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My dissertation is an attempt to reframe political impasses and historical 

frictions in the aftermath of the Cold War through the lens of affect. Focusing 

on Southeast Asia as a prime locus of Cold War epistemic and geopolitical 

violence, the project delineates sensory experiences of Cold War atrocities and 

their continuing impacts in the present. Each chapter tracks mobilizations of 

affect in the domains of politics and cultural production, ranging from an 

enduring sense of left melancholia to post-socialist revolutionary pathos, from 

regionalist euphoria to transnational humanitarian sentiments. The archive for 

this study consists of literary and visual materials produced from the late 

1980s to the 2010s. I call this post-Cold War archive “atmospheric” for its 

potential to forge an affective engagement with past violence across time and 

space. 

Central to my inquiry into a post-Cold War politics of affect is how Buddhism 

as a vernacular discourse of Cold War histories informs aesthetic mediations 

of the material and affective residues of wartime atrocities. Specifically, I focus 

on how Southeast Asian writers, filmmakers, and artist bring Buddhist-

derived notions of ephemerality and continuity to bear on the atmospheric 

configurations of the Cold War in their artistic practices and oppositional 

politics.  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Introduction

Conjuring Post–Cold War Atmospherics

“Conjuration” signifies…the magical incantation destined to evoke, to bring 
forth with the voice, to convoke a charm or a spirit. Conjuration says in sum 
the appeal that causes to come forth with the voice and thus it makes come, by 
definition, what is not there at the present moment of the appeal.

–– Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx  

Toward an Affective History of the Cold War
�

In his 2006 film, All that’s solid melts into air (Karl Marx), the Lao artist in 

diaspora Vong Phaophanit combines Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s 

atmospheric characterization of modern experience with the Buddhist 

doctrine of impermanence to explore the ephemeral condition of socialist 

modernity in post–revolutionary Laos. Shot entirely in the UNESCO World 

Heritage city of Luang Prabang, the film brings this Marxist–Buddhist 

conception of melting time and space to bear on the ideological, economic, 

and geopolitical transitions following the dissolution of communism 

worldwide in the late 1980s and the country’s implementation of liberalized 

economic and diplomatic policies in the early 1990s. Reflecting on the 

decaying state of Lao socialism, Vong’s film shifts from iconic images of Lao 

temples to vignettes of Buddhist ruins and abandoned graveyards. In one 



sequence, the camera proceeds through a deteriorating Buddhist meditation 

hall as Vong’s voiceover recites a text (originally written in English by the 

filmmaker’s partner and collaborator Clair Oboussier and translated into Lao 

by Soradet Bannavong): “He wrote that human societies cannot tolerate such 

ephemeralness.” The crumbling meditation hall is gradually superimposed by 

a newly restored one and the voiceover continues: “The Lao say that in order 

to create something, you must lose something” (fig. 1-4). In dramatizing the 

dialectical tension between loss and recovery, between preserving and letting 

go, the film captures an intensifying sense of melancholia that permeates the 

post–Cold War landscape as Marxist–inspired revolutionary desires and 

utopian dreams crumble.

             Fig. 1-4: Buddhist/post–socialist ruins as a site of loss and recovery
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The superimposed images of the wounded and the repaired architectural 

surfaces in Vong’s film materialize the affective leftovers of the Cold War and 

foreground its temporal uncanniness. While the reconstructed meditation hall 

suggests the inevitability of change and transformation, the lingering feeling 

of loss continues to haunt the new regime of progress and memorialization in 

post-socialist Laos. The revolutionary past’s intolerable ephemerality, both as a 

material condition and an ideological aspect, still imposes its historical 

demand upon the present. Situated within the global and local histories of 

revolutionary ruin, this temporal uncanniness resonates with Harry 

Harootunian’s description of the “assault on the temporal order” that resulted 

from the collapse of the Berlin Wall, an epochal marker of the end of the Cold 

War in the West: 

Once socialism collapsed, forfeiting the promise of a better future, new 
fundamentalisms and nativisms driven by an adherence to mixed messages 
turned to ambiguous traditions in order to respond to the misfortunes of the 
present and acknowledge the bankruptcy of a future that had once offered it 
the perspective of anticipation.  1

In Harootunian’s articulation of post–Cold War temporalities, the present is 

always already in decay and the future remains in “indefinite deferral.”  2

 Harry Harootunian, “Remembering the Historical Present,” Critical Inquiry 33, 3 1

(Spring 2007): 472–473. 

 Ibid., 472. 2
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Buddhist conceptions of time, as Vong’s atmospheric imagination exemplifies, 

offer a unique configuration of temporal corruption and deferral, creating an 

irreconcilable tension between ephemerality and endurance as an experience 

of historical existence. As a feature of aesthetic mediation, the Buddhist 

temporal imagination presents a unique mode of reanimating and reinhabiting 

Cold War ruins––concrete yet ethereal, uncanny and intimate, belated but also 

becoming. 

The Buddhist–inflected temporal structure and affective economy of the 

post–Cold War ethos are the problematics I set out to elaborate in this present 

study. How can we take into account a unique sense of time—one that is at 

once ephemeral and enduring—as it has become one of the defining features 

of the post–Cold War structure of feeling? What are the aesthetic forms of such 

vernacular temporal imagination? How do the filmic, literary, and visual 

materials that have emerged out of the waning of a future–oriented genre of 

revolutionary narratives reimagine the temporal and affective structure of 

post–Cold War political impasses and historical frictions? At the heart of this 

project is an attempt to write an affective history of the Cold War through film, 

literature, and visual culture. This affective account of the Cold War and its 

afterlife aims to challenge and expand the long–standing conceptual 

framework of “left melancholia,” or what Wendy Brown describes as a 
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“mournful, conservative, backward-looking attachment to a feeling, analysis, 

or relationship that has been rendered thinglike and frozen in the heart of the 

putative leftist.”  Shifting attention from the landscape of melancholic fixation 3

and nostalgic attachment to familiar forms of left radicalism in the West,  this 4

project focuses on the politics of affect in Southeast Asia, a regional entity 

largely constructed during the Cold War, where the non-nostalgic and more 

elastic notions of left melancholia have been mobilized against the state-

sanctioned neutralization or erasure of leftist history.  Working across socialist 5

and nonsocialist countries in which left radicalism failed or was brutally 

suppressed, my analysis maps localized genealogies of left melancholia and 

examines how they resurface in critical and creative guises in contemporary 

visual and literary cultures. 

The fact that Southeast Asia is indeed the Cold War’s “heated” 

battleground––a locus of both epistemic and political violence––complicates 

the way we think about melancholic attachment to the spectral traces of 

 Wendy Brown, “Resisting Left Melancholy,” boundary 2 26, 3 (Fall 1999): 21-22. 3

 See also, Charity Scribner, Requiem for Communism (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 4

2003), for a discussion on nostalgias for conventional leftist notions of solidarity and 
radicality in the former Eastern Bloc. 

 For a study of the Cold War epistemological and political construction of Southeast 5

Asia, see Benedict Anderson, The Spectre of Comparisons: Nationalism, Southeast Asia, 
and the World (London: Verso, 1998). 
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revolutionary ruin and the temporal structure of historical affect. In this 

project, I excavate and dissect the melancholic residues of the Cold War in 

Southeast Asian films, literary texts, photographic records, curatorial practices, 

and religious narratives produced or enacted between the 1990s and the 2010s. 

Bearing witness to pervasive atrocities such as anticommunist killings and 

genocide that mark the specificities of the region’s Cold War history, these 

aesthetic mediations of the affective residues of war constitute a unique 

archive of historical injury that remains understudied in scholarly writing on 

Cold War geopolitics, ideology, and cultural politics.  In each of these visual 6

and textual materials, turbulent episodes of the Cold War ranging from the 

anticommunist killings in Thailand to the Cambodian genocide, from the 

legacy of the U.S. bombing Laos and Cambodia to the subsequent mass 

emigration of Southeast Asian populations in the aftermath of the Vietnam-

American War, resurface as belated testimony to the unaccounted and 

unmourned losses incurred by Cold War atrocities. My analyses of films, 

video art, and installations by artists such as Apichatpong Weerasethakul, 

Rithy Panh, Vandy Rattana, Allan Sekula, Xaisongkham Induangchanthy, 

 For recent works on these subjects, see Albert Lau, ed., Southeast Asia and the Cold 6

War (New York: Routledge, 2012); Tony Day and Maya Liem, eds., Cultures at War: 
The Cold War and Cultural Expression in Southeast Asia (Ithaca, New York: Southeast 
Asia Program, Cornell University, 2010); and Tuong Vu and Wasana Wongsurawat, 
eds., Dynamics of the Cold War in Asia: Ideology, Identity, and Culture (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). 
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Vong Phaophanit, and Tada Hengsapkul, and poetry by Southeast Asian 

writers in diaspora such as Mai Der Vang, U Sam Oeur, and Bryan Thao Warra 

map the vicissitudes of post–Cold War melancholia in relation to experiences 

of temporal disjuncture and geographical dislocation. 

I use the notion of “post–Cold War atmospherics” to conceptualize the 

intersection between historical experience, material culture, and aesthetic 

practice in the wake of the Cold War political impasse. By this notion, I first 

describe the affective component of post–Cold War political and cultural 

landscapes. This is my attempt to rethink the perdurance of Cold War 

geopolitics in affective terms in order to flesh out a variety of attachments to 

the wounded past, the collective sensory experience of melancholia and 

trauma, and desires for new political forms in the face of revolutionary ruin. 

Here I follow Lauren Berlant’s conceptualization of a genre of “impasse” as 

the “relation of living on to ongoing crisis and loss” as I delineate the post–

Cold War political climate in which an enduring feeling of living amidst crisis 

and loss has become characteristic of the intimate and public life-world.  Each 7

chapter of my dissertation examines how filmmakers, writers, and artists 

rework the affective atmosphere of post–Cold War political impasse to 

interrogate blockages of transformative politics such as political discourses of 

 Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 5. 7
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reparation and transnational intimacy and to accommodate novel expressions 

of political subjectivity and belonging. I look at how, for example, independent 

films by Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Rithy Panh, and Vong Phaophanit 

critically respond to the instrumentalization of crisis and loss in domains of 

post–Cold War national and transnational politics as they expand the 

temporality of wounding beyond the state invocation of emergency and 

reparative intervention.  Against the foreclosure of historical injury fostered 8

by the nationalist or regionalist rhetoric of reconciliation and recovery, these 

cultural producers mobilize Buddhist temporal features of ephemerality and 

continuity to articulate an atmospheric form of attachment to the wounded 

past that allows us to bear witness to the endurance of loss and mourning in 

the aftermath of the Cold War. 

In close connection to my analysis of the post–Cold War historical 

sensorium, I use the notion of atmospherics to designate the affective 

transaction between the materiality of time and space and of the body made 

possible by Buddhist-inflected aesthetic mediations. In characterizing the 

 Etymologically, crisis evokes the temporality of healing. The first definition of crisis 8

in the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) refers to “the point in the progress of a disease 
when an important development or change takes place which is decisive of recovery 
or death; the turning-point of a disease for better or worse; also applied to any 
marked or sudden variation occurring in the progress of a disease and to the 
phenomena accompanying it.” 
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Buddhist media archives under review as atmospheric, I develop a theoretical 

approach based on scholarship in aesthetic philosophy, literary studies, media 

studies, anthropology, and cultural geography that takes up the concept of 

atmosphere to elaborate on the transindividual and nonhuman aspect of 

affect.  My understanding of atmosphere as an affective relation between 9

human bodies and their nonhuman, material milieu is primarily informed by 

Ben Anderson’s parsing of the concept in philosophical and aesthetic thought. 

Anderson writes, 

Atmospheres are generated by bodies––of multiple types––affecting one 
another as some form of ‘envelopment’ is produced. Atmospheres do not float 
free from the bodies that come together and apart to compose situations. 
Affective qualities emanate from the assembling of the human bodies, 
discursive bodies, nonhuman bodies, and all the other bodies that make up 
everyday situations.10

Affective intensities disperse like a haze (atmos) but are also localized in a 

specific form of spatio–temporal organization (sphere). Looking at the Buddhist 

media archives as a site of atmospheric configurations of time and space, I 

 See, for example, Gernot Böhme, “Atmosphere as the Fundamental Concept of a 9

New Aesthetics,” Thesis Eleven 36 (1993): 113–126; Eduardo Cadava, Emerson and the 
Climates of History (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997); Hans Ulrich 
Gumbrecht, Atmosphere, Mood, Stimmung: on a Hidden Potential of Literature (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2012); Kristi McKim, Cinema as Weather: Stylistic Screens and 
Atmospheric Change (New York: Routledge, 2013); and Kathleen Stewart, 
“Atmospheric Attunements,” Rubric 1 (2010): 1-14. 

 Ben Anderson, “Affective Atmospheres,” Emotion, Space, and Society 2 (2009): 80. 10
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stress that affective atmospheres are mediated and historically grounded. 

Through mediation, the film, poetry, and video art examined in this 

dissertation enable us to attune our sensory experience to historical memory 

in its hazy and ethereal conditions. Against both the complete erasure of leftist 

history and the nostalgic, restorative impulse to monumentalize the 

revolutionary past, this kind of haptic media foregrounds ephemerality as a 

mode of reconstructing and inhabiting historical memory. 

Situated within the post–Cold War politics of sensation, these 

atmospheric archives work against the regulation or instrumentalization of 

affect in spheres of state politics and mainstream cultural production. This 

includes, for example, the mass-mediated affect of melancholic nostalgia for 

the revolutionary past in the post–socialist era in both the socialist bloc 

country of Laos and the non-socialist country of Thailand. It also includes the 

universalized and commodified notion of trauma with regard to the mass 

atrocity of genocide in the case of Cambodia, and the U.S. mobilization of 

humanitarian affect and reparative rhetoric as a response to the legacy of 

American military intervention in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam. One 

particular domain of sensory politics that my dissertation addresses is the 

optimistic fantasy of political, economic, and cultural intimacy promoted by 

the regimes of ASEAN. Founded in 1967 as an  anticommunist organization 
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supported by the U.S., the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

has played a vital role in the formation of regional cultural identity and 

economic community through the promotion of artistic collaborations among 

Southeast Asian countries.  In this schema, Cold War historical trauma is 11

often invoked in cultural policy to reinvigorate an unproblematic sense of 

national and transnational intimacy while foreclosing a sustained reckoning 

with historical antagonism. Against this institutionalized constellation of Cold 

War intimacies, the emergent corpus of atmospheric art opens up possibilities 

for alternate notions of community and belonging. 

In an attempt to deconstruct these enduring institutional and affective 

structures of the Cold War, I use the concept of atmospherics to make a 

deterritorializing and, by extension, reterritorializing, move in my approach to 

post–Cold War mediascapes. By deterritorialization and reterritorialization, I 

refer to processes by which Southeast Asian filmmakers, artists, and writers 

destabilize the integrity of national territory, state sovereignty, regional 

 This includes the promotion of literature through the Southeast Asia Writers Award 11

(S.E.A. Write Award), the publications of “ASEAN” literary anthologies, and an 
annual ASEAN literary festival. More recently, the newly established ASEAN 
Economic Community (AEC) has sponsored numerous venues for regional cultural 
collaborations such as ASEAN film festivals and art exhibitions. It should be noted 
that although ASEAN has gained considerable autonomy from the U.S. in the 
aftermath of the Cold War, U.S. involvement in the area of art and culture remain 
active. See, for example, information about the Mekong Art and Culture Project 
funded by the Rockefeller Foundation: http:// www.aaa.org.hk/Diaaalogue/
Details/38, accessed June 12, 2016. 
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identity, and neoliberal transnationalism reinforced by the persistence of Cold 

War geopolitics and, in doing so, forge an unexpected alliance through their 

shared aesthetic sensibilities and political commitments. While these cultural 

producers are by no means members of a uniform artistic movement, I 

scrutinize them together as representatives of an emergent strain of post–Cold 

War critique that calls for the remapping of regional or transnational affective 

communities in the present. If, as Penny Von Eschen has noted, the end of the 

Cold War has also inaugurated nostalgia for transborder camaraderies 

embedded in movements of communist internationalism, how might we 

rethink transnational projects and aspirations for radicalism in the face of such 

vanished hope?  In the context of post–Cold War Southeast Asia, I argue that 12

a new affective cartography of transborder solidarity emerges not from such a 

nostalgic longing for a stabilized sense of political belonging but, on the 

contrary, a shared desire for deterritorialized configurations of the regional 

and the global that take into account the specter of Cold War geopolitics.

With the proliferation of digital media technology and transnational 

networks of funding, film festivals, and curatorial platforms over the past few 

decades, independent cinema and contemporary art from Southeast Asia have 

 Penny Von Eschen, “Locating the Transnational in the Cold War,” in The Oxford 12

Handbook of the Cold War, eds. Richard Immerman and Petra Goedde (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 451-468. 
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begun to circulate internationally and beyond the repressive regimes of state 

control and censorship.  While scholars have studied this shift in regional and 13

global art scenes by focusing on trajectories of individual filmmakers or 

artists, only a few attempt to think of these cultural producers as belonging to 

a singular movement whose historical experience is inextricably linked to the 

affective atmospheres of the post–Cold War era.  Whether survivors of Cold 14

War atrocities (such as the Cambodian filmmaker Rithy Panh and poet U Sam 

Oeur), second-generation immigrants whose diasporic condition is a product 

of the Cold War (such as the Hmong writer Mai Der Vang and Lao artist Vong 

Phaophanit), or itinerant artists who have no direct experiences of the Cold 

War but whose personal and national memories are still haunted by its 

spectral traces (such as the Thai filmmaker Apichatpong Weerasethakul and 

artist Tada Hengsapkul, Cambodian artist Vandy Ratana, and Lao director 

Xaisongkham Induangchanthy), these emergent voices of Southeast Asian 

 May Adadol Ingawanij, “Dialectics of Independence,” in Glimpses of Freedom: 13

Independent Cinema in Southeast Asia, eds. May Adadol Ingawanij and Benjamin 
McKay (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 2012), 1-14.

