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Leaving Spaces
for the Unruly

written by

Wirunwan V. Pitaktong

translated by

Wirunwan V. Pitaktong

“Could you just...cover my whole face? And press harder...with some commitment | mean.”

| found myself lost in the vocabulary of the body, as | coyly searched for words to describe to a near
stranger—"How | would like to be touched?’

Following my instruction, he lifted his palms up with hesitance, and pressed against my face with more
force. | resisted to feel the pressure that was done with the requested commitment that | began to see
stars. We were part of a workshop with ‘Somatic Practice’ as the subject, something | never heard of at the
time. So there | was, sitting across from a stranger, with his sweaty hands against my sweaty face.

The exercise first asked us to verbally described that preference, and the next asked us to only use
our bodies to communicate. The workshop then consisted of reluctant touches and some confused and
curious expressions. | was initially cautious as | heard and learnt that theoretically touches could ‘trigger’
the memory of a more violent bodily reluctance | experienced. Let’s not avoid the word, | thought | would
be reminded of rape. | delivered the R word of Rape with such banality, not because it was a light matter,
but because, with time, | digested and crystallized this mutinous blob and labelled it with that R word. The
term only became a convenient description of an incidence that for a period of time mattered and
destroyed. Now | looked at that blob from a distance. It was still disobedient, but in my feelings, it was
distant; it was dead.

"How would | like to be touched? The question rang in my ears because no one, not my ex-partner,
ever asked me such question. But it was exactly in the absence of the question that | was able to answer
the opposite, how | would not like to be touched. While my eyes traced the outline of the map hung on the
wall behind him, | remembered how | watched my flesh and his engage in a proclaimed physical act of love.
My lips refused to part each other, but | watched and watched. Since touch did not generate pleasure, the
question was not so much ‘How would | like to be touched?’ but more so ‘How do I/How could | like being
touched?’
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| was used to watching my body responding to stimuli. This body had been a container that holds
some functional organs and some abstract entity that philosophers write books about. The question
confused me since for the first time | was asked to consider my body beyond a mass of flesh. As the
workshop continued with discussions, | quietly grazed, pinched, squeezed, grabbed, jabbed parts of
my body, wondering if which were how |, my body, would like to be touched. | didn't know. | didn’t quite
remember what | was saying; for one thing | was feeling fine, but | remembered how my body suddenly
trembled and it cried wet tears. | inhaled deeply in an attempt to control, but my shoulders continued
to heave and toes continued to clench. Just as | did not know how | would like to be touched, | did not
know why | could not stop my body. In that moment, it was uncontrollable. It was unruly.

Photo by Wirunwan V. Pitaktong

* %k %

A few months later, | would fly to reunite with my ex-partner, who was also the ‘abuser.” We had
cut ties a year prior as a mutual agreement so that both of us could have spaces to heal and to salvage
what was left of our friendship.

We had met in the United States, where | spent my college years. At the time of our reunion, |
moved back to Bangkok and he moved to another country for work. During the time that | participated
in the Classroom of Storytellers” workshops and worked as storytellers during the Ghost:2561 exhibition,
| was introduced to glimpses of the ‘art world’-the manifestation of art in its different mediums and
forms, the possibilities of exploration that this realm could offer, and also its undeniable inner-working
politics. When | visited Him, | was in the middle of quitting my full time office job to a part time employee
so that | could earn more time to explore this new territory. We spent brief two days trying to

encapsulate what had happened in the time apart from how our family was doing, how he felt about
the new city and job, our new romantic prospects, gossips of mutual friends, and so on. Underlying
those questions were our attempts, or at least mine, to reconfigure our relationship as for the first time
in years | saw Him as him, a person, a friend, not just an abuser.

* % %

He was everything. He was my partner, abuser, best friend, nemesis, punching bag, child, etc. He
had never hit me per se, but violence manifested itself in many ways. It lived in the imposed silence; it
lived in the air. | was unable to say, call, explain what had happened, let alone comprehend what |
learned later to be called ‘trauma.’

