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As If the Prison
Were a Play

written by

Chertalay Suwanpanich

translated by

Chertalay Suwanpanich

| was around eighteen or nineteen, studying in the final highschool year or freshly graduated? That | do not
remember well, but what is still vivid is the freshly-staged 2014 coup d’etat. A highschool girl about to embark
on her university life, | was surprisingly keen on politics despite growing up in the land where curiosity kills. |
scrolled through my phone and saw the news of Wolf Bride theater activists being jailed, faces of Kolf and Bank
filled my Facebook timeline, and so did my tears of rage.

Two to three years later, when | was still a university student, | shed tears once again upon seeing the news
of Kolf and Bank being released.

| graduated from university last year, and earlier this year when Kolf published All They Could Do to Us, |
couldn’t find the words to describe how excited | was. And, now, with the chance to write about her book, words
do not suffice, and admittedly, my attempt to express how remarkable and powerful All They Could Do to Us
might fall short from doing the justice it deserves.

My writing is a threat to prison security and maybe to the nation’s.
They want me to just read rather than pick up a pen and write.
(All They Could Do to Us, p. 129"

Above is one of the many gut-wrenching sentences from Kolf’s? book. It was not surprising that the writing
of the (former) lese majeste prisoner, imprisoned for performing a play, was seen as a ‘threat to security” in the
eyes of the state. But Kolf, who spent two years in prison and wrote a book about it, wrote away the allegations
of being a threat to security, wrote to the point where her humanity flourishes, until the faith in the Thai justice
system, if any is left, shatters into specks of dust. What remains are the questions pressed upon the heart of any
reader: in which nook or cranny has justice slipped away to, and how do we come to terms with living in a
society where such is reality?

" Further citations from this book will only include page numbers from now on.

2 Kolf’s full name is Prontip Mankhong but she is more known as “Kolf, The Wolf Bride” from all the news about her and how she refers to herself in the book. In this article,
| take the liberty to call her Kolf.
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A Demon-Skinned Human

We feel intimate with Kolf, at least as intimate as she permits through bits and pieces of her
experience recounted in the 852-page-long book. She tells us about her history, stories of her parents
who are farmers, being the eldest daughter who had to constantly look over her shoulder, or to put it
more accurately, over the prison walls, for the wellbeing of her family, her concern for her mother’s
feelings on seeing one’s daughter put in jail. She recounts (and also gossips about) her boyfriend who
paid constant visits, the clothes she wore in prison, the shower, food, weather, conversations with fellow
inmates, and wandering thoughts. All of this is what she lays bare. Her book is sincere and heartfelt.

Her story is narrated through the first-person pronoun ‘rao [157]’, an informal and intimate first
person pronoun in the Thai language, to reflect an equal position between the writer and the reader, as
opposed to other first-person pronouns such as ‘kha pa jao [fNW131]’ (a remarkably formal first-person
pronoun) or ‘chan [@u]" (a less informal pronoun but still more formal than ‘rao’). Kolf also puts across
the reason why she uses the pronoun rao, which in the Thai language does not only represent an informal
‘I" but can also mean ‘we’ depending on the context.

..because inside my bizarre conscience, it is not only | who exists

in this world. | always have a tiny demon and a small bird wandering
around with me, up until the time that I'm about to tell you,

when the little bird was taken away from my heart.

| was imprisoned. (p. 7)

Who goes around claiming that they have a tiny demon and a small bird wandering around with
them? Though befuddled at the unique revelation of her identity, the statement provokes rumination
and builds idiosyncrasy for the book. The creature which Kolf calls her ‘demon’ peeps in here and there
as Kolf tells her story. One instance is when the inmates cannot have lunch because the prison officers
tell them to line up in order. A fellow inmate tells her:

We were told to line up in order. The line must be straight. But what
straightness? | think they did too much marching and caught some
virus from that. Fuck. We're in jail and no one has eaten anything.
Luckily we had some bread left. But, you know, some people have to
work at the sewing machines from one till four in the afternoon—can

you imagine how starved they must be? (p. 575)

The demon peeps in upon hearing about the incident. The matter, as Kolf recalls, ‘wakes the demon
from its afternoon nap.” She decided to write a complaint to the prison. ‘They do not recognize us as
human beings. If | file a complaint, is anyone with me on this? | will write it myself,” Kolf suggests and adds,
‘let’s sign a petition. The demon proposes because it doesnt want to be the only one responsible if
something happens (p. 576). It is worth noting that the demon takes its presence when she thinks and
acts against the authority, when she reveals her greyscale thoughts and aspects of herself that ‘shouldnt
be.” This is the pattern wherein the demon always surfaces.