 In her ongoing book project titled Channeling Southeast Asia: Minor Regionalisms and 14

New Circulations of Cold War Cinemas, Mariam Lam coins the concept of “minor 
regionalism” to describe an emergent form of regional connection among Southeast 
Asian filmmakers such as Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Rithy Panh and Davy Chou, 
who rework the region’s Cold War histories through their films. My discussion of 
post–Cold War deterritorialization in visual and literary cultures participates in this 
renewed attempt to rethink regionalism in relation to the legacies of the Cold War. 
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cultural producers form new political and aesthetic alliances bound, however 

loosely and flexibly, by enduring historical injuries. Their conjuring of the 

post–Cold War atmospheres evokes two senses of the term “conjuration,” as 

noted by Jacques Derrida, namely the summoning of specters (of Marx and 

Marxism) and an act of conspiracy (from Latin conspirare “to breathe 

together”).  In mourning the ghosts of the Cold War––the ghosts that speak at 15

once to unaccounted losses of life and to the vanishing of revolutionary 

aspirations––these post–Cold War media archives activate a new form of 

collectivity that is neither ethno-linguistically unified nor historically linear 

and that moves beyond the Cold War’s historical, ideological, and geopolitical 

construction of what we know today as Southeast Asia.

�
Toward a Buddhist Theory of Materiality and Mediation

The project’s central claim about the deterritorialization of Cold War 

geopolitics and history finds firm ground in the multiple and remarkable ways 

in which Southeast Asian filmmakers, writers, and artists bring a Buddhist–

coded dialectic of ephemerality and endurance to bear on the temporal 

structure of the post–Cold War historical sensorium. I understand various 

 See Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and 15

the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1993), 49-50. 
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mobilizations of this temporal dialectic in visual and literary texts as 

vernacular articulations of the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence (anicca) in 

relation to understandings of loss, attachment, mourning, and memory. To 

develop conceptual tools for my reading of contemporary media 

experimentations with Buddhist temporal features, I look at both canonical 

and noncanonical sources in which the teaching of impermanence is explicitly 

conveyed through the visualization of material and bodily remains, especially 

those of the Buddha. Drawing on selective accounts both in Theravada and 

Mahayana traditions on the soteriological, eschatological, and devotional 

significance of the Buddha’s relics, I advance a Buddhist theory of materiality 

and mediation that allow us to grasp the ontology of object and––by 

extension––of image in Buddhist thought. 

By embodying the Buddha and his teachings (dharma) in his absence, 

his relics occupy a privileged place in the Buddhist temporal conception of 

impermanence. In his comprehensive study of relics in relation to the 

Buddha’s biographic process , John Strong writes, “Buddhist eschatology thus 

tends to be a dialectic between themes of continuity and termination, and it is 

perhaps not surprising that relics, which similarly hold in tension themes of 

the disappearance of a Buddha and of his ongoing presence, should be 
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featured in some of these scenarios.”  To illustrate how relics figure 16

eschatological transitions from the “present” Gotama Buddha to the 

succeeding Metteyya Buddha, Strong examines accounts on the Buddha’s 

begging bowl and robe and the story of the cessation of the Buddha’s relics 

known as the dhatu-parinibbana (dhatu-parinirvana in Sanskrit). In the story of 

the Buddha’s begging bowl (patra) recounted by the Chinese pilgrim Faxian in 

the fourth century, the bowl represents what Strong calls a “recycled relic,” an 

object that is passed down from the present buddha to the next buddha. Along 

this process of passing down, the bowl is subject to a radical transformation––

breaking into pieces before being put together again––a transformation that, 

according to the story, runs parallel to the prosperity and the decline of 

Buddhism. Because the patra is at once an old bowl and a new bowl as it 

undergoes material and symbolic disintegration, Strong concludes that it 

captures the “dialectic of continuity and discontinuity, of permanence and 

impermanence” central to Buddhist eschatology.  17

The story of the Buddha’s robe suggests a similar theme of transition 

and transmission between the two buddhas, although it also includes the 

 John Strong, Relics of the Buddha (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 16

211. 

 Ibid., 227. 17
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motif of dissolution. The robe is passed down from Gotama Buddha to his 

disciple Maha Kassapa, who then preserves it until the arrival of Metteyya 

Buddha.  It is crucial, however, that this robe is referred to as the rag robe or 18

dustheap robe (paṃsukūla), a monastic robe made from the shrouds of 

abandoned corpses. According to the canonical Pali source on the dustheap 

robe, known as Paṃsukūlanisaṃsaṃ (The Account of the Advantages of the 

Dustheap Robe), cited by Strong, the Buddha originally obtained his robe from 

a piece of cloth used to wrap the body of the unborn fetus of a deceased young 

mother. As the Buddha collected the cloth, the putrefying fetus and placenta 

fell to the ground. In this vivid account, Strong notes, the dustheap robe recalls 

an amniotic sac and a shroud at the same time and thus “concretizes the rite of 

passage from the death of one buddha to the birth of the next.”  In everyday 19

practice, this story of the origins of the monastic robe may serve as a reminder 

to Buddhist monks of impermanence, and of the suffering of death and 

rebirth.  

Notably, Strong draws his interpretation of the paṃsukūla relic as 

death and (re)birth from the study of Cambodian Buddhism by the French 

ethnologist François Bizot, well-known for his memoir as a Khmer Rouge 

 Strong, Relics of the Buddha, 218-220. 18

 Ibid., 220-221. 19
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survivor. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Bizot conducted research on 

Buddhist practices in Cambodia and wrote a sustained analysis on the 

paṃsukūla. In it, Bizot suggests that the paṃsukūla represents a “symbolic 

womb” and that a ritual centering on this object––especially the healing ritual 

in which a patient is covered with a shroud while the paṃsukūla chant is 

intoned––can be understood as a process of revivification.  In Erik Davis’s 20

commentary on Bizot, he notes that the funerary paṃsukūla continues to be 

ubiquitous in contemporary Cambodia while the initiatory paṃsukūla can be 

found in other Buddhist countries such as Thailand in which rituals to prolong 

life often involve the use of shrouds (or coffins) and the paṃsukūla chant.  I 21

understand this cultural phenomenon as an extension of the dialectic of death 

and rebirth that figures prominently in the canonical account of the Buddha’s 

dustheap robe. 

It is remarkably coincidental, given Bizot’s experience under the Pol Pot 

regime, that in 2017 the Cambodian filmmaker and Khmer Rouge survivor 

Rithy Panh, whose work I examine in Chapter 2, collaborated with the 

 See François Bizot, Le don de soi-même: recherches sur le bouddhisme Khmer III (Paris: 20

École française d’ Extrême-Orient, 1981). My summary of Bizot’s analysis is drawn 
from Erik Davis, “Binding Mighty Death: The Craft and Authority of the Rag Robe in 
Cambodian Ritual Technology,” in Deathpower: Buddhism’s Ritual Imagination in 
Cambodia (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 149-151.  

 Davis, “Binding the Mighty Death,” 151. 21
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composer Him Sophy in the production of an opera entitled, in Khmer, 

Bangsokol (from Pali paṃsukūla), an allusion to Buddhist funerary practices to 

denote death, mourning, and rebirth in the wake of the genocide.  In a 22

libretto featured in the opera’s visual component directed by Panh, a reference 

to the paṃsukūla is made to convey the realization of impermanence that 

leads to a blissful state of enlightenment. 

The white bangsokol shroud 
lays upon everyone’s body. 
A person of virtue may roll it up, intoning thus:

“How transient the elements of life!
Their nature is just to arise and pass away.
Having emerged, they soon disappear.
Their complete cessation is peace.”

Once this skin is shed, bliss arises, relieving all pain,
and pollution, taking you far away from misfortune to tread the 
path toward happiness.  23

 Although Rithy Panh’s reference to the symbolism of the paṃsukūla is drawn from 22

a popular Buddhist practice in Cambodia and not directly from Bizot’s study, the 
filmmaker is well-aware of Bizot’s life and work. In 2014, Panh collaborated with the 
French director Régis Wargnier in the production of a film, The Gate (Le Temps des 
aveux), which is based on Bizot’s memoir of the same English name. 

 Bangsokol: A Requiem for Cambodia, BAM Howard Opera House and Cambodian 23

Living Arts, December 15-16, 2017. The libretto is compile and translated by Trent 
Walker. It should be noted that at the theater, this verse was printed and placed on 
each audience’s seat, together with a white cloth representing the bangsokol shroud. 
During the performance, audiences were asked to cover their shoulders with the 
white cloth. 
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While the citation of the paṃsukūla chant is instrumental in conveying the 

cathartic realization of anicca, the libretto continues by tweaking the 

pedagogical and soteriological understandings of impermanence. Instead of 

putting an end to samsara, this operatic rendition of the Cambodian genocide 

is concerned with samsaric, repetitive time––the possibility of rebirth: “Alas, 

my souls, stop your wandering! / Let go of this sadness and strife / Walk 

forward, come here, follow the sounds, the sounds of music, to take rebirth.”  24

Again, this reinterpretation of the paṃsukūla symbolism is possible insofar as 

the generative dialectic between destruction and survival already lies at the 

center of scriptural and ritual exegeses concerning the sartorial relic of the 

Buddha. 

As in stories of the Buddha’s begging bowl and dustheap robe, the 

account of the “final extinction” of the Buddha’s bodily remains––an event 

known as the parinibbana of the relics––further formalizes the dialectic of 

impermanence and continuity in the context of eschatological transition. 

Referencing a Pali commentary composed by the fifth-century Buddhist 

scholar Buddhaghosa entitled Commentary on the Anguttara Nikaya, Strong 

outlines four successive periods of decline––each marked by the 

 Ibid. This formulaic summoning of the souls draws from a traditional Khmer ritual 24

text known as “calling the souls” or hau pralung. See Ashley Thompson, Calling the 
Souls: A Khmer Ritual Text (Phnom Penh: Reyum, 2004). 
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disappearance of Buddhist knowledges, practices, or objects––which finally 

leads to the extinction of the Buddha’s relics. This includes the decline of 

people’s ability to attain enlightenment, the loss of people’s observance of 

moral precepts, the disappearance of knowledge of scriptures, and the 

vanishing of Buddhism’s physical emblems such as the monastic robe and the 

begging bowl.  In the final stage, the Buddha’s corporeal remains, here 25

specifically referred to as dhātu-sārira (the relic-body), will be consumed by fire 

until the last relic reaches “the state beyond conceptualization (appaññattika-

bhāva).”  John Strong and other scholars such as Steven Collins understand 26

this event as a marker of the transition between Gotama and Metteyya.  The 27

destruction of the relics makes possible a sense of closure in the highly 

repetitive time of Buddhist cosmology. This idea of discontinuity, however, is 

not completely unambiguous in other versions of the event in which the total 

destruction of the relics is omitted.  Reflecting on the tension between 28

 Strong, Relics of the Buddha, 222-223. 25

 Collins, Nirvana, 116. 26

 Strong, Relics of the Buddha, 224-225; Collins 114-117. 27

 Strong cites the Nandimitravadana, a non-Theravadin text translated by the Chinese 28

monk Xuanzang in which the Buddha’s relics are depicted as gradually disappearing 
into the earth instead of being completely destroyed by fire. See Strong, Relics of the 
Buddha, 225-226. 
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continuity and discontinuity in canonical texts on the Buddha’s relics, Strong 

offers a concluding remark worth quoting at length. 

Almost by nature, relics toy with the opposition between “gone” and “not 
gone.” On the one hand, they are, themselves, living entities: they can grow, 
they can emit rays of light, they can fly up into the air and perform miracles 
[…] On the other hand, they are also reminders of impermanence, of the death 
of the Buddha, of the end and destruction of his body, of the fact that it was 
split up into grains the size of mustard seeds and spread throughout the 
world, or buried beneath huge stupas, sealed into chambers, never to be 
opened again…until, of course, the end of the Buddha age, when Śākyamuni’s 
relics will reemerge and all come alive once more. Only to “die” and 
disappear again. Only to make way for the next buddha and his relics. Put all 
together, then, the sides of this dialectical paradox make relics the powerful 
embodiment of the process of arising and cessation that characterizes all 
buddhas and all things.29

While Strong first delineates the dialectic of continuity and discontinuity in 

the context of Buddhist eschatology, his conclusion that the relics embody “the 

process of arising and cessation” inherent in all animate and inanimate objects 

allows for the theorization of Buddhist materialism in a more mundane 

setting. We might say, for example, that our temporal and affective relations to 

objects can be viewed through a Buddhist lens in order to gesture toward an 

interplay between impermanence and continuity. As physical traces of the 

Buddha, the relics specifically elucidate these material entanglements in the 

context of loss. In other words, the affective transaction between the body and 

the objects in Buddhist thought is expressed most explicitly and intensely 

 Strong, Relics of the Buddha. 239. 29
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when we witness the decay of desired or venerated objects, when an act of 

mourning or devotion delays the soteriological realization of impermanence 

and prolongs our attachments to such objects. 

In this present study, I mobilize the Buddhist conception of materiality 

to expand theoretical accounts of the notion of atmospherics outlined earlier. 

The exhaustive Buddhist exegesis of the temporal and affective aspects of 

relics, I argue, provides a conceptual tool for understanding specific 

mechanisms and modalities through which the affective transmissions 

between the body and its material milieu occur. While scholars working on 

affect such as Ben Anderson employ the concept of atmosphere to describe the 

“intensive space-time expressed through aesthetic objects,” different ways in 

which affective intensities can be aesthetically and historically mediated need 

further scholarly attention.  Building on both canonical and vernacular 30

literature on relics, I also propose a Buddhist theory of mediation that takes 

into account the specificities of aesthetic and historical contexts in which 

affective qualities of material objects become legible. 

Scholars in Buddhist studies have focused on relics and other related 

objects such as stupas, Buddha images, and amulets as media that powerfully 

 Anderson, “Affective Atmospheres,” 79. 30
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bind the past with present, the dead and the living, persons and things. In his 

pioneering work on amulets in modern Thailand, Stanley Tambiah employs 

the Peircean notion of indexicality to conceptualize material, social, and 

economic exchanges enabled by such cultic objects.  Regarded by Tambiah as 31

the “sedimentation of power in objects,” amulets embody the Buddha’s or 

Buddhist monks’ mystical power (saksit) and perfections (barami) before 

transferring them to devotees through existential contact as they circulate 

across the realm of material life and the marketplace.  The indexical traces of 32

important religious as well as historical figures, amulets work like archives as 

they make possible an intimate access to “condensed and objectified bits of the 

past” in the present.  Extending Tambiah’s study of amulets as indexical 33

symbols, Malcolm Eckel borrows Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the 

“chronotope” (literally, “space-time”) to describe the way in which relics and 

other signs of the Buddha create a “place where space and time intersect to 

give a particular interpretive structure to a series of events.”  The interplay 34

 Stanley Tambiah, The Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets: A Study in 31

Charisma, Hagiography, Sectarianism, and Millennial Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984). 

 Tambiah, The Buddhist Saints of the Forest, 335-340. 32

 Ibid., 262-263.  33

 Malcolm Eckel, To See the Buddha: A Philosopher’s Quest for the Meaning of Nothingness 34

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 62. 

 24



between the presence and absence of the Buddha inherent in his relics allows 

Eckel to parse the Mahayana concept of emptiness (śūnyatā), arguing that 

emptiness requires a locus (āśraya, also translated as “place,” “standpoint,” 

and “substratum”) around which the Buddhist community shares interpretive 

knowledge about the Buddha’s absence.  Andy Rotman, on the other hand, 35

applies Catherine MacKinnon’s theoretical framework on pornography to 

examine early Buddhist accounts of the erotic power of objects such as relics, 

stupas, and Buddha images that impel viewers to perform meritorious acts.  36

With a textual emphasis on the sensory response of viewers as they come into 

contact with such objects, the erotics of relics refers to affective intensities that 

animate social and ethical relations between persons and things.

I follow these scholars not only as they provocatively wed Western 

theories to Buddhist studies in their approaches to relics but, more 

importantly, as they extend the study of relics beyond the domains of 

Buddhist soteriology and eschatology. The temporal dialectic of the relic is no 

longer bound up with nibbanic time or epochal transition but unfolds in an 

ordinary time of material practice. My dissertation further expands this 

 Eckel, To See the Buddha, 63-69. 35

 Andy Rotman, “The Erotics of Practice: Objects and Agency in Buddhist Avadāna 36

Literature,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 71, 3 (September 2003): 555-578. 
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nondoctrinal aspect of Buddhist materialism to examine the political ontology 

of the material remnants of the Cold War. Cold War relics in this project thus 

encompass a wide range of material objects: physical remains, reliquaries, war 

debris, ruined landscapes, monuments, artifacts, and archival images and 

photographs. At the same time, I also use the notion of relics to denote 

theoretical underpinnings of my analyses––from Walter Benjamin’s conception 

of history as “irresistible decay” to Jacques Derrida’s description of the self-

annihilating nature of the archive through the substance of ash, from Robert 

Smithson’s aesthetic rumination on a “sedimentation of the mind” to Giuliana 

Bruno’s invocation of “relics of time” to examine materialities of the visual. 