It was my therapist who listened to my confusion for quite some time that suggested me to
consider if this relationship was ‘fair.” But what is fairness in something so unquantifiable? | listened to
the conversations about justice, especially in feminism, that were floating and dynamic in the liberal
arts college | was in, and | gradually learned and studied the vocabulary of abuse. The terms provided
me clarity. By assigning names to each confusion, feeling, character, situation, they helped me grasp
the entangled blob. | felt like | had finally found my ‘home,” and from there | took solace in this newly
acquired language.

Rage seeped in and replaced confusion. | was enraged at the rape, the person, the system, the
silence. To be enraged is to be courageous, to be rebellious, to be alive. That was how | marked my
existence, with rage and defense, against Him. Demanding justice from the abuser, and the oppressive
system that molded him, had become my mission. | participated loudly in the movements, actively
joined conversations, studied the new language fiercely and was adamant in teaching others, men
especially.

| sought for and found solidarity in stories in both the reality of those around me and of the
fictional characters. In The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, written by Junot Diaz, | was struck by a
scene in which Beli, the mother of the protagonist, was beaten and left in the jungle. The part reads:

Like Superman in Dark Knight Returns, who drained from an entire jungle
the photonic energy he needed to survive Coldbringer, so did our Beli
resolve out of her anger her own survival. In other words, her coraje
saved her. Like a white light in her. Like a sun. She came to in the
ferocious moonlight. A broken girl, atop broken stalks of cane.

Pain everywhere but alive. Alive.
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My pain was trivial compared to Beli’s, but to me this very paragraph sparkled with the magic |
needed to ignite the ‘white light” in me. Her coraje saved me, too. | adopted this Spanish word
defined as both courage and rage to define how | would feel alive.

Even though he apologized a thousand times over, and repented his wrongdoings with sincerity,
he was still the abuser. Once | screamed at him, “You will never know what it felt like to be raped”,
and | learnt that day he knew. He was raped, too, a long time ago. Before that outburst, | was the
victim, and he the abuser. But now it seemed we were both victims in this larger and more complex
universe of abuse. | felt compassion towards his experience, but | struggled to reconcile this
compassion and the rage | held so dear. Flipping through my hard-earned dictionary, | found no
appropriate syntax. Again, what is fairness¢ The blob | had carefully unbraided and categorized
contended me with its unrestrained strings. The terms | learned no longer matched their signified
and | was once again with no language.

After graduation | moved back to Bangkok, home as | called it.

| had changed in those years abroad, but sometimes | did not register that others did too.
Home continued its life with my absence, and my reappearance was a strange encounter. | felt like
an alien to them, and they aliens to me.

There was no surrounding conversations about ‘justice” as | knew it. My dad was the sort of
male baby boomer memes made fun of and even hated on, and nobody was interested in talking
about feminism. There was no protest, no anger, no grief. Home was a place of comfort and comfort
was associated with familiarity. Bangkok with its ever-changing physical landscape, politics, and the
now-foreign family was no longer a home in that sense.

“I don't like it here,” | told my mom.

“Why?”

“No one understood me. It’s like we speak different languages.”
“Learn then. Idk.”

Her comment might have been nothing but a terse response to brush off the now-sorta-
Americanized daughter who-just-came-back-from-abroad, but she wasn't wrong.

In ‘The Silence: The Legacy of Childhood Trauma’ published in the New Yorker, Junot Diaz, the
creator of my beloved character, Beli, wrote about how he created a strong ‘mask’ to protect him
from the experience being raped as a boy. However, he also mentioned how he also mistreated his
ex-partners along the journey of his self-recovery. The article prompted a discussion. While some
applauded him for his bravery to come out as a male victim, many, especially women, called him out
for his mistreatment of past partners.

The story was all too familiar. He was a victim, but also an abuser who perpetrated the cycle.
Again, | felt compassion towards him, but also towards his past partners who were hurt like me, like
Beli. But having compassion for abusers whom | was supposed to be protesting against felt like a
betrayal to my very self.

The acquisition of feminist confidence, to become that sort of girl or woman,
the wrong sort, the bad sort, the one who speaks her mind, who writes her
name, who raises her arm in protest, is necessary for a feminist movement.
But of course being the wrong sort does not make us right. Much injustice

can be and has been committed by those who think of themselves as the
wrong sort: whether the wrong sort of women or the wrong sort of feminists.
There is no guarantee that in struggling for justice we ourselves will be just.