But her demon is sane and unreservedly human.

The demon is paradoxical to its name. When materialized, the creature is sincere to its humanness.
It does not wear a mask to cover its flaws, it admits to fears and unconventional thoughts; it exhibits the
behind-the-surface dimensions of a human being as opposed to the symptom of the Thai society,
where the hero is often blindly fabricated and put on an elusive pedestal. The demon is only a name for
the living part and parcel of a human and rather symbolizes a myopic society. ‘If the society sees me as
a demon then, okay, | will show them that | am. But do you see that I'm only a human being¢” The
message reverberates from Kolf's demon to reclaim and head-bump the hierarchical walls of the identity
forged and moulded by the authoritarian society that cages humanity in a box. Kolf inverts the
monopolized meaning of demon—hers is a human—as she does so with many things in her writing.

Unwashed hair and crumbled hopes

‘Wash your hair, and you will feel better.” At the time | was too saddened
to have a heart for that. | turned my head and lay down amid the loud
noise of the foreigner in the next cell who was whining for human rights,
telling the police to release him and that he had done nothing wrong.

| so wanted to tell the rice-water eyed that “this is Thailand,

human rights do not exist here.” But | was too dead tired. (p. 6-7)

A lot of people sent words of encouragement that the bail was in
process. But | knew by heart that | wouldn’t be bailed out. Everybody
knew that to be “accused of this kind of crime,” you would never get

a bail. And when you can't, you march straight into prison. Prison.

An actual prison. (Ah. Why didn’t | wash my hair¢ | should have.

Now it’s oily and it's annoying. Why didn’t | trust my experienced friend?)

(p. 9-10)
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Upon finishing the first chapter, tears filled my eyes. ‘How could | finish this book?” was what |
thought until | read the above sentence in parenthesis. It was both tears and titter. Kolf approaches
injustice with a sense of humour, with no pretension of remorse nor a call for sympathy. She simply takes
injustice as it is, knowing too well how the justice system treats human life. Why take what happened
seriously?¢ Why look at it through a somber lens? It might be better to equip yourself with some sense of
humour when the justice system clearly treats human lives as a joke.

After | finished the meal | went to sit under the same building

| sat under last night while the veterans came down to shower and eat.
Wow. This is just like a Chinese martial arts film-faster than light-open
the locker, change into sarong, take a shower, dress up, have dinner.

| really want to host a triathlon. The Ladyao prison members would
win the race. (p. 17)

The experience in prison is retold with a sense of humour, and throughout her work, the reader
also comes across her sense of cheerfulness in all the little things. As a disclaimer, this is not to reduce
the injustice that happened, the anxiety and pain rooted deep in the book, but Kolf illustrates the
durability of a human being whose confinement could not cause a detriment to her soul. Along the
account of her daily life inside prison, Kolf grew, her thoughts swooped and flew; prison became a space
for her to learn and critique society. Her personal accounts prove the personal and political to be
inseparable, and root out little faith that still lingers in the Thai justice system.

The case is not final yet. That means | get to go to court, and going to
court means | will get to see my friends, my mom, and | will get to talk
to my friends.

The first time | went to court and was put in jail, things got messy
because the subpoena arrived on Saturday and | had to go to court
on Monday. It meant | didn’t get to tell my relatives that | would go to
court on Monday. So how could anyone come visit me? Who would
know that | had to go to court? (p. 77)

When a case is not final yet, going to court is a process for the accused to negotiate and prove their
innocence. This is a bare minimum that one should be able to expect. But Kolf expects to ‘go see her
friends” and her concern is not about the case but about her ‘friends not coming to visit.” Her experience
with the Thai justice system is not about proving one’s innocence nor asking for justice, but to not
expect and let things go.

And the not-to-be-expected justice crumbles into fragments.

An empty gas tank, sticky rice with grilled chicken,
and that night the rain fell

The prison is such a hidden space, kept out of sight and our popular imagination about it is
limited. Society sees the prison as a redemptive or corrective space wherein the ‘wrongdoer’ ends
up. Even within the conversations about the prison we often hear more of the outcry for political
prisoners, but not the other lives behind bars. All They Could Do to Us expands the limits of our
imagination we have about prison, deconstructs and reconstructs our understanding of the human
lives whose winding pathways of life lead them into society’s forbidden place.