The experimentation with Buddhist temporality in post-Cold War 

mediascapes in Southeast Asia raises several crucial questions that guide this 

project’s theoretical inquiry: How does the Buddhist temporal dialectic of 

impermanence and continuity reconfigure cultural expressions of melancholic 

attachment? How can we make the Buddhist conception of time––as a 

culturally specific framework for comprehending experiences of collective loss 

and mass suffering—available for the rethinking of trauma? How might 

Buddhist-inflected mediations of the material remnants of the Cold War shed 

light on theoretical understandings of materiality and the affective potentiality 

of media? Engaging in ongoing debates in literary and media studies about 
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trauma and testimonial discourses, I argue that the Buddhist temporal 

configurations of post–Cold War trauma parallel noneventful conceptions of 

trauma, especially in relation to growing scholarly attention to affect, 

materiality, and the nonhuman.  This theoretical reworking of trauma turns 37

away from an exceptional, eventful disruption of history and memory and, 

instead, foregrounds the way in which catastrophic impacts linger in repetitive 

rhythms of the everyday and in intersubjective scenarios of remembrance. 

Focusing on ordinary and ongoing scenes of trauma allows us to discern the 

recuperation of agency under conditions of extreme precarity and the way in 

which the act of witnessing is embedded in everyday practices of mourning 

and commemoration.  38

In her study of Buddhist-coded anachronisms in the contemporary Thai 

cinema of haunting, Arnika Fuhrmann illustrates how filmmakers and artists 

such as Nonzee Nimibutr, Apichatpong Weerasethakul, and Araya 

Rasdjarmsearnsook bring Buddhist temporalities to bear on notions of sexual 

 See, for example, Berlant, Cruel Optimism; Yael Navaro–Yashin, “Affective Spaces, 37

Melancholic Objects,” in The Make–Believe Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 161-175; and Janet Walker, “Eavesdropping in 
The Cove: Interspecies Ethics, Public and Private Space, and Trauma under Water,” 
Studies in Documentary Film 7, 3: 209-232. 

 Veena Das, “The Act of Witnessing: Violence, Gender, and Subjectivity,” in Life and 38

Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2007), 59-78. 
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minoritization and trauma.  The Buddhist doctrine of existential 39

unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), for instance, highlights the temporal duration of 

suffering and traumatic experience rather than the momentous shattering of 

temporal and affective relations.  Combining Buddhist conceptions of time 40

with Cathy Caruth’s depiction of the temporality of trauma as continuities 

within a space of seeming discontinuity, Fuhrmann writes: “In Buddhist-

informed materials there is thus a particular temporal focus at work, one in 

which trauma is figured as ongoing. The ontological truth of the traumatic 

nature of existence is prominent. The goal is not the trauma’s alleviation or 

integration into an historical context or personal narrative, but our realization 

of its factuality.”  In mainstream and experimental cinemas of haunting, 41

temporal configurations of trauma as prolonged attachments or deferrals have 

become prominent in renderings of loss, desire, and queerness. Drawing on 

canonical sources and vernacular practices, Fuhrmann also points out that the 

experiential witnessing of a truth is prominent in Buddhist pedagogical 

thought on temporality. Witnessing death and decay to comprehend 

 Arnika Fuhrmann, Ghostly Desires: Queer Sexuality and Vernacular Buddhism in 39

Contemporary Thai Cinema (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). 

 Ibid, 84-85. 40

 Arnika Fuhrmann, Rachel Harrison, and Megan Sinnott, “On Ghostly Desires: Queer 41

Sexuality and Vernacular Buddhism in Contemporary Thai Cinema,” SOJOURN: Journal of 
Social Issues in Southeast Asia 33, 1 (2018): 198. 
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impermanence, for example, is one of the most ubiquitous motifs in Buddhist 

narratives.  In contemporary cinema, this Buddhist mode of witnessing is not 42

restricted to soteriological purposes but expanded to historical, political, and 

sexual domains. Buddhist-inflected anachronisms of haunting, in nondoctrinal 

and visual archives, offer the possibility for affective and ethical engagements 

with historical trauma through an embodied enactment of (belated) 

witnessing. 

Extending this insight on Buddhist temporalities of trauma to the study 

of post-Cold War affect and materiality, I elaborate on the ways Southeast 

Asian atmospheric archives manipulate the Buddhist doctrine of 

impermanence to reflect on the traumatic experience of the Cold War. I show 

that they transform melancholic landscapes and ruined spaces of political 

violence into immersive scenarios for mourning and belated witnessing. By 

mobilizing Buddhist-coded notions of ephemerality to conceptualize both the 

temporal and material dimensions of post-Cold War media practice, I further 

illuminate the Buddhist temporal configurations of trauma. If the Buddhist 

pedagogical thought on temporality allows for the non-eventful conception of 

trauma, as Fuhrmann has argued, the temporal framework of ephemerality 

further underscores the permeable and dispersive nature of traumatic 

 Fuhrmann, Ghostly Desires, 68-70. 42
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experience. In post-Cold War atmospheric media, trauma is rendered not as 

individuated or subject-centered but dispersive across the materiality of space, 

objects, and the body. Lingering on the space and time of decay, the post–Cold 

War media archives deploy Buddhist temporal features to yield a unique 

account of endurance––an ephemeral endurance––that allows for an 

embodied experience of intersubjective witnessing.  

Image, Relic, Text�
�

To illustrate how the Buddhist notion of relics is instructive for understanding 

the rematerialization of traumatic memories in visual as well as literary texts, I 

turn to Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s 2014 short video titled, Fireworks 

(Archives). As suggested by its title, the video dramatizes the temporal 

dialectic of the ephemeral and the collectible, and of destruction and 

commemoration through the use of the atmospheric matter of light and fire. 

This six-minute long, single-channel video opens with a grainy, black and 

white photograph of a man who is greeting his audience while surrounded by 

a group of uniformed officers. Although unidentified in the video, the 

photograph is quite well-known to Thai audiences; it is an iconic photograph 

of a local leader of the communist movement in the Lao-speaking region in 
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Northeast Thailand, Krong Chandawong, who was publicly executed without 

trial under a right-wing military regime in 1961. 

In the context of post-Cold War Thailand, the redeployment of the 

photograph of the revolutionary leader may invoke the historical affect of left 

melancholia, especially with regard to political efforts to mobilize past injuries 

that have taken various commemorative forms since the collapse of the 

Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in the late 1970s.  Aesthetically speaking, 43

however, the photograph is presented in a way that does not provoke any 

particular sense of left defeatism. Rather, it offers us a glimpse of the 

marginalized history of the Cold War in the same way that, as Benjamin writes 

in a different context, we search in photography for “the tiny spark of 

contingency.”  Reflecting further on the photographic archive as a “writing of 44

light,” to borrow from Eduardo Cadava, the video then illuminates the screen 

with the exploding sparks of fireworks, transforming it into a surface for a 

luminous inscription.  The flickering sparks of the fireworks foreground the 45

 I discuss the affective politics of left melancholia in Thailand in Chapter 1, drawing 43

on literature, film, and commemorative practice. 

 Walter Benjamin, “Little History of Photography,” in The Work of Art in the Age of Its 44

Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on Media (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 278. 

 Eduardo Cadava, Words of Light: Theses on the Photography of History (Princeton, NJ: 45

Princeton University Press, 1997), xvii-xx. 
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materiality and movement of light, creating traces of time in space. The 

atmospheric quality of such luminous, flaming matter figures memories as 

flashes that, while threatening to disappear forever, leave mental impressions. 

The blazing fireworks contain a destructive force but also convey a kind of 

commemoration. This commemorative atmosphere transforms the ruined 

space of a Buddhist temple into a site of haunting memory while the 

fireworks’ illumination seems to bring the temple’s bizarre animal sculptures 

drawn from Buddhist fables and local folktales to life.

In his account of a journey to Sala Keoku, a Buddhist temple near the 

Thai-Lao border where those animal sculptures are located, Apichatpong 

recounts the story of the local religious leader who commissioned the 

construction of the site during the Cold War. According to oral histories, the 

man was accused of being communist and was imprisoned by the military 

government. Some of the sculptures were searched and destroyed by the Thai 

army on the suspicion that he hid weapons inside those lifeless animals. 

Apichatpong remarks, “The northeast is a region with a long history of revolts 

against the government. For me, Sala Keoku represents another kind of 

rebellion. It’s rebellion to religious expression, to beliefs. The state doesn’t 

recognize other religions, so Sala Keoku is like an outcast because it mixes all 
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of these religions together. For me, the place is like an act of protest.”  By 46

invoking Sala Keoku as an act of protest, Apichatpong posits the sculptural 

remnants as nonhuman witnesses to the violent past. 

In light of this extradiegetic account, we might understand light and 

fire in relation to the archive on another level. By rekindling the remnants of 

destruction, the video constitutes an archive of ashes that enacts the possibility 

for belated mourning and witnessing. As Jacques Derrida puts it, “Ash, this is 

also the name of what annihilates or threatens to destroy even the possibility 

of bearing witness to annihilation. Ash is the figure of annihilation without 

remainder, without memory, or without a readable or decipherable archive.”  47

Here ash (cendre) is the name for absolute annihilation, but it also points to the 

capacity to bear witness. In the warmth of a cinder, we can feel the lingering 

aftereffects of the destructive fire.  Ash as the relic of time and the texture of 48

 Paul Dallas, “Apichatpong Weerasethakul by Paul Dallas,” Bomb Magazine (October 46

2015), http://bombmagazine.org/article/8429107/apichatpong-weerasethakul, 
accessed April 29, 2016. 

 Jacques Derrida, “Poetics and Politics of Witnessing,” in Sovereignties in Question: 47

The Poetics of Paul Celan (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 68. 

 Jacques Derrida, Cinders, trans., Ned Lukacher (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 48

Press, 1991). It should be noted that through the figure of cinder Derrida reworks his 
concept of the trace with regard to the Holocaust (from the Greek holos “whole” and 
kaustos “burnt”). A cinder is a self-annihilating trace that evokes the Nazis’ mass 
destruction not only of life but of all its remains and memories. Derrida writes, “The 
symbol? A great holocaustic fire, a burn-everything into which we would throw 
finally, along with our entire memory, our names, the letters, photos, small objects, 
keys, fetishes, etc.,” (44). 
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memory thus evokes not only the visual experience of a dwindling light but 

also the tactile experience of diminishing heat. This haptic quality of media 

indicates a non-monumental and non-eventful configuration of memory that 

hinges on the Buddhist temporal dialectic of ephemerality and continuity. 

If the self-annihilating image of ash already indicates the ephemeral 

and incomplete nature of the archive, Apichatpong further emphasizes this by 

explicitly invoking the Buddhist doctrine of impermanence. The video 

features a wandering couple who navigate and immerse themselves among 

those lifeless animals. The woman is taking a photograph of the sculptures, 

casting on them a red light from her camera flash. The illumination of light 

here reveals a process of documentation, recording, and archivization through 

the writing of light. Later on, we witness them mimicking the sculpture of a 

skeleton couple that depicts the Buddhist meditative practice known as asubha 

khammathana, the practice of meditating on corpses or images of corpses to 

discern the illusoriness and impermanence of flesh (fig. 5-6).   This direct 49

reference to Buddhist teachings of impermanence should not be understood in 

a didactic way. Rather, it should be linked to Apichatpong’s experiment with 

the atmospheric medium of light and fire to meditate on the relics of history. 

 See Liz Wilson, Charming Cadavers: Horrific Figurations of the Feminine in Indian 49

Buddhist Hagiographic Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); and 
Fuhrmann, Ghostly Desires, especially 68-70. 
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In line with Apichatpong’s configuration of the archive as ephemeral and 

fragmentary, we might read this imagery of decay as a nonlinear temporal 

conception of history and a reflective meditation on the unmourned loss of the 

political left. 

Fig 5-6: The Buddhist memento mori as a site of endurance and impermanence

 

The work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul and Vong Phaophanit exemplify the 

vital new strain of aesthetics and political critique that has recently emerged in 

Southeast Asian cinema and literature. Mobilizing the Buddhist temporal 

dialectic of endurance and impermanence to meditate on post–Cold War 

affective atmospheres, they introduce a unique form of attachment to the 

wounded past––an attachment that resists both the fetishization of trauma and 

the blissful foreclosure of historical injury. Through their atmospheric 

configurations of melancholic attachment, these artists ask: How are we to 

reinhabit the post–Cold War landscape of wounding as it becomes the very 
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ground of our historical existence?  

Chapter Flow 

Each chapter of my dissertation examines the mobilization of the Buddhist 

temporal dialectic in different contexts of the post–Cold War politics of affect. 

Chapter 1, “Ephemeral Images: Photography, Buddhist Temporality, and 

Political Violence on the Thai–Lao Border” investigates the intermedial 

reworking of Cold War memories––the convergence of film and 

photography––in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Primitive project (2009-2010) 

through the lens of the Buddhist conception of time. Focusing on the temporal 

conceit of past life recollection in the project’s centerpiece, Uncle Boonmee Who 

Can Recall His Past Lives, and two video works, A Letter to Uncle Boonmee and 

Phantoms of Nabua, I read this Buddhist-coded disjunctive temporality 

alongside photographic and cinematic time. I then situate the director’s 

experimentation with the Buddhist temporal framework of past life 

remembrance within the largely overlooked context of the politics of affect in 

post-Cold War Thailand. In particular, I pay attention to the way in which the 

Buddhist rendition of the Cold War in Apichatpong’s filmic oeuvre 

reinvigorates an affective engagement with the history of anticommunist 
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suppression, which has been curtailed by a long-standing sense of left 

melancholia.  

Chapter 2, “Decaying Corpus: The Matter of Mourning and Material 

Aesthetics in Post–Genocide Cambodia,” focuses on the notion of material 

aesthetics in the cinema of Rithy Panh and Vandy Rattana as a critical 

response to the urgency of accounting for the unmourned losses of the 

Cambodian genocide. Shifting attention from the predominantly visual 

discourse of trauma to haptic forms of memory, my analysis of the haptic 

properties of Panh’s and Rattana’s films proposes to circumvent the 

increasingly fetishized and commodified notion of trauma in Cambodia and 

elsewhere. Against varied forms of visual fetishism in popular representations 

of the Cambodian genocide, I argue that Panh’s and Rattana’s works enable 

the defetishization of memory through Buddhist-inflected mobilizations of 

mundane, ephemeral, atmospheric, and unmonumental “recollection-objects.” 

Through a close examination of Panh’s and Rattana’s ruminations on the 

fragmented remains of the genocide, the chapter foregrounds the dialectical 

tension between destruction and recreation, between preserving and letting 

go, that captures a keen sense of moral and epistemic anxiety in post-genocide 

Cambodia. With a critical focus on the Buddhist-inflected notion of 

ephemerality, I propose to expand studies of sensory memory and cinematic 
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materiality by taking into account the affective entanglement between subject 

and object in the shared space and time of ruination. 

Chapter 3, “Wounded Landscapes: Debris of War, Vulnerable Borders, 

and the Politics of Forgiveness in Post–Socialist Laos,” investigates 

transnational ecologies of the vestiges of war and the material aspects of 

vulnerability. Focusing on the U.S. bombardment campaigns during the 

Second Indochina War and their legacies in Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand, I 

look at how artists and filmmakers such as Allan Sekula (USA), Xaisongkham 

Induangchanthy (Laos), Vandy Rattana (Cambodia), and Tada Hengsapkul 

(Thailand) document the lingering effects—and affects—of Cold War atrocities 

through Buddhist-coded topographic aesthetics. Attentive to the materiality of 

space, these artists and filmmakers transform the wounded landscape into a 

locus of “residual vulnerability,” a corporeal and environmental exposure to 

explosive remnants of war that allow for artistic articulations of toxic—

injurious yet constitutive—forms of intimacy and agency. Situating this artistic 

practice within the post-Cold War politics of reparation, I will link spatial 

configurations of residual vulnerability in contemporary visual and literary 

cultures to critiques of American exceptionalism, post-socialist revolutionary 

pathos, and ASEAN regionalist sentiment.
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Chapter 4, “Testimonial Zoopoetics: Nonhuman Affect and Post-Cold 

War Diasporic Worlding,” examines the post-Cold War poetics of the 

nonhuman in relation to questions of testimonial discourse, diasporic 

subjectivity, and racial politics in poems by Southeast Asians in diaspora. My 

focus on testimonial zoopoetics in works by poets such as Mai Der Vang, U 

Sam Oeur, and Bryan Thao Worra aims to challenge and expand an 

(auto)biographical mode of literary witnessing, which has been authoritative 

in theoretical discussions on trauma, human rights, and identity politics, both 

in the context of Asian American literary studies in particular and in 

scholarship on testimonial literature across cultures. Buddhist configurations 

of human-animal relations, I argue, allow Southeast Asian poets in diaspora to 

articulate a diasporic way of being-in-the-world without resorting to the 

narrative of identity crisis or the bildungsroman conception of subject 

formation as linear and progressive. Attending to what I call “nonhuman 

affect,” I tease out the affective transactions between the materiality of 

ethnicized bodies and the communal and environmental milieu. 