We have to hesitate, to tamper the strength of our tendencies with doubt;

to waver when we are sure, or even because we are sure. A feminist movement
that proceeds with too much confidence has cost us too much already.

We falter with feminist conviction. As we must.

In my #metoo demands, | rallied for justice by being against Him. To be against something by
situating myself on the opposite transfixed me in a rigid position. | could either be enraged or be
compassionate. While | was able to hold him accountable by calling him an abuser, because of the
binary nature of the language, | also assigned myself a position of the victim. Such language left no
room for the in-betweens or the nuances. Our whole beings were then subsumed by those specific
roles, and there left no room to doubt, to question, to waver, to imagine.

With the binary narrative, the tone of my #metoo turned into the crucification of men, the
obliteration of another. However, as you now know, in this line of logic he (both my ex and Junot) was
not just an abuser, but also a victim. Do | completely disregard his experience as the abused?
Wouldn't that make me an abuser as well¢ In this language, we are trapped.

| ' was the ‘wrong sort, the bad sort.” | called Him out, | spoke up, | spoke my mind, | raised my
arms in protests, | took up spaces, |... etc. Being the wrong sort wasn’t wrong, but it was not always
right either. By being the antithesis, the opposite, | still grant the dominant authority the power to
dictate what | could or could not be, thereby affirming the hierarchy of the system that govern and
regulate. By being the antithesis, instead of being subversive, | became, rather, a mere reflection of
the other.

My mother’s comment stuck with me. What | meant by ‘No one understood me” was that | also
did not (try to) understand others. We really were speaking different languages. In search for a home,
the familiar and the comfort, | sought for the whispers of languages | was already fluent in, whether
that be English in the literal sense, or the ‘radical” activism | was accustomed to. Languages assign
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words to capture and represent complex concepts, but behind a single word lives the
incomprehensible, the things left unsaid. ‘No one understood me,” was a false statement. In fact, |
was the one who did not see the gaps, the breach, the possibilities in the languages unknown to me.

Of course, one must have some sort of words and labels in order to communicate, but the
system, the oppression, fairness, relationships were intricate. They were all entangled blobs. It is
important to be aware that we do not strip off the complexities in our attempt to tame the blob of
its vigorous unruliness in order to appease our own anxieties; to never settle with a language so as
to struggle for and in that wiggle room that allows for the cracks and the uncertainty, and hence the
possibilities to imagine. Home, then, may not be the comfort of the familiar, but the capacity and
willingness to persist and thrive in the unknown. Courage, then, may not be being ‘the wrong sort,’
but to have radical compassion that extends even to those that incite rage in us. To recognize the
incomprehensible, the peculiar, the in-betweens, we have to embrace that unruliness in our
willingness ‘to falter, as we must.’

Our brief reunion was, at times, but expectedly, awkward. We never directly addressed what
had happened, from the incidents, the mess afterwards, to the abrupt break of our communication.
| told him about the struggles of #adulting in my nine-to-five job, he told me about the silly jokes his
students made in classes. They were indeed mundane stories, but probably exactly because they
were mundane with no tint of the unpredictable outbursts or the hurt olympics we would compete
with each other in, | felt a sense of calm. He was still the abuser in this story, but for a long time my
existence, whether as a hurt victim or even as a rageful survivor, orbited around him. To be able to
see him as a person of stories, memories, and flaws beyond just an abuser was one thing, but for the
first time, | did not tie my being with his. He was no longer the center | revolved around. | was free.
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Goodbyes were never like movies where two handsome protagonists lingered to exchange
poignant looks. We gave each other a hug, talked a bit, and bid farewell.

As we parted and | finally sat alone at the gate, | could feel the tension in my arms, the twitches
at the tips of my fingers, the tickles at the corners of my lips, the warmth of my insides. It was not the
kind of happiness you jumped and screamed with glee. It was, | assumed, intense joy that was so
overwhelming that it distilled into tears. | cried and cried and cried. | covered my face and pressed
my palms hard on my face, the way | told that stranger in the workshop months ago. | still did not
understand what all of this was, but | no longer tried to control. | welcome it and let it be.

| wiped my face clean, and waited to board the plane, ready to go home.
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