Tangkwa was jailed for burglary. What she stole was an empty gas
tank in front of a vacant house that belonged to a former judge.
She sold the tank for thirty baht® to buy sticky rice with chicken

for her three children. But she was reported to the police and

was imprisoned for three years. At first, she had to take sedatives
but now she doesn’t have to. Her life in jail is interesting; from being
mentally unstable, she gradually climbed up the social ladder to

being a stooge and, now, a black market merchant. (p. 637)

Tangkwa’s story is one of the many others that Kolf delineates. In a mere paragraph narrating
her story, Kolf shoves it in the face of the justice system that quantifies human life by looking only at
the book, but turns a blind eye towards the messy and tangled life histories that mired them into
‘wrongdoing’.

My sentence is twenty five years. | still have many more times to
take the test. This is how it is, being a chan lew 4 prisoner. (p. 711)

Above is Thom's words, another fellow inmate from Kolf’s book. Thom was imprisoned together
with her son, Stang, for drug dealing. The test she refers to is the test to level up her prisoner class,
from chan lew to the intermediate class. As popular imaginations shape social perception, the mere
mentioning of the word ‘prisoner’ triggers hatred, anxiety, and terror. Thom who belongs to the ‘lew’

3 Thirty Thai baht is equivalent to around 1 USD
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or ‘wretched’ class prisoners might precisely conjure up the public fantasy of inmates, if not for her life
story that Kolf recounts:

Last time | was jailed for three years. It was a small amount of drugs.
| didn't want to sell drugs anymore and | got a job as a dishwasher in
a department store. But, you know, you're not paid for the first
month but you still need the money to go to work. In the morning
my boyfriend would ride his motorbike to drop me off before he
went to his workplace. | didn't have any money on my first day of
work. | ate free lunch at the restaurant and packed a meal from

the restaurant to take home. But that evening it was pouring.

| didn’t have any money to get home and my boyfriend kept me
waiting. | didn’t have a phone. So | turned to the colleagues and
asked whether someone could lend me twenty baht and | would
return it tomorrow. No one lent me the money, can you believe
that? That night | walked under the rain with the packed meal in

my hand for my kid. | walked seven kilometers, crying the whole

way back home. (p. 711-712)

The night Thom walked under the rain with the packed meal in her hand was her turning point. She
got back to drug dealing. “I didn’t know what to do. My stomach was empty and | had to raise my kid,”
Thom explained her circumstance which eventually landed her a twenty-five-year sentence and being
classified as a chan lew prisoner. The life stories of the lawbreakers recounted in Kolf’s work deconstruct
the normative moral boundary carelessly marked by the rigid legal system. The book disembowels the
Thai justice system that criminalizes poverty, repaints the imagery of the evil prisoner, and sheds light
onto the pathways of inequality that is part and parcel of the criminal justice system.

Photo by Chertalay Suwanpanich

Microcosm of the Thai society

All They Could Do to Us extends not only the reader’s imagination about the prisoner but also the
prison space and its existence in and of itself. The book drizzles onto the blaze of modern means of
punishment, posing a question into the meaning and validity of the prison. In Thailand, just like other
places with the prison as the modern form of punishment, there are two principal perceptions toward
the prison: the prison as a restorative and a retributive space. The former aims to transform, restore and
give chances to prisoners while the latter aims to punish those who have ‘wronged’ and put them in a
confined space. At times, both meanings overlap, but what is inlaid is the perception of the prisoner as
‘the Other’ that must be put away, not to be contaminated with ‘normal” people. The book subverts that
notion and reveals prison to be a space no different from society at large.
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..to conclude, the three new prisoners are royals, their surnames

are telling of their aristocratic lineage. The three are imprisoned for
fraudulence worth hundreds and thousands of millions baht from the
banking system. They are classified as patients so they get to sleep in
the nursing room without showing any signs of illness, unlike other
prisoners. They also get to spend longer time with their visitors in the
morning round, so long that other earlier visitors are eliminated from
their slot... (p. 517)

What Kolf tells the reader here is no different from the Thai society outside the carceral space;
both operate on hierarchy and nepotism. Social status and money makes one more comfortable in
prison, much more than those without it. The three aristocratic prisoners even say that being in prison
makes them learn about ‘peace’, even though the peace is unaffordable by most of the population in
confinement.