The dissertation’s coda highlights the critical position of Laos, both in 

its conceptual and geopolitical significance, through an examination of 

contemporary Lao fiction, film, and photography. This includes the short story 

“Hai Kaduk” (“The Jar of Bones,” 2002) by Bounthanong Xomxayphol, the 
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short film Kap Ban (A Long Way Home, 2018) by Xaisongkham Induangchanthy, 

and the sculptural and photographic work Sanya Khong Nok Philap (The 

Promise of Doves, 2018) by Bounpaul Pothyzan. My analyses focus on how this 

body of work mobilizes Buddhist materiality to reconfigure the violent past 

and to imagine a post–socialist future. Speaking to my recurrent inquiries on 

trauma, disappearance, and diasporic subjectivity, these artists and writers 

further deepen understandings about the political ontology and affective 

potentiality of objects in Buddhist thought. In (re)locating the socially, 

politically, and economically marginalized state of Laos to the center of Cold 

War histories, this concluding chapter also seeks to reflect on the idea of 

contemporaneity in post-Cold War Southeast Asia. 
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Chapter One

Ephemeral Images: Photography, Buddhist Temporality, and Political 
Violence on the Thai – Lao Border

Toward the end of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Uncle Boonmee Who 

Can Recall His Past Lives (Lung Boonmee Raluek Chat, 2010), the film shifts 

its temporal structure from a story about past life recollection, as 

promised by its title, to a dream about the future. In the sequence, the 

dying Boonmee recounts his dream about the city of the future, in 

which an authoritarian regime makes “people from the past” disappear 

by shining a light on them and projecting their memory onto the screen. 

The photomontage accompanying Boonmee’s voiceover, on the other 

hand, depicts a scene of hunting in which an apelike creature is chased 

down by a group of teenagers in military uniform. The conflation 

between the photographic capture and the predatory activity thus 

punctuates the scene, offering a radically defamiliarized configuration 

of political violence and historical amnesia central to Apichatpong’s 

work. 

Through the Buddhist-coded temporal conceit of past life 

remembrance and the photographic tropes of capture and erasure, 



Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives presents critical and 

entirely novel perspectives on historical representations of Cold War 

atrocities in Thailand. Its critique of national historical frameworks 

through the Buddhist-derived trope of past life recollection can be 

glimpsed in its Thai title, in which the word, chat, means both “nation” 

and “(re)birth.” This interplay between historicity and anachronism 

invokes a critical reflection, as denoted by the word, raluek, on the 

conventional temporal framing of historical events. It does so through a 

defamiliarized, Buddhist mode of remembrance. Indeed, Apichatpong’s 

Primitive, a mixed media project in which Uncle Boonmee serves as a 

centerpiece, is vitally organized around the notion of temporal 

incongruity, the idea of backwardness that provocatively links the 

temporality of retrospection with a history of ethnic minoritization and 

political subordination.  Set in Nabua, a village in Northeast Thailand 1

where the first armed confrontation between the ethnic-Lao farmer 

communists and the Thai army transpired in 1965, this multi-platform 

 In her study of queer history and politics, Heather Love reads the trope of looking 1

backward in queer literature through Walter Benjamin’s figure of the “angel of 
history,” the witness of historical decadence who refuses to look forward but lingers 
on a scene of loss. Insofar as a history of sexual minoritization is crucially imbued 
with a sense of loss, Love argues, the notion of backwardness furnishes a conceptual 
strategy to account for social negativity and historical antagonism of queer 
personhood. See Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), 146-163. 
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art project rematerializes violent memories of the Cold War through the 

embodied experiences and mediated forms of retrospective witnessing. 

This chapter investigates the intermedial reworking of Cold War 

memories––the convergence of film, photography, and video––in 

Apichatpong’s cinema through the lens of the Buddhist conception of 

time. Focusing on the temporal conceit of past life recollection, I set out 

to read Buddhist-coded disjunctive temporality alongside photographic 

and cinematic time. My analysis offers a historical and 

phenomenological reading of Apichatpong’s cinematic practice by 

redirecting the deployment of Buddhist elements to elaborate on the 

temporality, materiality, and affect of media and, ultimately, to ask how 

this Buddhist-informed conceptualization of media might shed light on 

the rematerialization of Cold War memories. In this sense, my project 

diverges significantly from a vast corpus of scholarship that 

understands the ubiquitous use of Buddhist and supernatural elements 
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in Apichatpong’s work as an instance of non-Western conceptions of 

modernity and spirituality.2

Drawing on both canonical and vernacular Buddhist 

understandings of time (kāla), I underscore the ways in which the 

notion of ephemerality informs the Buddhist conception of memory as 

well as represents a vital characteristic of media. In conversation with 

media theorists who argue for the temporal indeterminacy of media 

technology––its ability to capture temporal continuity in a permanent 

form vis-à-vis its actual emphasis on a fragmentary and singular instant 

of chance and ephemerality—I examine the dialectics of the permanent 

and the ephemeral, continuity and discontinuity, through a Buddhist 

temporal framework.  While scholars such as Mary Ann Doane read 3

the notions of contingency and ephemerality in film and photography 

against the rationalization of time in the modern-capitalist era, I situate 

the Buddhist temporal critique in Apichatpong’s cinema within the 

 See, for example, Anders Bergstrom, “Cinematic Past Lives: Memory, Modernity, 2

and Cinematic Reincarnation in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Uncle Boonmee Who 
Can Recall His Past Lives,” Mosaic: A Journal for Interdisciplinary Study of Literature 48, 4 
(December 2015): 1-16; and Mitsuyo Wada-Marciano, “Showing the Unknowable: 
Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives,” Cinematic Ghosts: Haunting and 
Spectrality from Silent Cinema to the Digital Era, ed., Murray Leeder (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2015), 271-289. 

 Mary Ann Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time: Modernity, Contingency, the 3

Archive (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). 
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context of post-Cold War Thailand in which the spectrality of the past 

has been subsumed under the “homogeneous, empty time” of the 

nation.  Under the rubric of national time that undergirds the 4

consciousness of historical coherence, ghosts of the past––in this case, 

ghosts of communism––are often domesticated and integrated into 

official narratives of national belonging.5

 To delineate Apichatpong’s intervention into Cold War histories 

through Buddhist-inflected anachronisms, I juxtapose the temporal and 

affective features of his cinematic depiction of Cold War histories with 

an enduring sense of melancholic nostalgia which has greatly informed 

historical representations and commemorative practices regarding 

anticommunist suppression since the 1970s. Recalling Walter 

Benjamin’s description of “left-wing melancholy,”  my analysis is 6

grounded within the historical specificity of the Thai context in which 

left melancholia has been mobilized, critically or uncritically, in 

 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 4

Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 33-35. 

 See Rosalind Morris, “Returning the Body without Haunting: Mourning, ‘Nai Phi’ 5

and the End of Revolution in Thailand,” in Loss: The Politics of Mourning, eds. David 
Eng and David Kazanjian (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003). 

 Walter Benjamin, “Left-Wing Melancholy,” The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, eds. 6

Anton Kaes, Martin Jay, and Edward Dimendberg (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1994), 304-306. 
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different intellectual and aesthetic traditions. Particularly, I track the 

mobilizations of left melancholia in the generic conventions of social 

realism which greatly informed the artistic, literary, music, and 

cinematic movement known as “art for life” (sinlapa phuea chiwit) in the 

1970s and 1980s.  Influenced by the Marxist dogma of class struggle 7

and the social reality of Thailand’s rapid urbanization under US-backed 

development policy, a social realist mode of representation relies on 

what critic May Adadol Ingawanij calls, “sympathetic auto-

ethnographic observations” about rural, minoritized groups.  8

Remarkably, while this trope of pastoral nostalgia furnished ethical and 

political transformations for the political left in the 1970s and 1980s, it 

was later co-opted by a nationalist movement in the late 1990s and 

 The terms, “pleng phuea chiwit” (songs for life) and “wannakam phuea 7

chiwit” (literature for life) are commonly used to specify the music and literary 
genres. See, for example, Benedict Anderson and Ruchira Mendiones, In the Mirror: 
Literature and Politics in Siam in the American Era (Bangkok: Editions Duang Kamol, 
1985); Kasian Tejapira, Commodifying Marxism: The Formation of Modern Thai Radical 
Culture, 1927-1958 (Kyoto: Kyoto University Press, 2001); and Yuangrat Wedel and 
Paul Wedel, Radical Thought, Thai Mind: The Development of Revolutionary Ideas in 
Thailand (Bangkok: Assumption Business Administration College, 1987). 

 May Adadol Ingawanij, “Transistor and Temporality: The Rural as Modern Thai 8

Cinema’s Pastoral,” Representing the Rural: Space, Place, and Identity in Films about the 
Land, eds. Catherine Fowler and Gillian Helfield (Detroit: Wayne State University, 
2006), 80-97. 
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early 2000s when the rural reemerged in cinema and other cultural 

forms as a site of cultural revival.  9

In mapping Apichatpong’s departure from these long-standing 

conventions of social realism and the vicissitudes of left melancholia, I 

further examine how his defamiliarized Buddhist configurations of 

political memories at the periphery circumvent the sentimentality of 

melancholic nostalgia and, instead, accommodate renewed affective 

relations with the wounded past. I highlight the notion of playfulness 

in Apichatpong’s cinematic practice and its pivotal role in his reflexive 

reenactments of Cold War memories. Through his playful and intimate 

collaboration with the young generation of Nabua, Apichatpong 

transforms the scarred landscapes of the rural into various scenarios of 

mourning, fantasy, and desire. My analyses of selected scenarios from 

Apichatpong’s cinematic archive in the Primitive project, including the 

feature film Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives and two short 

films, A Letter to Uncle Boonmee and Phantoms of Nabua, take up the 

notion of playfulness to examine the sensorial experience and the 

materiality of memory in the Buddhist-informed mediation of political 

violence at the margins.

 May Adadol, “Transistor and Temporality.”9
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Replaying a Marginalized History: Primitive Project 

Apichatpong’s reinterpretation of Cold War histories distances itself 

both from nationalist accounts in which state-sanctioned violence is 

virtually unacknowledged and from leftist cultural production in which 

a marginalized history is recognized but persistently infused with 

melancholic nostalgia for revolutionary ideals. To begin with, the first 

armed confrontation between the Thai army and villagers of Nabua on 

August 7, 1965, a central reference of Apichatpong’s Primitive project, 

had never entered public commemoration or mass-mediated forms of 

visual culture prior to the director’s cinematic retelling of the event. 

Theravada Buddhist rituals had been, and remain, a major mode of 

memorialization among local villagers.  Weaving together oral 10

histories, personal memories, and vernacular Buddhist beliefs, 

Apichatpong’s Primitive constitutes an unprecedented intermedial 

archive of the Cold War and challenges existing historical 

representations of political violence through an experimental mode of 

filmmaking. 

 This conclusion is based on my participation in an annual Buddhist ceremony and 10

my interviews with Nabua villagers in August 2016. 
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The first instance of Apichatpong’s experiment with the 

submerged history of Nabua is an invocation of primitivism that 

deliberately plays with the marginal status of this rural and ethnically 

marked region in official narratives and mainstream cultural 

expressions. In Thai, Apichatpong calls his project “dakdan” or 

“backward” a pejorative term often associated with the provinces, and 

especially the Lao-speaking Northeast region.  This forthright 11

provocation of ethnic stigma, however, is not necessarily translated into 

a sentimental restaging of historical antagonism that privileges trauma 

or victimhood over everyday experiences of living. As Una Chung 

keenly observes, Apichatpong’s collaboration with Nabua teenagers in 

the production of Primitive engages the wounded past not through the 

direct imposition of memory on the subjects but through a playful 

performativity that allows them to “live directly the nonlinear temporal 

 Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Chan khru 1: Tua ton doy phon ngan Apichatpong 11

Weerasethakul [Master Class 1: Life and Work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul] 
(Bangkok: Thai Film Archive, 2013), 67-70. 
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entanglement of the present moment.”  Primitivism, in this regard, 12

suggests not simply an injurious or, conversely, a nostalgic version of 

history, but a way to reinhabit the violent past through an embodied 

experience of remembering. 

The Buddhist framing of historical retelling further adds an 

experimental feature to the Primitive project. The project was, in fact, 

initially inspired by a Buddhist text entitled, A Man Who Can Recall His 

Past Lives (Khon raluek chat dai), written by Phra Sripariyattiweti, a 

Buddhist monk from Apichatpong’s hometown in Northeast Thailand. 

In the book, the monk recounts the story of a man named Boonmee, 

who claims to have the supernatural ability to recollect his past lives as 

a water buffalo, a cow, a hunter, and a hungry ghost (phi pret in Thai or 

peta in Pali). This particular genre of Buddhist literature is marked by 

its noncanonical and vernacular status and would definitely not be 

 Una Chung, “Crossing over Horror: Reincarnation and Transformation in 12

Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Primitive,” WSQ: Women’s Studies Quarterly 40, 1&2 
(Spring/Summer 2012): 218. 

In his interview, Apichatpong describes his collaboration with Nabua villagers 
as follows: “Before the project, the teenagers already knew the history of killing, rape, 
and other violence in the land where they grew up. But I didn’t want to talk about it 
directly in the Primitive. I mean I didn’t want to explicitly film the hardship. It was 
more like we did activities together, playing a kind of game, knowing that this land 
has this history, and I think that was really enough.” See Ji-Hoon Kim, “Learning 
about Time: An Interview with Apichatpong Weerasethakul,” Film Quarterly 64, 4 
(Summer 2011): 50. 
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unfamiliar to readers from Theravada Buddhist countries in Southeast 

Asia. In his essay on rebirth memory in Cambodia, Erik Davis traces 

this literary and cultural phenomenon in canonical Buddhist texts in 

which the Buddha’s recollection of past lives is instrumental to 

understandings of suffering and ultimately spiritual liberation.  In 13

popular cultural imagination and practice, the lived experience of past 

life recollection significantly diverges from the Buddhist pedagogical 

paradigm and performs different social functions, especially with 

regard to the reconstruction of social fabrics beyond death.14

Focusing on a nondoctrinal aspect of Buddhism, I examine the 

trope of rebirth in Apichatpong’s films in relation to Chung’s idea of the 

“nonlinear temporal entanglement” in a scene of embodied witnessing 

and to Apichatpong’s critique of the Buddhist ideological 

underpinnings of nationalism. The temporal trope of past life 

recollection in cinematic reenactments activates an affective relation 

between the living and the dead––something comparable to the 

 Erik W. Davis, “Kinship Beyond Death: Ambiguous Relations and Autonomous 13

Children in Cambodia,” Contemporary Buddhism 16,1 (2015): 127-128. 

 Ibid. See also, Erik W. Davis, “Between Forests and Families: A Remembered Past 14

Life,” People of Virtue: Reconfiguring Religion, Power, and Morality in Cambodia Today, 
eds. David Chandler and Alexandra Kent (Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2009), 128-144. 
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ritualized invocation of the dead in Nabua’s Buddhist commemoration 

of Cold War atrocities––and mobilizes such spectral traces to 

interrogate a Buddhist-nationalist discourse of the Cold War. From my 

observation of the Buddhist ceremony at Nabua in August 2016, the 

ritual involved making food offerings to the shrines of those who were 

killed in an anticommunist purge. White strings were tied to the shrines 

and the offerings, signifying the transferability of material objects to a 

spirit world.  This critique of Buddhist nationalism is ultimately 15

foregrounded in Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives in which 

Apichatpong alludes to a well-known speech by the right-wing, 

conservative monk Kittivuddho who, in 1976, stated in a news 

magazine that, “killing communists is not de-meritorious” because 

“whoever destroys nation, religion, and King is not a full person.”  16

Read against this rhetoric of state-sponsored Buddhism that provides a 

justification for violence, Apichatpong’s experiment with vernacular 

Buddhist beliefs in the Primitive project extends its critical investigation 

 For a discussion of the notion of materiality and affect in Buddhist rituals, see 15

Patrice Ladwig, “Ontology, Materiality, and Spectral Traces: Methodological 
Thoughts on Studying Lao Buddhist Festivals for Ghosts and Ancestral Spirits,” 
Anthropological Theory (2012): 1-12. 

 Suwanna Satha-Anand, “The Question of Violence in Thai Buddhism,” in Buddhism 16

and Violence: Militarism and Buddhism in Modern Asia, eds. Vladimir Tikhonov and 
Torkel Brekke (New York: Routledge: 2013,) 182. 
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of Cold War politics from historical to religious questions of memory, 

haunting, and citizenship.

