it meant something we don’t know, so they shook their head in denial. Seeing the
world filtered through the lense of one’s own circle or culture does not leave any room for any
difference materialising before us.

We might not acknowledge that empty space when categorial differences are filtered to either

this or that through the lens of one culture. Empty spaces allow nascence to respire. We are
categorially different from each other. | hope you find both that empty space and embrace within it.
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