I'm very frustrated. Sure, you feel peaceful cause you fuckin” get to live
comfortably, sleep on a proper bed, get a proper shower, someone

who irons for you and two rounds of visitors while others live like animals.

| wanna raise my hand and ask them but they won't let me speak anymore...
(p. 682)

Words pour out of ‘Aunty C’, Kolfs fellow inmate who recounts the story of the three privileged
prisoners whose quality of life in prison differs, as summer and freezing winter, from poor mothers with
children, those without relatives and without money, all who have to work in prison to be able to afford
life in prison. Some prisoners even have to work in order to have enough money for their transportation
fare back home once they get out of prison.

‘Kolf, can | ask you something? And | won't ask for anything from you again.’
Those eyes and voice worry me before | turn to ask what she wants.

‘There is a mother with an infant. That one.” Ploy describes the mother
with her eyes still fixed on me. | look over her and see a girl who seems
like she’s never had a baby before, carrying a red newborn in her arms.
| nod and meet with Ploy’s eyes.

‘She doesn’t have anyone and it seems like her baby’s weak. Can you also
buy milk for her?’ (p. 324)

Such is an instance of life in prison of the underprivileged. Even quality milk is not provided for
babies whose economic caste punishes the minute they enter this world. In prison, only those with
money have access to basic necessities a human being is entitled to have. Confinement as the endgame
of justice penalizes unevenly, the prison is classist and hierarchical, no different from society at large.
Unsurprisingly, norms in prison are the norms of the Thai society.

People shoot the breeze when they’re just sitting still. This is normal.
But today is Monday. A workday. We're told not to walk around and lay
down with our faces almost on the ground, or to grovel on our knees
all the time. ‘Nannies’ are the prisoners whom the officers assigned to
monitor other prisoners. ‘Workers” are those who help in prison cells,
these are the people that must crawl on their knees to the officers ...
(p. 27)

Grovelling is a normal practice in prison, even sitting on a chair at the same level as the officer is
out of the ordinary. What is even more out of this world is the expectation that the prisoner will ‘learn’
and not reoffend once they get out of prison, as the slogan ‘return good people to society’ Thai prisons
often promote. When inmates are not treated as human beings in the first place, why assume the prison
to be a space for justice and terminal of the vicious loop of reoffense?

Inversely, as from head to toe and black to white, the prison perpetuates norms and practices that
are the roots of inequality and crime. Poverty still inflicts scars and the class system operates in full
steam. The prison becomes an a space antithetical to justice, as Kolf states in her book: ‘It underscores
the defeat of lots of people who comfort themselves by saying, “No matter how rich you are or even if
you're the king of kings, if you commit something wrong, you can't escape” (p. 683). This conjures up
a fallacy that ‘no matter how rich you are, you cannot take money with you when you're dead.” Truly,
you cannot take money with you when you're dead, but while living, conditions of life of the haves and
haves-not are like heaven and abyss. The prison realm remains a microcosm of the drastically lopsided
Thai society.
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Dramatic Arts of the Prison

Today’s shooting took almost six hours, this is counted from my

feelings and inexact time. The outcome was that someone got home
with pink eyes and they deposited two thousand baht in my account.
| don’t know whether it was out of pity or because we clicked. (p. 52)

Kolf describes the situation when soldiers and police officers came to talk to her in prison as a
‘shooting’. Upon a few instances in her book, she refers to some incidents in prison as drama and inserts
drama scripts as part of her storytelling. The analogy between the prison and drama motivates me to
look into the link between the two. Before the inception of the modern prison as we know it — the
quantifiable punishment which calculates time or fine in proportion to the level of crime committed-
punishment was corporeal. It was whipping, decapitation or hanging, often done in front of the crowd.
Such physical punishments are studied by historians, some of whom compare the punishment with
‘stage play,” whereby the crowd played the role of denouncing the punished and of realizing the severity
of the crime, while the punished play the role of the repentant criminal who is defeated by the sovereign
(The Prison and the American Imagination, 2009). The comparison of the pre-modern punishment as a
stage play extends the meaning of punishment and law as we often see it. The power of the law does not
only rely on the written text but also on the myth, through punishment as dramatic arts, reproducing
fear and perception of right and wrong. The Prison and the American Imagination, a book that explores
the history of imagination about American prison, discusses punishment as a stage play as follows:

The spectacle of the scaffold was a ceremonial designed to make
everyone aware, through the body of the criminal, of the unrestrained
presence of the sovereign. (The Prison and the American Imagination, p. 7)

The spectacle of the scaffold or public punishment continued in Europe up until the 18th century
when many English historians recorded that the spectacle no longer functioned to create fear. It was no
longer an efficient ‘stage play’ for the sovereign to assert power since the prisoner did not play according
to their role. They did not show regret but encountered the execution without fear, and the crowd
began to cheer rather than condemn the prisoner.

This is a pathway to the modern punishment-the prison-to replace the spectacle of the scaffold
whose meaning no longer stood its ground. The prison thus carries on the role of the punishment before
the crowd as a ‘spectacle of power’.

Such a dramatic history of prison asks for an inspection of the prison scene in the Thai context. On
stage, the justice system is the prison that excludes and confines ‘criminals,” but behind the scenes is the
system that criminalizes the poor without taking into account their life histories. All as if the justice
system is a blockbuster film for this society to fantasize that justice exists and to scare off those who
might challenge the state authority. But once the prison is seen as a spectacle for that state to assert its
power, not a tool for maintaining justice, and if one only defies to act the assigned role, the power of the
state is then subverted.

“It’s not appropriate”. | shouldn’'t have smiled after | heard my two-year
sixth-month sentence. But | couldn’t help it. At least it’s not five years,
it's a decent amount of time to learn things from now on. | can’t escape
and can only learn to live with it. (p. 191)

Kolf was scolded by an officer, saying that she shouldn’t smile after she heard her sentence. But for
her there was no need to act the supposed role of repentance, to be in line with the script of the legal
system. Her defiance to act reverberates, not only in the excerpt, but throughout her book. Even when
there was a royal pardon for convicts, this is what she writes:

But for me, | wish there wouldn’t be a royal pardon. Because if there is,
it means | have to go home sooner. Many of my works are still here and
| can't find someone to bring them out for me. Some of my works are
unfinished, the Thai headdresses, the buddha images and paintings that
I've only just started. (p. 804)

As if prison were only a play, she subverts its meaning and the presumption that confines her to a
mere victim tormented during her time in prison. Rather, Kolf asserts that even in confinement she can
learn and flourish. Nothing is more powerful than when she proceeds with the royal pardon because she
‘was asked to’, and when someone questions what she ‘thinks of the sentence’, she only says:

If the court says it's wrong then it’'s wrong. I'm glad with the sentence | got.
(p. 367)

‘If the court says it's wrong then it’s wrong’. The sentence means nothing more than the assertion
of the court’s authority, which is part and parcel of the spectacle of the Thai state, emptied of humanity
nor legitimacy. ‘If the court says it's wrong then it's wrong’ simply means nothing more than that.
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‘Take them away and I'll write again’

| believe that we, as a society, are not too naive to think that integrity is always upheld behind the
curtain, but we would like a large stage reassuring us that justice is virtually carried out and we are wired to
forget that the space and lives behind the curtain are much larger than the stage itself. | started off reading
All They Could Do to Us with that in mind — that the space behind was much larger and | was prepared to
thread through the woven words and, once again, to feel helpless and hopeless about human beings who
are cogs for the theatre machine to run on. To look at and accept this reality is dispiriting, at times it feels
like grappling a way to survive.

But confronting and living with the reality of injustice is an ethical burden one must take. All They
Could Do to Us piles up histories of lives behind the stage, but it does not only barge in with truthfulness,

Kolf also shows an artistic way to live, telling us that we can live with this reality, smirk and laugh at it, and
waddle through it with a good sense of humour.

“They want me to just read rather than pick up a pen and write,” Kolf writes. Upon finishing this book
and this article, | am certain that if a pen can create even a ripple in the ocean or a breeze in the universe,
just as this book does so. ‘Take them away again and I'll write again,” Kolf recalls when her stationery was
confiscated in prison, and like she says, she would write again, and again, and again. The world does not
turn upside down overnight, but accepting reality, learning and unlearning, as Kolf demonstrates throughout

her book, is integral to change. And change is nothing but genuine storytelling; challenge to power is none
other than the act of telling untold stories.
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