In line with the director’s decentering of official Cold War 

histories, Apichatpong’s Primitive blurs a boundary between reality and 

myth by incorporating folkloric elements into its historical 

reconfigurations of political atrocity. Apichatpong is particularly 

intrigued by Nabua’s legend of widow ghosts (phi mae mai), the 

seductive and voracious female spirits who abduct men from villagers 

or any men who enter their ghostly realm.  In his filmic 17

reinterpretation of the myth, Apichatpong merges this folkloric account 

of female ghosts with Nabua’s oral history of the Cold War during 

which male villagers fled into the jungle in fear of an anticommunist 

purge while women were left home and were sometimes raped or 

tortured by the army if found assisting their male relatives.  During 18

this time of military occupation, Nabua, which was then called the 

“widow town” (mueang mae mai) for its well-known legend, was 

 For an ethnographic study of the widow ghosts, see Mary Beth Mills, “Attack of the 17

Widow Ghosts: Gender, Death and Modernity in Northeast Thailand,” in Bewitching 
Women, Pious Men: Gender and Body Politics in Southeast Asia, eds. Aihwa Ong and 
Michael Peletz (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1995), 244-273.

 Apichatpong, Master Class, 86-87. 18
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forcefully transformed into a feminine landscape that embodied a 

suppressed history of exile, broken sociality, and sexual violence. In 

light of this marginalized history, Apichatpong revises the myth of 

demonic femininity to elaborate on the gendered and affective aspect of 

political violence. 

More provocatively, Apichatpong adds a queer layer to his 

experimental rendering of the Cold War by replacing the legend of 

matriarchal society with a story about male homosociality. Indeed, the 

Primitive project is marked by its exclusive depiction of male 

descendants of the farmer communists of Nabua. Although the way in 

which their relationship is depicted in Primitive is by no means sexual, 

it is highly intimate and corporeal. In both spontaneous and otherwise 

loosely staged scenarios, the young men are captured dancing, sleeping 

inside a wooden spaceship, playing football in a rice field, or 

conversing leisurely in military uniform. At one level, the 

masculinization of space can be interpreted as the recreation of a 

history of military occupation through a reversal of gendered narratives 

(the myth of the female ghosts versus the reenacted story of male 

teenagers) and a parodic imitation of historical roles that allows the 

victims (the male descendants of farmer communists) to play the 
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perpetrators (the military). Through a queer reading, Apichatpong’s 

emphasis on homosocial intimacy in Primitive can be viewed as a 

subversive rewriting of a hypermasculine narrative of the Cold War 

produced by the prevailing military culture under paternalistic, 

authoritarian regimes.  In reimagining Nabua as a homosocial space, 19

Apichatpong’s Primitive evokes the traumatic memory of military 

occupation but, through its playful gestures, registers different kinds of 

affect such as pleasure, cheerfulness, and boredom to reinscribe this 

history with mundane rhythms of continuity.

To reflect on Apichatpong’s experiments with vernacular 

Buddhist beliefs and folkloric elements, I draw on Bliss Cua Lim’s 

transmedial investigation of contemporary Filipino film and novels 

about a supernatural creature known as aswang, in which she examines 

how folklore “indexes the lived relationship between people and 

technological media.”  Against a conventional understanding of 20

folklore as “temporal fantasies of timeless rural tradition” that simply 

 For a thorough study of the masculinist notion of paternalism in Thai politics 19

during the U.S.-backed military regime in Thailand, see Thak Chaloemtiarana, 
Thailand: The Politics of Despotic Paternalism (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia 
Program, 2007); and Rosalind Morris “Educating Desire: Thailand, Transnationalism, 
and Transgression,” Social Text 52/53 (Autumn-Winter 1997): 53-79. 

 Bliss Cua Lim, “Queer Aswang Transmedia: Folklore as Camp,” Kritika Kultura 24 20

(2015): 180. 
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furnish traditional content for media reappropriation, Lim argues that 

the formation and transmission of this “lore” across media, genres, and 

generations are intimately linked to the notion of medium specificity 

and its interpretive chain. In particular, Lim’s investigation of the 

resurgence of aswang as a queer figure across literary and visual 

cultures takes its cue from queer temporal critiques that foreground the 

destabilizing potential of a strategic mobilization of anachronism. 

Through a notion of “camp temporality,” a comedic conversion of 

folklore’s frozen time into a contemporaneous reclamation of queer 

desire, Lim elucidates how queer aswang transmedia participate in 

queer politics of visibility in the contemporary Filipino gay scene. Here 

Lim specifically argues against the “bourgeois erasure” of effeminate 

and often lower class gay men or bakla in the Philippines’ urban gay 

scene as she posits that by tactically realigning themselves with the 

mythical figure of aswang, the stigmatized bakla are able to assert their 

presence and desire in a public space.21

Drawing on Lim’s theorizing of folklore in relation to 

transmediality and temporality, I first distinguish Apichatpong’s 

experimental stylistics in Primitive from the camp aesthetics that Lim 

 Lim, “Queer Aswang,” 189-192. 21
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describes. While Primitive may share some campy features such as 

playfulness, performativity, and imitation, they yield neither the 

comical effects nor the theatrical artificiality typically found in queer 

aesthetics of camp or drag performance. Lim’s critique of folklore’s 

timelessness through queer anachronism is nonetheless highly 

instructive in conceptualizing Apichatpong’s invocation of primitivism 

to reconfigure a doubly marginalized history of political violence 

absent from both leftist and rightist historiographies. Lim’s insight is 

particularly helpful in differentiating Apichatpong’s strategic 

mobilization of anachronism from the reiteration of “temporal fantasies 

of timeless rural tradition” prevalent in the social realist “cinema for 

life” of the 1970s and 1980s and its nostalgic reincarnation in late 1990s 

heritage cinema. The collapsing of past, present, and future in Primitive 

articulates not the antagonistic or idealized temporal relations between 

the urban and the provincial but the non-eventful understanding of 

trauma that unfolds in the everyday context of remembering and 

witnessing. 

 

�
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Thailand’s Left Melancholia 

Locating Apichatpong’s artistic venture into microhistory within 

broader political and aesthetic backgrounds, I highlight how the 

Primitive project brings an entirely new perspective to bear on the Cold 

War both in the domain of political history and visual culture. While 

scholars have extensively examined Apichatpong’s preoccupation with 

rural landscapes and Buddhist-supernatural beliefs through the lens of 

postcolonial critiques of modernity, globalization, and 

cosmopolitanism,  I situate his experimental aesthetics within a largely 22

overlooked context of the politics of affect in post-Cold War Thailand. 

 For an excellent introduction to Apichatpong’s negotiation with the modernist 22

discourse of cinema and cosmopolitan notion of auteur identity, see May Adadol 
Ingawanij and Richard MacDonald, “Blissfully Whose? Jungle Pleasure, Ultra-
Modernist Cinema and the Cosmopolitan Thai Auteur,” The Ambiguous Allure of the 
West: Traces of the Colonial in Thailand, eds., Rachel Harrison and Peter A. Jackson 
(Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010),119-134. For discussions on 
Apichatpong’s participation in a transnational and globalized sensation about a 
horror genre, see Natalie Boehler, “Globalized Haunting: The Transnational Spectral 
in Apichatpong’s Syndromes and a Century and Its Reception” Ghost Movies in 
Southeast Asia and Beyond: Narratives, Cultural Contexts, Audiences, eds., Peter J. 
Bräunlein and Andrea Lauser (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 221-26; 119-134 and Angela 
O’Hara, “Mysterious Object of Desire: The Haunted Cinema of Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul,” Transnational Asian Identities in Pan-pacific Cinemas: The Reel Asian 
Exchange, eds., Philippa Gates and Lisa Funnell (New York: Routledge, 2012), 177-190. 
For an analysis of Apichatpong’s transnational filmmaking in relation to the question 
of geopolitics, see Nicholas Mercer, “Between the Global and the Local: The Cultural 
Geopolitics of Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Film Aesthetics” Linguistics, Literature 
and Culture: Millennium Realities and Innovative Practices in Asia, eds., Shakila Abdul 
Manan and Hajar Abdul Rahim (New Castle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2012), 191-216. 
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In particular I pay attention to the way in which the Buddhist-informed 

rematerialization of Cold War memories in Apichatpong’s cinematic 

archive invigorate an affective engagement with the violent past, which 

has been curtailed by a long-standing sense of left melancholia. To be 

sure, the dominant right-wing nationalist ideology has undoubtedly 

been responsible for historical amnesia regarding Cold War political 

violence in Thailand. However, instead of restaging the bipolarity and 

ideological clashes between communism and democracy, between 

socialism and capitalism that preoccupy studies of Cold War politics, I 

look at the domain of cultural production in which such polarized 

ideologies unexpectedly intersect. This particular intersection is to be 

found in an affective investment in the rural which can be characterized 

as melancholic. 

In her study of aesthetic remediations of Cold War memories in 

Thailand, Sudarat Musikawong argues that the dominant mode of 

remembering and retelling the fall of left radicalism since the late 1970s 

has been a melancholic retrospection over loss of life and revolutionary 

ideals.  The central points of reference of this enduring sense of leftist 23

 Sudarat Musikawong, “Art for October: Thai Cold War State Violence in Trauma 23

Art,” positions: east asia critique 18, 1 (Spring 2010): 19-50.
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melancholia are the student uprising on October 14, 1973, and the 

massacre of student activists on October 6, 1976, by the Thai military 

and right-wing paramilitary groups. The aftermath of both brutally 

suppressed revolts witnessed not only a mass exile of students from 

Bangkok to join the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in provincial 

areas but a growing sense of self-reflexivity and disenchantment with 

respect to the interrupted revolution.  As the revolutionary project 24

failed to be actualized at the center, the rural had increasingly become a 

locus of ideological and affective investment for the political left. 

Film scholar May Adadol Ingawanij contextualizes the 

emergence of “new wave” (kluen luk mai) Thai cinema in the 1970s in 

relation to the intensifying social consciousness among radicalized 

intelligentsia who now turned to rural life as a site of ethical and 

political transformations.  Drawing heavily on thematic features of 25

social realism prevalent in the emergent literary and artistic movement 

known as “art for life” (sinlapa phuea chiwit), films such as 

Chatrichalerm Yukol’s Hotel Angel (Thep Thida Rongram, 1974), Permpol 

Choei–arun’s The Worthless Life (Chiwit Butsop, 1976), and Surasee 

 Sudarat, “Art for October.”24

 May Adadol, “Transistor and Temporality,” 80-97. 25
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Patham’s The Rural Teacher (Khru Bannok, 1978) exhaustively explore 

moral and political corruption rooted in Thailand’s U.S.-backed 

development project. While these “films for life” provide a channel for 

oppositional politics, their faithful reliance on a social realist mode of 

representation tends to portray the rural as idyllic, passive, and 

victimized, leaving the lived experiences of exploitation unexamined.  26

When the memory of state-sanctioned violence was almost 

completely obliterated under the right-wing governments in the 1980s, 

social realist films continued to remind the public of Cold War political 

tragedy. On the tenth anniversary of the October 6, 1976 massacre, 

Chatrichalerm released Teacher Somsri (Khru Somsri, 1986), in which 

found footage of the massacre was used to link student activists’ 

struggle for democracy with the protagonist’s sacrifice for a better 

future of her students from a slum community. The film ends with the 

murder of Somsri which is crosscut with the archival images of the 1976 

mass killing, conflating the failed individual aspiration with the 

collective, political despair.  Piyarangsit Rangsit’s Forget It I Don’t Care 27

 May Adadol, “Transistor and Temporality,” 85-88.26

 Sudarat Musikawong, Mediating Memories of the 1970s in Thai Cultural Production 27

(PhD diss, University of California, Santa Cruz, 2006), 194-195. 
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(Chang Man Chan Mai Khae), also released in 1986, tells the story of a 

former radical student who, in the end, chooses a male prostitute over 

another student activist who rescued her during the October 6, 1976, 

incident and was for a time her romantic interest. In both films, the 

memory of Cold War atrocity reemerges as a nightmarish flashback that 

evokes a strong sense of hopelessness and a desire to forget. 

Tracking the vicissitudes of left melancholia in post-Cold War 

visual production reveals the unexpected way in which such affective 

residues can be further manipulated at different historical junctures. In 

her compelling analysis of Thai heritage cinema after the 1997 Asian 

economic crisis, May Adadol points out how the social realist 

conventions of the left artistic movement were revived to serve the 

nationalist discourse of cultural recovery in the aftermath of the 

economic collapse. Specifically, she examines Pen-ek Ratanaruang’s 

filmic adaptation of the 1981 Thai novel, Transistor Love Story (Mon–rak 

Transistor) penned by former student activist and renowned author Wat 

Wanlayangkul. Pen-ek’s 2001 updating of the novel, May Adadol 

argues, neutralizes a more critical, self-reflexive sense of melancholia in 

the social realist literary tradition to a mere nostalgic vision of a 

!62



pastoral ideal.  Although May Adadol argues not for a neat transition 28

from “cinema for life” to heritage cinema in terms of their shared 

affective conventions, her analysis allows us to see that left melancholia 

has potentially obfuscated a more radical view on Cold War histories. 

Several political forces partake in the deradicalization of left 

politics in addition to the nationalist agenda of post-1997 cultural 

policy. As Kanokrat Lertchoosakul has forcefully argued, the 

remarkable return of former student activists into the domains of 

politics and intellectual life, especially in the late 1990s, is the result of a 

long process of historical revision that ultimately reframes the radical 

movement through the language of liberalism and democracy.  Among 29

various strategies employed both by the state and former left wing 

activists themselves to neutralize the leftist legacy is the 

romanticization of the struggle for social justice and equality as a heroic 

act of political liberation and democratization. In a vast array of literary 

and visual production, a sentiment of regret has often been evoked to 

 May Adadol Ingawanij, “Transistor and Temporality,” 88-94. 28

 Kanokrat Lertchoosakul, “The Rise of the Octobrists: Power and Conflict among Former 29

Left Wing Student Activists in Contemporary Thai Politics” (Doctoral thesis, The London 
School of Economics and Political Science, 2012), 99-111. 
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foreground a recurrent theme of self-awakening.  One prime example 30

in this regard would be Bhandit Rittakol’s biopic, The Moonhunter (14 

Tula Songkhram Prachachon, 2001), which was adapted from the 

autobiography of Seksan Prasertkul, a leader of the 1973 student 

uprising who has, since the 1980s, established himself as a notable 

writer and university professor. With a script written by Seksan himself, 

the film explores the radical political movement in the 1970s through 

the protagonist’s eyes in a way that, according to political commentator 

and former student activist Kasian Tejapira, unwittingly dilutes 

complex political issues into an individual drama about the survival, 

disillusionment, and alienation of a tragic hero.  While not without a 31

self-critical appeal, the film falls short of engaging the crucial question 

of historical accountability insofar as it privileges personal self-

realization and redemption over social justice. 

Despite political constraints and cultural taboos regarding the 

leftist legacy, some independent films challenge the limits of left 

melancholia and redemptive narratives of political violence. Manassak 

 Kanokrat, The Rise of the Octobrists, 112-114. 30

 Kasian Tejapira, “Ekkalak, Khwamsongcham lae Phapphayon [Characteristic, 31

Memory, and Film],” cited in Sudarat Musikawong, Mediating Memories, 220-221. 
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Dokmai’s short film, Don’t Forget Me (Ya Luem Chan, 2003), is exemplary 

in its attempt to grapple with post-Cold War cultural amnesia without 

resorting to a realist mode of historical representation or a reiteration of 

political despair. In Don’t Forget Me, Manassak offers an estranged yet 

poignant depiction of the 1976 massacre by combining archival footage 

with the voiceover narration from an ethnographic documentary film 

about the tribal group known as the Mlabri, pejoratively called in the 

film the “ghosts of the yellow leaf” (phi tong luaeng). The striking 

distinction between the impassive description of the pristine habitat of 

the indigenous people and the graphic depiction of the 1976 massacre 

registers the affects of shock and black humor to tackle issues of 

cultural amnesia, historical injustice, and public oblivion. Through its 

ironic invocation of an otherwise nostalgic portrayal of the “primitive,” 

the film endows the widely circulated video record of the massacre 

with new affective charges that ultimately bypass a melancholic or 

redemptive vision of the violent past. 

Experimental films such as Don’t Forget Me have remained 

marginal in an archive of the cinematic Cold War. When Apichatpong 

Weerasethakul started working on Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall Past 

Lives in 2008, which led him to produce a more ambitious artistic 
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constellation in Primitive (2009), films that sought to reckon with Cold 

War legacies continued to be exceptionally limited. Somkiat 

Vituranich’s romantic period drama, October Sonata (Rak Ti Ror Koi, 

2009), stood out for its relative commercial success and as a winner of 

several prestigious national awards. Inspired by Sri Burapha’s 1932 

proto-social realist novel, The War of Life (Songkhram Chiwit)–allegedly a 

Thai rendition of Dostoyevsky’s Poor Folk,  the film recounts a doomed 32

romance between a student activist and an impoverished young 

woman during the time of political unrest in the 1970s. Film critic Kong 

Rithdee posits that while the film cleverly weaves a story about failed 

intimacy with a nuanced articulation of political impasse, its affective 

tonality is deemed to be sentimental or even melodramatic.  In Kong’s 33

incisive phrasing, the film’s excessive investment in romance “chooses 

not to deal with the politics of body, but of emotion.”  Along these 34

lines, I would add that such sentimental politics is arguably another 

instantiation of left melancholia that belongs to a long genealogy of 

 See Trisilpa Boonkhachorn, Nawaniyai kap Sangkhom Thai [The Novel and Thai 32

Society] (Bangkok, Chulalongkorn University Press, 1999). 

