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Isan Bound:
Haunting Fantasies and the Violence of the City in
I-San Special and Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives

Chairat Polmuk

Abstract

This paper investigates the dynamism of urban-rural relations in two
contemporary Thai films: Mingmongkol Sonakul’s I-San Special (2002) and
Apichatpong Weerasethakul’'s Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives
(2010). These films narrate the journeys of their characters to the northeastern
region of the country known as Isan, profoundly revisiting conceptions of
urban space with haunting fantasies and histories of violence. Although set in
the present, the films allude to the historical context of the Cold War during
which Isan became the target of anti-communist policy, both by the
propagation of development discourse and direct military suppression. In I-San
Special, radio soap operas both represent the concepts of “modernity” and
“development” during the Cold War era and simultaneously serve as a means to
disseminate romanticized fantasies of the good life in rural areas. The
melodramatic conventions of the radio soap opera are bent, by the characters in
the film, through a camp performance featuring aesthetics of excess and role-

playing. The contemporary film thereby undermines the good-life fantasies
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perpetuated by Cold War development discourses that still haunt rural people.
In Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives, the violent history of anti-
communist purges during the Cold War is revisited through stories about
animals, ghosts, and rebirth. A trope of interspecies intimacy exposes processes
of ethnicization and dehumanization by which the state legitimates its power
to control the Lao-Isan ethnic group. The film revisits historical trauma in
order to criticize state power by invoking ghosts of the past to haunt the
present. Reconfigurations of urban-rural relations in both films thus share their
critiques of Bangkok-centric perspectives by reenacting episodes of violence
against the rural areas caused by processes of cultural assimilation and political

suppression.
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