 Kong Rithdee, “Doomed Love of Red October,” Bangkok Post, January 1, 2010. 33

 Ibid.34
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leftist historical representation in general and of the post-1970s artistic 

convention of social realism in Thailand in particular. 

In contrasting Apichatpong’s reconfigurations of Cold War 

legacies with the long-standing tradition of left melancholia, I would 

like to sketch some distinctive features in Apichatpong’s work for 

further analysis. First, Apichatpong’s films are marked by the ostensible 

absence of reference to the benchmarks of Cold War histories––the 1973 

student uprising and the 1976 massacre. Instead, Apichatpong turns to 

a less eventful and unacknowledged history at the periphery for his 

meditation on traces of Cold War memories. Second, in resorting to the 

peripheral, Apichatpong’s work distances itself from a nostalgic 

portrayal of rural life in the social realist genre of cinema for life and its 

more recent incarnation in post-1997 heritage cinema. As can be 

glimpsed from Apichatpong’s artistic practice in Primitive, the uses of 

folklore and vernacular Buddhism yield a defamiliarizing effect rather 

than providing an auto-ethnographic tableau of the minoritized ethnic 

group. What is more, the deployment of Buddhist-inflected 

anachronism in Apichatpong’s defamiliarized account of the Cold War 

furnishes renewed temporal and affective relations with the violent 

past. If the temporality and affective economy of left melancholia in 
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post-Cold War Thailand entail a paralyzing form of attachment to the 

wounded past, Apichatpong’s Buddhist temporal framework reorients 

our perceptual experience of political violence to an ordinary and 

materially grounded phenomenon that highlights the notions of 

mobility, agency and resilience over victimhood. 

My investigation of Buddhist-informed configurations of Cold 

War memories suggests not a complete disavowal of melancholia that 

would reinforce the orthodox Buddhist doctrines of impermanence and 

nonattachment. Rather, I examine how Apichatpong’s Buddhist 

rendition of the Cold War expands our understanding of melancholic 

attachment through its nondoctrinal activations of ephemerality and 

contingency. If, as we will see, Buddhist temporal thinking on 

impermanence (anicca) uses ephemeral objects and phenomena to 

convey the transitoriness of existence and its accompanying feeling of 

unsatisfactoriness (dukkha),  contemporary visual culture manipulates 35

such pedagogical frameworks to enact possibilities of inhabiting the 

 The notions of impermanence (anicca) and unsatisfactoriness (dukkha; often 35

translated as suffering in nonphilosophical contexts) together with the concept of not-
self (anatta) constitute the doctrine called the Three Characteristics (tilakkhana) that 
describe the nature of existence. See Steven Collins, Nirvana and Other Buddhist 
Facilities: Utopias of the Pali Imaginaire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 
138-140. 
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ruins and navigating the fragmentary traces of memory in the 

aftermath of the Cold War.

Buddhist Temporality, Mediation, and Embodied Memory 

My argument about Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s critical intervention 

into post-Cold War affective politics vitally rests on the filmmaker’s 

strategic use of Buddhism to destabilize a tradition of left melancholia. 

To elaborate on this Buddhist-derived mode of mediation, I bring 

Buddhist material culture and philosophical thought on temporality to 

bear on the theorization of media. The point is not so much to propose 

a Buddhist theory of media as a distinctively local, non-Western 

cultural entity. Rather, I accentuate the way in which Apichatpong’s 

media practice allows for a productive conversation between Buddhist 

discourses on mediation and recent debates in the discipline of media 

studies. In particular, I focus on the notion of ephemerality which 

encompasses the key issues of temporality, materiality, affect, and 

embodiment shared by both Buddhist philosophy and current 

theoretical discussions about media and visual culture.

To elucidate how Buddhist temporal features crucially inform 

Apichatpong’s mediation of Cold War memories, I turn to his short 
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film, Phantoms of Nabua (Phi Haeng Ban Nabua, 2009), an inaugural piece 

of the Primitive project that pays homage to the ghosts of Nabua.  This 36

cinematic necromancy transforms a mundane landscape––the rice field 

of Nabua––into a space of encounter and contingency that evokes an 

embodied experience of haunting. Following Michel Serres’ definition 

of contingency as “common tangency” whereby “the world and the 

body intersect and caress each other,”  we might understand the film’s 37

spatiotemporal arrangement as the creation of a haptic interaction 

between the living and the dead. More crucially, this spectral interface 

is mediated through the fabric of a screen and the transmission of light. 

The film’s establishing shot depicts a projection screen which has been 

set up in an open rice field at night. At one level, this mis-en-scène is 

reminiscent of open-air cinema (nang klang plaeng) made popular 

during the Cold War with the pervasive use of lightweight 16mm film 

 Apichatpong Weerasethakul, Master Class, 15. 36

 Michel Serres, The Five Senses: A Philosophy of Mingled Bodies, trans., Peter Cowley 37

and Margaret Sankey (New York: Continuum, 2008), 80. 
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and a mobile projector.  Far from being nostalgic, however, the 38

invocation of this Cold War cultural relic is intimately linked to the 

haunting memory of political atrocity. The medium shot that follows 

reveals projected images on the screen: the stupa-shaped charnel 

houses where cremated remains of the dead are kept for Buddhist 

mourning rituals. Surrounded by flashing streams of lightning, the relic 

shrines appear as a turbulent interplay of light and shadow that 

intensifies the uncanny sense of a ghostly exposure. Framed by 

references to Buddhist modes of memorialization, the film thus 

rematerializes persistent memories of the Cold War as ambient 

phenomena and ephemeral material relations.

That time itself is marked by ephemeral objects and can be 

perceived through a kind of haptic visuality is inherent to the teachings 

of Theravadin Buddhist textual traditions, ritual practices, and artistic 

expressions. In his study of the infinite and repetitive temporality of 

samsara in relation to the Buddhist soteriological concept of nirvana (or 

 The popularity of the 16mm film between the 1950s and 1970s (often periodized by 38

film scholars as the “16mm era”) was a result of the shortage of the 35mm film in the 
aftermath of World War II. The more mobile and lightweight projecting equipment 
made the 16mm film widely accessible in the countryside and gave rise to provincial 
spectatorship. See May Adadol Ingawanij, “Figures of Plebeian Modernity: Film 
Projection as Performance in Siam/Thailand,” Southeast Asia Program at Cornell 
Bulletin (Fall 2014): 10-16. 
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nibbana in Pali), Steven Collins shows how relics of the Buddha embody 

the double temporality of Buddhahood––repetitive, samsaric time and 

timeless eternity. In an attempt to reconcile this seemingly contradictory 

conception of time in Buddhist soteriology, Collins turns to the notion 

of the nirvana of the relics or dhatu-(pari)nibbana, an absolute 

destruction of the Buddha’s relics and images by fire, which makes 

possible a sense of temporal closure within a samsaric cosmology.  39

Citing a well-known dictum, “seeing the relics is seeing the Conquerer 

(i.e. the Buddha),” Collins succinctly notes, “so long as relics exist, so 

long can the Buddha be seen; but when the relics disappear, such sight 

(dassana, another term with an extensive psycho-theology in Hinduism, 

as Sanskrit darsana, but with no systematic counterpart in Pali) comes to 

an end; the Buddha finally nirvanizes, this time for ever, when his relics 

become invisible, by going to the state beyond conceptualization.”  40

Through physical remains, time can be seen, and seeing (dassana) is 

pivotal for the realization of the temporal dimension of nirvana. 

 Steven Collins, Nirvana: Concept, Imagery, Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge 39

University Press, 2010), 115-117. 

 Ibid., 120-121. 40
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Beyond soteriological accounts of relics such as this, the 

indexical traces of the Buddha have expanded philosophical and 

cultural understandings of temporality in relation to visuality, 

materiality, affect, and embodiment in different Buddhist cultural 

milieus.  In his evocative essay on the notion of agency in a collection 41

of the early Buddhist literature known as the Divyavadana, Andy 

Rotman delineates how certain objects such as relics, images, and 

stupas are agents of “prasada,” a somatic and emotional experience 

which can be translated as “faith,” “graciousness,” or “serene joy.”  42

Turning away from a cognitive view of the experience of prasada in 

previous writing on the Divyavadana, Rotman draws on Catherine 

MacKinnon’s conception of pornography to highlight an immediate 

visceral response at a moment of visual contact with prasadika (agents of 

 As I limit my discussion of the Buddha’s relics to the theorizing of Buddhist 41

temporality, I aim not to place my argument directly in conversation with the vast 
body of literature on this subject in Buddhist studies and cultural anthropology. For 
recent works that provide excellent summaries of debates on the subject, see John 
Strong, Relics of the Buddha (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004) and David 
Germano and Kevin Trainor, eds., Embodying the Dharma: Buddhist Relic Veneration in 
Asia (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004). 

 Andy Rotman, “The Erotics of Practice: Objects and Agency in Buddhist Avadana 42

Literature,” American Academy of Religion 71, 3 (September 2003): 555-556. See also, 
Christopher Pinney, “The Indian Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, 
Or What Happens When Peasants ‘Get Hold’ of Images,” Media Worlds: Anthropology 
on New Terrain, eds., Faye Ginsburg, Lila Abu-Lughod, and Brian Larkin (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), 355-369. 
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prasada) objects. Rotman’s keen attention to an affective relation 

between objects and the body extends Collins’ focus on visuality in the 

harnessing of soteriological temporal consciousness. Drawing also from 

Christopher Pinney’s idea of tactile visuality in his study of visual 

practices in contemporary India, Rotman proceeds to argue for a 

“sensory and corporeal aesthetics” that lies at the heart of the prasadika 

visual engagement.43

Apichatpong’s remediation of funerary objects in Phantoms of 

Nabua resonates with these discussions of the temporal and affective 

dimensions of Buddhist relic veneration.  The projection of light from 44

the Buddhist reliquaries, for example, visually and materially 

foregrounds an affective relation between the living and the dead made 

possible through ritualized or imaginative treatments of bodily 

remains. However, I would further argue that the film dislodges the 

central issue of embodied perception from the questions of soteriology 

and moral economy to enact new possibilities for historical 

 Rotman, “The Erotics of Practice,” 562-571. 43

 For an important study of how Buddhist relic veneration in India has greatly 44

informed cremation rituals and amulet cults in Southeast Asia, see Stanley Tambiah, 
The Buddhist Saints of the Forest and the Cult of Amulets: A Study in Charisma, 
Hagiography, Sectarianism, and Millennial Buddhism (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984).
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reconfiguration. By invoking the Buddhist visual practice of embodied 

witnessing, the film uses ephemeral material remains to create a sense 

of nonlinear temporal entanglement between past and present rather 

than to convey the doctrine of impermanence or nonattachment. In this 

sense, the film rearticulates a melancholic attachment to remnants of 

the Cold War in a new manner by grounding this affective relation to 

past trauma in the Buddhist-informed mode of recollection. 

Emphasis on mediation, reflexivity, and playful performativity 

further marks Apichatpong’s nondoctrinal approach to Buddhist 

temporal frameworks. In the film, the haptic experience of 

ephemerality is filtered through a screen in a way that reflexively 

reveals a process of mediation. The screen positions an act of 

witnessing as a kind of visual engagement but not simply in 

representational terms. Immediately after we see projected images of 

the relic stupas on the open-air screen, a group of male teenagers, the 

descendants of Nabua farmer communists, emerges onto the rice field 

and begins to kick a blazing football. Through simultaneous 

movements of light and of bodies, the film creates, for these 

nonprofessional actors and for audiences, a sensorial experience of 

witnessing that is embedded in the Buddhist practice of tactile visuality. 
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Literalizing the Buddhist teaching about how we can be “touched” by 

objects and images through seeing, the film uses the technique of 

projection and embodied movement to create this kind of (visual) 

contact. 

Near the end of Phantoms of Nabua, the group of teenagers burns 

down the screen with the flaming football and the projector behind the 

screen is revealed, shining directly onto us, the audience. This final 

scene simultaneously positions the teenagers of Nabua and the 

audience as witnesses of a political memory that the film evokes 

through Buddhist memorial objects as well as Buddhist-informed 

spatiotemporal configurations. The incineration of the screen speaks to 

the precarious condition of Cold War memories and what it means to 

bear witness to ephemeral remains of the haunting past in the present. 

At an intertextual level, this scene also reminds us of Boonmee’s dream 

sequence about the screen of memory erasure erected by some future 

authoritarian regime, with which I begin this chapter. Indeed, central to 

Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives is the question of 

technologies of memory, specifically the medium of photography, as an 

effort to archive the ephemeral. This photographic inquiry, as we will 
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see, further sheds light on the intricate relationship between Buddhist 

temporality, political memory, and cinematic embodiment. 

The Past Lives of Photography 

The image wanders ghostlike through the present. Ghostly apparitions occur 
only in places where a terrible deed has been committed.

–– Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography”

The opening epigraph of Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives 

reinforces the Buddhist temporal framing of the film: “Facing the 

jungle, the hills and vales, my past lives as an animal and other beings 

rise up before me.” The trope of human-nonhuman transformation 

recalls the Theravadin Buddhist cosmology in which hierarchized 

planes of existence convey the doctrine of karma.  Apichatpong’s 45

experimental approach to Buddhist eschatology, however, mobilizes the 

trope of past life recollection in a different direction from that of karmic 

pedagogy. Focusing on the intermedial dimension of Apichatpong’s 

film in relation to Buddhist temporal frameworks, I am especially 

interested in how we might read the film’s Buddhist-coded disjunctive 

temporality alongside photographic and cinematic time. Also, how 

 See Wendy Doniger O’Flaherty, ed., Karma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions 45

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980). 
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might the Buddhist temporal and material configuration of 

ephemerality shed light on the ephemerality of the media of film and 

photography? Finally, how can Apichatpong’s defamiliarized Buddhist 

temporal framework allow for the cinematic configuration of Cold War 

political memory beyond the dominant mode of melancholic nostalgia?

In Uncle Boonmee, the memory of Cold War atrocity unfolds in an 

ordinary countryside setting subtly interwoven with Buddhist-

supernatural elements. The establishing shot of the film depicts a 

bucolic rural landscape in which a water buffalo––now an emblem of 

agrarian pastness––serves as the central figure of the frame. While this 

mise-en-scène is highly reminiscent of the nostalgic portrayal of rural life 

in the social realist tradition or heritage cinema, it also bears 

Apichatpong’s signature, that is, his aesthetic, political, and religious 

investment in the mundane yet mysterious topography of the jungle.  46

The opening sequence concludes when a farmer, who had followed his 

 For example, Natalie Boehler discusses cinematic representations of the jungle in 46

Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s films in relation to a critique of ethnic minoritization 
and an urban-rural divide. See Natalie Boehler, “The Jungle as Border Zone: The 
Aesthetics of Nature in the Work of Apichatpong Weerasethakul,” Austrian Journal of 
South-East Asian Studies 4,2 (2011): 290–304. 

Arnika Fuhrmann analyzes how the jungle landscape in Apichatpong 
Weerasethakul’s Tropical Malady (Sat Pralat, 2004) furnishes a Buddhist-coded setting 
for a defamiliarized configuration of male same-sex desire. See Arnika Fuhrmann, 
Ghostly Desires, 148-157. 
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unfettered buffalo into the jungle, drags the beast back to his shelter. 

The camera continues to linger on the murky background of the forest 

before cutting to an apelike creature who gazes directly into the camera 

with bright red eyes. The creature, as we will later learn, is a monkey 

ghost (ling phi) whose ontological indeterminacy embodies the 

marginalized memory of exile and political violence during the Cold 

War. 

The coexistence of the living and the dead in a mundane setting 

is indicative of the Buddhist-coded temporal entanglement that 

structures the film’s mnemonic unfolding. This Buddhist-framed mis-

en-scène culminates in the scene of a ghostly visit in which photography 

is powerfully used to thread memories between ghosts and humans. 

This spectral encounter takes place at the dinner table where Boonmee 

joins a casual conversation with his sister-in-law, Jen, and her young 

companion, Tong, both of whom recently left Bangkok to tend to the 

terminally ill Boonmee at the village. Slowly fading in like a grainy 

photograph at one corner of the table is Boonmee’s dead wife, Huay, 

who has been dead almost two decades. Stunned, the gaze of the living 

is transfixed on her before they regain their composure and start to 

converse with the ghost. Temporal incongruity immediately becomes a 
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central conceit of this uncanny reunion. As Boonmee begins to recall 

how long ago his wife left this world, Huay declares that she has “no 

concept of time any longer.” For her, time has been halted since her 

death. Notably, Huay’s corporeal manifestation embodies such arrested 

temporality, as Jen ponders how Huay can possibly remain young and 

beautiful after all those years. Later on, Boonmee shows Huay photo 

albums from her own funeral and other photographs of their farm. It is 

at this moment of collective remembrance that the linkage between 

Buddhist-inflected spectral time and photography’s frozen time gains 

its significance. Time is permanently suspended in photography’s 

mnemonic inscription as in the dead’s indeterminate universe. 

Photography’s affinity with death, mourning, and haunting has 

been theorized by several notable thinkers of the mechanically 

reproducible image. Described by Siegfried Kracauer as a “ghostlike 

reality,” photography registers a primordial desire to prolong death as 

well as a melancholic attachment to the dead for its capacity to capture 

ephemeral traces of things “as they are” at instantaneous moments.  In 47

Kracauer’s postulation, the haunting quality of the photographic 

 Siegfried Kracauer, “Photography,” The Mass Ornament: Weimar Essays, trans., 47

Thomas Y. Levin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 56.
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medium furnishes the perceptual experience of modernity which can be 

characterized as fragmentary and disintegrating. The historical 

contingency afforded by photography relies on its potential to attune 

our sensory perception to such experiences of alienation and trauma 

through its defamiliarizing effect. In Kracauer’s utopian vision, 

photographic images potentially constitute a “general inventory” or 

“main archive” (Hauptarchiv) of modernity that evokes a reflexive 

historical consciousness as an alternative to the historicist idea of 

temporal continuity.  48

In his melancholic contemplation of his mother’s photographs in 

Camera Lucida, Jean Ma draws on Kracauer and other theorists such as 

Roland Barthes to show how a family photographic archive provides a 

critical lens for discerning the problematic temporal framework of 

national history.  Ma’s keen reading of a family portrait’s freeze-frame 49

in Hou Hsiao-hsien’s A City of Sadness demonstrates the way in which 

 Kracauer writes, “The turn to photography is the go-for-the-broke game [Vabanque-48

Spiel] of history,” suggesting that photography can facilitate “liberated 
consciousness” in the face of capitalist reification. See Kracauer, “Photography,” 60. 
For a comprehensive analysis of Kracauer’s meditation on photography and history, 
see Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and 
Theodore W. Adorno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 27-39. 

 Jean Ma, “Photography’s Absent Times,” Melancholy Drift: Marking Time in Chinese 49

Cinema (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), 51-71.
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the disruption of temporal flow by photographic stasis is intimately 

linked to the private realm of death and melancholy in its staging of an 

immobilized individual in a fragmented moment in the historical 

continuum. Focusing on the confluence between political events and 

family drama, Ma persuasively argues that photography’s spectral time 

figures the singularity of loss as a resistance against the state’s attempt 

to subsume individual grief under official narratives of collective loss 

and national-historical time.50

Although, at first glance, the family photographic archive in 

Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives does not appear politically 

charged, the invocation of disjointed temporality through photography 

and ghostly apparitions can be understood within the broader context 

of Apichatpong’s redeployment of photography in his cinematic 

rendition of the Cold War. This is evident in A Letter to Uncle Boonmee, a 

short film from the Primitive project and a prequel to the feature film. If 

Phantoms of Nabua uses projected images to organize time and space for 

ghostly encounters, A Letter to Uncle Boonmee evokes an embodied 

experience of haunting through photography. 

 Ma, “Photography’s Absent Times,” 67-71. 50
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Shot almost exclusively inside an old wooden house, A Letter to 

Uncle Boonmee uses camera panning to explore and intensify a sense of 

privacy which is then slowly woven into the fabric of history. Following 

an epistolary genre, as its title suggests, the film’s voiceover narrates in 

a Northeastern Thai, or Isan, dialect a letter to Boonmee, who is 

presumably dead. From the letter’s narrative, we learn that the 

voiceover belongs to a film director who is in the process of making a 

film about Boonmee, trying to gather details about his life from local 

folks. The intersection between personal memory and history is 

foregrounded through photography. As the camera lingers on the sepia 

photographs of an old couple, the voiceover narrates a story about 

villagers from Nabua who were forced to leave their home and take 

refuge in the jungle during the Thai army’s military occupation of the 

area in the 1960s (fig. 1.1) Photographic images thus come to stand in 

for the ghostly remnants of the Cold War that continue to mingle with 

the ongoing present. Notably, this kind of material and affective 

endurance is framed through the Buddhist trope of rebirth. The ending 

credit of the video reads: “For uncle Boonmee Srigulwong, who has 

remained in Thailand’s northeast for his past reincarnations. And for 

the residents of Nabua village who were forced to leave home.”
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            Fig. 1.1: The family photographic archive of the Cold War 

The intertextual connection between A Letter to Uncle Boonmee and 

Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives allows us to read the family 

reunion in the latter film allegorically as a story about collective loss 

during the Cold War. Linked by the photographic mode of recollection, 

the spectral return in the feature film speaks to the history of forced 

displacement explicitly invoked toward the end of the short film. 

Remembrance, in this regard, is literally an act of re-membering, or the 

recuperation of the dead into an everyday sociality.  Destabilizing the 51

melancholic and nostalgic relations to collective loss, especially in the 

 I borrow this idea of remembering from Ashley Thompson, “Performative Realities: 51

Nobody’s Possession,” in At the Edge of the Forest: Essays in Honor of David Chandler, 
eds., Anne Hansen and Judy Ledgerwood (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 
93-119. 
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tradition of left defeatism, both films thus mobilize ephemerality as a 

unique form of continuity. The ephemeral quality of the photographic 

archive is infused with Buddhist temporal features to render a 

defamiliarized mode of attachment that is neither melancholic nor 

nostalgic in the paralyzing sense. Rather, ephemerality here figures a 

form of attachment that also entails relationality and agency in an 

uneventful, ordinary context of the Cold War’s afterlife. �

The Allegory of National Karma

If photography’s spectral time in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s 

cinematic archive registers defamiliarized Buddhist configurations of 

Cold War memories, how might we understand this Buddhist-coded 

disjunctive temporality as a critique of political violence? I begin to 

answer this question through a close analysis of Apichatpong’s use of 

photography to allegorize a history of political suppression. By 

invoking photography’s material and symbolic associations with 

violation, exposure, and vulnerability, Apichatpong’s film reimagines 

political events as photographic and, as such, deliberately departs from 

a realist mode of historical representation. What is more, I interpret this 
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political allegory as a critique of the Buddhist-nationalist discourse of 

karmic causality that has been used to justify political subordination. 

During the Cold War, the Buddhist sangha (monastic communities) 

became key players in promoting state ideologies and military 

campaigns against communism; Buddhist teachings were used to 

galvanize anticommunist sentiments.  Against this kind of official 52

Buddhism, Apichatpong turns to vernacular Buddhist discourses to 

critically explore the relation between Buddhism and nationalism 

during the Cold War. 

Rewinding to the family reunion scene in Uncle Boonmee Who 

Can Recall His Past Lives, the photographic remembrance and ghostly 

return suggest yet another allegorical layer of meaning to the film. The 

scene features a return of Boonsong, the son of Boonmee who had 

disappeared for many years and had been transformed into a monkey 

ghost (ling phi). As Boonsong begins to recount the story of his 

transformation, the film cuts to a long flashback in which the 

photographic apparatus is allegorically connected to a history of state-

 See, for example, Richard Ruth, In Buddha’s Company: Thai Soldiers in the Vietnam 52

War (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2011; and Eugene Ford, Cold War Monks: 
Buddhism and America’s Secret Strategy in Southeast Asia (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2017. 
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sanctioned violence. In the flashback sequence, Boonsong’s 

preoccupation with the “art of photography” after Boonmee has given 

him a Pentax camera leads him to the discovery of an apelike creature 

captured in one of his photographs. With the figure of the monkey 

ghost and the topography of the forest, this retrospective mise-en-scène 

evokes two senses of capture: the hunting of animals and the 

photographic recording of physical traces. This conflation is visually 

emphasized in a scene in which Boonsong is trying to chase down the 

monkey ghosts with camera in hand, aiming at shooting a photograph 

of the creatures. The camera operates as a gun in this scene, inviting the 

viewer to scrutinize the violence and obscenity inherent in the practice 

of photography.  53

Reflecting on an allegorical layer of this sequence, Jacquelyn 

Suter notes how Boonsong’s recollection instantiates the “critical 

intersection of a personal past life with a national past life.”  Suter 54

 As Susan Sontag poetically remarks, “There is something predatory in the act of 53

taking a picture. To photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they 
never see themselves, by having knowledge of them they can never have; it turns 
people into objects that can be symbolically possessed. Just as the camera is a 
sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a sublimated murder—a soft 
murder, appropriate to a sad, frightened time.” See Susan Sontag, On Photography 
(New York: Picador, 1990), 14-15. 

 Jacqueline Suter, “Apichatpong: Staging the Photo Session,” Asian Cinema 24, 1 54

(2013): 55-56. 
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examines the sequence’s historical resonances in the context of visual 

discourse regarding the October 1976 massacre and points out how 

photographs of this brutal event have been integral in countering the 

politics of erasure in official histories.  In a similar vein, May Adadol 55

Ingawanij links the trope of photographic capture in Apichatpong’s 

film with the photographic discourse of Cold War atrocities in 

contemporary Thailand.  However, May Adadol cautiously remarks 56

that the resurfaced photographs of the 1976 massacre have been 

domesticated and framed by official nationalist narratives as evidence 

of left extremism rather than that of state crime.  This insight helps 57

elucidate Apichatpong’s experimental approach to Cold War 

photography which is marked the striking absence of iconic 

photographs of the massacre. Instead of an emphasis on the evidentiary 

value of photographic content, Apichatpong subtly invokes the 

 Suter, “Apichatpong: Staging the Photo Session,” 57-59. Suter specifically refers to 55

the 1977 Pulitzer Prize winning photograph by Neal Ulevich that depicts the lynching 
and mutilation of a student activist among a strikingly cheerful crowd. The 
photograph has been disseminated and appropriated in different venues, including in 
artistic forms. Manit Sriwanichapoom’s Horror in Pink (Pisat Si Chomphu) is notable 
among works that repurpose this iconic photograph for different political and 
aesthetic ends.

 May Adadol Ingawanij, “Animism and the Performative Realist Cinema of 56

Apichatpong Weerasethakul,” in Screening Nature: Cinema Beyond the Human, eds. 
Anat Pick and Guinevere Narraway (New York: Berghahn Books, 2013), 101-105. 

 Ibid. 57
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photographic apparatus to articulate a political critique at an allegorical 

level. 

In thinking of this photography-induced allegory in tandem 

with the politics of the national past, the notion of karmic recollection 

becomes greatly instructive. Indeed, a history of anticommunist 

suppression explicitly enters the film through a personal reflection on 

karma undertaken by Boonmee himself. As the story of Boonsong 

begins to hint at the haunting memory of the Cold War, Boonmee’s 

recollection that follows further invokes the Buddhist concept of karma 

to interrogate the state-sanctioned memory of political violence. In 

another central scene of the film, Boonmee’s background as a member 

of a paramilitary group undertaking an anticommunist purge during 

the Cold War unfolds in his conversation with Jen in which he surmises 

that his illness is the karmic result of the killings: “I’ve killed too many 

communists. I’ve killed a lot of bugs in my farms too.” In her effort to 

comfort Boonmee, Jen convinces him that his murder of the 

communists cannot have caused bad karma since it was done for the 

nation. Their casual yet politically charged exchange concludes with 

Boonmee’s resentful response, “For the nation [phuea chat]…for what?” 
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This conversation features an implicit allusion to a speech by the 

right-wing Buddhist monk Kittivuddho, who stated in 1976 that, 

“killing communists is not de-meritorious,” because “whoever destroys 

nation, religion, and king is not a full person...our intention is not to kill 

human beings, but to kill monsters/devils.”  Exposing how the 58

Buddhist idea of karma has been exploited by state and religious 

authorities to legitimate mass murder, the film uses a story of personal 

karmic recollection to satirize the nationalist-Buddhist dehumanizing 

discourse. Here is when the trope of photographic capture converges 

with the Buddhist mode of remembrance in the allegorical 

configurations of Cold War atrocities. If the trope of photographic 

capture invokes a scene of animal hunting to allegorize the state-

sanctioned violence against political dissidents, the Buddhist notion of 

karma recalls the problematic religious discourse on citizenship and 

national belonging that provides a justification for political 

suppression. 

It is crucial to reiterate the centrality of Apichatpong’s 

nondoctrinal and playful approach to Buddhism at this juncture of the 

film. In line with its idiosyncratic use of Buddhist concepts to articulate 

 Suwanna, “The Question of Violence in Thai Buddhism,” 182. 58
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a critique of political violence, the film further mobilizes the notion of 

karma to bring it to bear on nonnormative forms of desire and intimacy. 

Boonsong’s corporeal transformation into the monkey ghost and 

Boonmee’s past life recollection illustrate this point. According to 

Boonsong’s retrospective account, the bodily transformation occurs 

after he has engaged in sexual intimacy with one of the female monkey 

ghosts. As May Adadol astutely notes, Boonsong’s account about jungle 

exile and human-animal relationships parallels the fablelike story of 

Jen’s father. In her conversation with Boonmee about past karma, Jen 

recounts that her father, like Boonmee, was recruited by the Thai army 

to join an anticommunist purge. Against the military’s orders, however, 

Jen’s father fled into the jungle and began to communicate with 

animals. In her reading, May Adadol suggests that Jen’s story speaks to 

an unarchived, local history of resistance, a voluntary flight of the 

powerless from polarized political forces.  59

In light of the Buddhist undercurrent of the film, I would further 

argue that the radical aspect of this intersubjective recollection relies on 

the film’s deployment of the Buddhist trope of rebirth to transgress the 

state-religious discourse on personhood and citizenship. Boonsong’s 

 May Adadol, “Animism,” 103. 59
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transgressive, indeed transspecies, eroticism shares motifs with another 

sex scene depicted in the film, this time between a folkloric princess 

and a catfish. While, through elliptical editing, this scene seems to stand 

independently of the film’s plot, its mythical and anachronistic quality 

follows the film’s temporal conceit of past life recollection.  Following 60

Boonmee’s remorseful reflection on his past karma, the film veers into 

the folkloric past in which the princess’s tragic romance turns into 

exotic erotica. The sequence centrally concerns the princess’s pathetic 

body—her scarred, hideous face—that bars her from a romantic 

relationship with one of her male servants. Notably, her melancholic 

lamentation on this failed intimacy is expressed through a few bars of 

Isan folk music, or mo lam, that features several lines from a popular 

Thai Buddhist novel, Leelawadee, penned in 1957 by prolific writer and 

Buddhist scholar Saeng Chan–ngam.  Drawing primarily on the 61

novel’s dramatization of unfulfilled desire between a lay woman and a 

 In his interview, Apichatpong notes that this particular part of the film is a tribute 60

to Thai costume dramas that usually feature stories from Thai folktales. See Lawrence 
Chua, “Apichatpong Weerasethakul – Interview,” Bomb 114 (Winter 2011), http://
bombmagazine.org/article/4715/apichatpong-weerasethakul, accessed 1 October 
2016. 

 Saeng Chan-ngam, Leelawadee (Bangkok: Suksakon Publishing House, 1957). The 61

novel’s subtitle, “niyai rak amata faeng duay rot phra tham [a timeless romance with 
a hidden taste of dharma]” aptly summarizes its premise. 
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Buddhist monk, the film foregrounds not the novel’s pedagogic 

premise about the futility of desire but its transgressive dimension. 

This transgressive articulation of desire culminates in the 

intercourse between the princess and the magical catfish that expresses 

a fantasy for bodily transformation and, by extension, the fulfillment of 

desire. The rather abrupt ending of the scene, however, makes the 

phantasmagoric coupling between human and animal its central focus. 

This intimate relationship between human and animal calls to mind 

Apichatpong’s previous meditation on desire in his 2004 film, Tropical 

Malady (Sat Pralat), which features an amorous quest between two men 

as one of them turns into a tiger spirit. In her analysis of the film, 

Arnika Fuhrmann argues that such defamiliarized configurations of 

homosexual relations bring the Buddhist ontology of impermanence to 

bear on same-sex desire. Read against the politicization of queer 

negativity in contemporary Thai politics and mainstream visual culture, 

Apichatpong’s Buddhist-coded allegory of queer desire interprets 

negativity in ontological terms and places queer figures at the center of 

existential and spiritual experiences.  These insights enable us to 62

discern the permeable boundary between human and nonhuman in 

 Fuhrmann, Ghostly Desires, 148-157.62
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Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives in relation to the Buddhist 

conception of ontology. However, while Tropical Malady examines this 

ontological permeability through a language of obliteration—the 

destructive erasure of self and others—Uncle Boonmee literally renders 

this fusion as an act of sexual communion. 

In order to pursue this ontological question without losing sight 

of the film’s political valence, we might return to the invocation of the 

state-sponsored Buddhist discourse of personhood and national 

belonging. Through the tropes of karmic recollection and photographic 

capture, the film has thus far made animality integral to a critique of 

political violence and its legitimating rhetoric. Nonetheless, rather than 

reinscribing the denigration of political dissidents and ethnic groups as 

inhuman, the film critically assesses the notion of inhumanity through 

the Buddhist permeable conception of ontology. As instantiated by the 

Buddhist-inflected narratives of human-nonhuman intimacy and 

corporeal transformation, the film redirects the Buddhist idea of rebirth 

to critique the taxonomic thinking instrumental to political control.  63

The trope of past life recollection, in this regard, performs a 

 For a discussion of the taxonomic thinking in relation to political control, see Julie 63

Livingston and Jasbir Puar, “Interspecies,” Social Text 29,1 (2011): 3-14. 
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universalizing function in the film’s attempt to unsettle boundaries 

between species, ethnicities, and genders. Boonmee’s final recollection 

of his past life attests to this universalizing gesture. 

This cave… It’s like a womb, isn’t it?
I was born here in a life I can’t recall. 
I only know that I was born here.
I don’t know if I was a human or an animal, a woman or a 
man.64

Ethereal Futurity �

Boonmee’s near-death monologue cited above marks a radical break 

from the film’s temporal conceit of past life recollection. Indeed, it 

departs from the trope of looking backward that serves as the 

underlying premise of the Primitive project as a whole. To begin with, 

Boonmee’s invocation of the cave’s womblike quality conjures up a 

transition from death to (re)birth, past to future. Boonmee goes on to 

recount his dream about the future while the film shifts to a non-

diegetic montage that suddenly interrupts the flow of moving images 

in the film’s diegetic world. This kind of disjointed temporality 

 This reflection on a gender boundaries hints that the scarred princess may be one of 64

Boonmee’s past lives. The film’s deleted scenes, which can be viewed on the Blue-ray 
version, confirms this interpretation. However, this fact should not limit the film’s 
manifold mediations on gender, desire, and intimacy in the final version of the film. 
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introduced by the interplay between cinematic movement and stasis 

prompts several questions. What does it mean to represent the future in 

this way? What might this disruptive futurity entail about the condition 

of memory and historical accountability? How might we consider this 

photomontage’s temporal incongruity in relation to the film’s Buddhist-

coded temporal structure? 

Looking at this particular sequence through a long genealogy of 

cinematic montage and the freeze-frame, we might begin to examine its 

static compositionality as an invocation of photography’s arrested time 

to reflect on an experience of shock and trauma.  The evocative power 65

of temporal immobility to signal a sense of entrapment and loss is 

instructive for our investigation of this photomontage’s visual language 

and temporal structure. The sequence’s inaugural shot dramatizes this 

temporal trope through a depiction of animal hunting that recalls the 

film’s diegetic allegory of Cold War political violence. Here a 

photograph of a teenager in military uniform capturing an apelike 

creature condenses temporal, allegorical, and historical layers of the 

film’s manifold configurations of Cold War atrocity (fig.1.2).

 See, for example, Doane, The Emergence of Cinematic Time, 14-15; Karen Beckman 65

and Jean Ma, “Introduction,” Still Moving: Between Cinema and Photography (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2008), 1-20.  
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Fig. 1.2: The arrest of time, the capture of an animal, and a history of 
military occupation in Boonmee’s dream sequence

Closely tied to this meditation on political violence is the question of 

historical amnesia. In Boonmee’s voiceover narrative about the future, 

this issue of memory loss is imagined as a kind of cinematic projection, 

a coerced exteriorization of memory-images that leads to total 

obliteration. Central to this dystopian vision of the future is thus a 

critique of political corruption, censorship, and military 

authoritarianism in the post-Cold War era. The imagery of obliteration 

further thematizes the precarious condition of a marginalized history of 

the Cold War which Apichatpong’s films strive to address. 

Despite its dystopian view toward the future, the film’s 

invocation of cinematic projection in this photomontage sequence 
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recalls a scene from Phantoms of Nabua in which a screen of projection 

offers a kind of haptic interface for reexperiencing the past. Through 

these intertextual and extradiegetic layers, we might understand the 

configuration of the future in Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past 

Lives not strictly as dystopian but as ethereal, fragmentary, and 

disruptive. In light of my analysis of the film’s Buddhist-coded 

temporal structure thus far, we might also interpret this notion of 

futurity as a strategic mobilization of ephemerality to render a unique 

form of endurance and attachment. Read against the nationalist 

discourse and the tradition of left-wing melancholia, Apichatpong’s 

cinematic Cold War offers a critical perspective on memory and an 

affective experience of political violence that foregrounds not a 

melancholic relationship to past trauma but new forms of agency, 

relationality, and continuity.
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Chapter Two

Decaying Corpus: The Matter of Mourning and Material Aesthetics in   
Post–Genocide Cambodia

The Khmer Rouge devise the word kamtech …kamtech means to destroy and 
then erase all trace: to reduce to dust. The tribunal translates it as “to crush,” 
which is obviously quite different. The language of slaughter is in that word. 
Let nothing remain, no trace of life, no trace of death. Let the death itself be 
erased. 

–– Rithy Panh, The Elimination 

Buddhists say, “The life of a man is a bowl of ashes.” Buddhists cremate their 
dead, but under the Khmer Rouge, it is the living who are already ash. Death 
inscribes itself into all things; of their own accord, the coffinless dead melt 
indiscriminately into the material world. 

–– Soth Polin, “The Diabolic Sweetness of Pol Pot” 

Ash, this is also the name of what annihilates or threatens to destroy even the 
possibility of bearing witness to annihilation. Ash is the figure of annihilation 
without remainder, without memory, or without a readable or decipherable 
archive. Perhaps that would lead us to think of this fearful thing: the 
possibility of annihilation, the virtual disappearance of the witness, but also of 
the capacity to bear witness. 

–– Jacques Derrida, “Poetics and Politics of Witnessing” 

Rithy Panh’s 2013 feature film, The Missing Picture (L’image manquante), and 

Vandy Rattana’s 2015 short, Monologue, share the desire for material forms of 

memory, an aspiration engendered first and foremost by the destruction of a 

photographic archive. In Panh’s film, the “missing picture” of his father who 



died on hunger strike during the Pol Pot era motivates a reconstruction of his 

childhood memories through the earthly material of clay. The opening 

sequence of the film features the making of a clay figurine representing Panh’s 

father that evokes a keen sense of touch. “I want to hold him close,” narrates 

the voiceover as those anonymous hands tenderly paint the clay figure (fig. 

2.1). In Rattana’s imaginary conversation with his sister who was killed under 

the genocidal regime, a failed attempt to gain knowledge about her from 

photographic images leads to a meditation on death and rebirth at her burial 

site. By the end of this elegiac rumination, the artist is shown gathering 

mundane material mementos from the unmarked burial ground, which 

include a rotten bamboo stick, fragments of dirt wrapped in white cloth, and a 

mango branch from the tree under which her corpse is believed to be buried 

(fig. 2.2). In their retreat into objects and haptic media, Panh and Rattana 

capture the aesthetics and politics of material remains in post-genocide 

Cambodia which animate ongoing debates about testimonial witnessing, 

historical justice, and artistic discourse on trauma. 
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Fig. 2.1-2.2: Objects of sensory memory

Rithy Panh and Vandy Rattana exemplify a small number of contemporary 

Cambodian artists and filmmakers who have in recent years gained 

international recognition partly for their sustained artistic explorations of the 

country’s violent past. A Khmer Rouge survivor who spent 11 years as a 

refugee in France (where he attended a film school), Rithy Panh returned to 

Cambodia in 1990 and began to excavate the country’s silenced history 

through filmmaking. Panh’s The Missing Picture, a winner of Cannes’s Un 

Certain Regard and an Academy Award nomination in the Best Foreign 

Language Film category, showcases the director’s continuing commitment to 
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personal and collective experiences of the genocide. He has extensively 

explored this subject in his previous films such as Bophana: A Cambodian 

Tragedy (Bophana, une tragédie cambodgienne, 1996), One Evening After the War 

(Un soir après la guerre, 1998), and S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine (S-21, 

la machine de mort Khmère rouge, 2003). In 2006, Panh co-founded the Bophana 

Center in Phnom Penh, an archive of Khmer Rouge records and a training 

center for a new generation of Cambodian filmmakers. Vandy Rattana, on the 

other hand, represents the emergent voice of Cambodian artists who have 

become increasingly engaged with Cold War histories. Rattana’s photography 

and video installation on the U.S. bombings (discussed in chapter 3) was 

shown at dOCUMENTA (13) in Kassel, Germany, and the Hessel Museum of 

Art in New York. Monologue, his second video work, has been shown at the Jeu 

de Paume National Gallery in Paris and the CAPC Museum of Contemporary 

Art in Bordeaux. Rattana is a cofounder of Stiev Selapak (Art Rebels), Sa Sa 

Art Gallery, and SA SA BASSAC, all of which have served as art collectives 

and exhibition spaces for contemporary art in Cambodia. Along with 

renowned artists such as Sopheap Pich and Leang Seckon, Panh and Rattana 
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cumulatively contribute to the “rebirth of Cambodian art” in the aftermath of 

the Cold War.1

Panh’s and Rattana’s aesthetic investment in the history of the 

Cambodian genocide can be situated within a broader context of cultural 

restoration, psychological reparation, social reconciliation, and transitional 

justice in the aftermath of the war. As the art historian Ashley Thompson has 

argued, cultural endeavors to reckon with the traumatic legacy of the Khmer 

Rouge genocide have been predominantly driven by international demands, 

ranging from foreign-funded art initiatives to the tourism industry.  Writing 2

on contemporary Cambodian art in the early 2000s, Thompson demonstrates 

how the overarching emphasis on the Khmer Rouge in curatorial practice and 

artistic production has raised concerns about the perpetuation of a Western 

fantasy of Cambodia as a site of loss and trauma.  In her critique of this 3

fantasy promoted by Western media and museum discourses, Thompson 

turns to Buddhist commemoration as a culturally specific response to the 

Khmer Rouge tragedy. Reflecting on Buddhist spirit shrines in Roka Kaong in 

 For a discussion of the (re)emergence of Cambodian art in a global art scene, see 1

Pamela Corey, “The ‘First’ Cambodian Contemporary Artist,” Udaya: Journal of Khmer 
Studies 12 (2015): 61-94. 

 Ashley Thompson, “Forgetting to Remember, Again: On Curatorial Practice and 2

‘Cambodian Art’ in the Wake of Genocide,” Diacritics 41, 2 (2013): 83-84. 

 Ibid., 85-86.3
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which scattered remains of Khmer Rouge victims are gathered for Buddhist 

memorialization, Thompson notes, “This spontaneous assimilation of the 

Khmer Rouge dead with the Buddha-image-as-reliquary, facilitated by the 

artistic staging, gave the dead new life as they were symbolically 

reincorporated into the samsara, the cycle of life, death, and rebirth from 

which the unburied dead are excluded and so condemned to forever wander 

the world as famished, unclothed ghosts.”  Proposing a middle path between 4

a complete erasure and an evidentiary display of the remnants of war, 

Thompson identifies Buddhist material culture as a vernacular mode of 

commemoration and as a form of artistic remediation of the genocidal past.

Building on Thompson’s emphasis on vernacular discourses of the 

Cambodian genocide, my analysis brings studies of Buddhist material culture 

into dialogue with film and media theory. I extend Thompson’s critical 

reflection on materiality in Buddhist commemorative practice to scrutinize the 

notion of materiality in visual culture. My use of the term “material 

aesthetics” references Siegfried Kracauer’s idiomatic designation of his 

materialist and phenomenological study of film, a medium “conceivably 

animated by a desire to picture transient material life, life at its most 

 Thompson, “Forgetting to Remember, Again,” 89. 4
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ephemeral.”  My focus on cinematic materiality also engages with more recent 5

scholarship in film and media studies that seeks to understand the place of 

materiality and embodiment in the age of visuality and digital technology.  6

Attending to material aesthetics in the cinema of Rithy Panh and Vandy 

Rattana, this chapter examines the ways in which the filmmakers critically 

respond to the urgency to account for unmourned loss by shifting attention 

from the predominantly visual discourse of trauma to haptic forms of 

memory. While scholars have scrutinized the works of Panh and Rattana as 

symbolic and psychological manifestations of trauma, the material quality of 

their films and its potential to expand a theoretical framework on trauma 

 Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality (Princeton: 5

Princeton University Press, 1997), xlix. Kracauer writes, “My book differs from most 
writings in the field in that it is a material aesthetics, not a formal one. It is concerned 
with content. It rests upon the assumption that film is essentially an extension of 
photography and therefore shares with this medium a marked affinity for the visible 
world around us. Films come into their own when they record and reveal physical 
reality” (xlix). See also, Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, 
Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2012), 253-280. 

 See, for example, Giuliana Bruno, Surface: Matters of Aesthetics, Materiality, and Media 6

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), Jennifer Barker, The Tactile Eye: Touch and 
the Cinematic Experience (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), and Vivian 
Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004). 
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remain inadequately addressed.  My analysis of the haptic properties of 7

Panh’s and Rattana’s films proposes to circumvent the increasingly fetishized 

and commodified notion of trauma in Cambodia and elsewhere. Against 

varied forms of visual fetishism in popular representations of the Cambodian 

genocide, I argue that Panh’s and Rattana’s works enable the defetishization 

of memory through Buddhist-inflected mobilizations of mundane, ephemeral, 

atmospheric, and unmonumental “recollection-objects.”  8

In reading Panh’s and Rattana’s films through a Buddhist lens, it is 

worth stressing that both The Missing Picture and Monologue are strikingly 

devoid of spectacularized displays of Buddhist heritage or iconic Buddhist 

symbols in a way that would reiterate nationalist or orientalist fantasies of 

 See, for example, Deidre Boyle, “Shattering Silence: Traumatic Memory and 7

Reenactment in Rithy Panh’s S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine,” Framework: The 
Journal of Cinema and Media 50, 1-2 (2009): 95-106; Leshu Torchin, “Mediation and 
Remediation: La Parole Filmée in Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture (L’image 
manquante),” Film Quarterly 68,1 (2014): 32-41; Vuth Lyno, “Cambodian Photographers 
Document War and Violence: Vandy Rattana, Khvay Samnang and Sovan Philong,” 
Trans-Asia Photography Review 3, 1 (Fall 2012), http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.
7977573.0003.108, accessed May 25, 2016. 

 I borrow the term from Laura Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, 8

Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000). 
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Cambodian cultural authenticity.  Rather, the films’ implicit references to 9

vernacular forms of Buddhist commemoration can be interpreted as nuanced 

articulations of the Buddhist teaching of impermanence that indicates both the 

temporal structure and material condition of memory. Through a close 

examination of Panh’s and Rattana’s ruminations on the fragmented remains 

of the genocide, the chapter foregrounds the dialectical tension between 

destruction and recreation, between preserving and letting go, that captures a 

keen sense of moral and epistemic anxiety in post-genocide Cambodia. With a 

critical focus on the Buddhist-inflected notion of ephemerality, I propose to 

expand studies of sensory memory and cinematic materiality by taking into 

account the affective entanglement between subject and object in a shared 

space and time of ruination.  10

 Artists such as Pich Sopheap and Dinh Q. Lê have incorporated Buddhist icons into 9

their artworks to reflect on traumatic memories of the genocide and to interrogate 
Western imperialism. Pich’s rattan sculpture, Buddha (2009) and Lê’s mixed media 
installation, The Headless Buddha (1996) are exemplary in this regard. See Corey, “The 
‘First’ Cambodian Contemporary Artist,” 70-78, and Boreth Ly, “Remembering from a 
Crossroads: The Archeology of Photography, Memory, and Vision in the Art of Dinh 
Q. Lê,” Udaya: Journal of Khmer Studies 5 (2004): 99-114. 

 Ann Laura Stoler, “The Rot Remains’: From Ruins to Ruination,” in Imperial Debris: 10

On Ruins and Ruination, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013): 
1-35.
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Corpses in the Corpus: An Archival Politics of the Cambodian Genocide 

Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture opens with images of cinematic detritus: 

scattered piles of corroded film canisters and discolored celluloid strips 

housed in a shabby, dusty room. Uncoiled, the old film strips reveal recorded 

images of a Cambodian classical dance performance that speak to a parallel 

history of Cambodian cultural restoration and film production in the pre-

Khmer Rouge period of the 1950s and 1960s.  Shifting from this “missing 11

picture” of a Cambodian cultural history, the film depicts the making of a clay 

figurine––an ordinary act of creation in the aftermath of mass destruction––

that poignantly links an individual’s grief with collective loss. Through the 

invocation of decaying cultural artifacts and ephemeral recollection objects, 

the film creates what the Holocaust historian James Young calls “the texture of 

memory.”  Nonetheless, while Young’s inquiry into the material aspect of 12

memory pivots on monumental forms of remembrance (i.e., Holocaust 

memorials in Europe, Israel, and the United States), Panh’s film dramatizes 

 See Ingrid Muan and Ly Daravuth, eds., Cultures of Independence: An Introduction to 11

Cambodian Arts and Culture in the 1950s and 1960s (Phnom Penh: Reyum, 2001). More 
recently, the topic of cultural loss has been taken up in independent films such as 
Davy Chou’s Golden Slumbers (2012) and John Pirozzi’s Don’t Think I’ve Forgotten: 
Cambodia’s Lost Rock and Roll (2015). 

 James Young, The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: 12

Yale University Press, 1993). 
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the fragility of memory in post-genocide Cambodia through a 

nonmonumental and impermanent reconstruction of the past. 

How can we understand Panh’s material assemblage in The Missing 

Picture in connection to the politics of remains and the problematics of 

transitional justice in contemporary Cambodia? Following Bhaskar Sarkar and 

Janet Walker, we might describe Panh’s––as well as Rattana’s––documentary 

films as “moving testimonies,” audiovisual archives that compel viewers to 

bear witness to (temporally and geopolitically) distant sufferings and that 

potentially mobilize action for social justice.  I acknowledge Sarkar and 13

Walker’s warning against the global consumption of trauma and address this 

pressing concern by looking at two interrelated issues posed by emergent 

Cambodian documentary testimonies. These media interventions––one on the 

transnational legal legitimacy and the other on remediation and artistic 

discourse of trauma––reveal a critical dimension of Panh’s and Rattana’s 

filmic corpus in relation to globalized and mass-mediated forms of testimony 

in the “era of the witness” of the twentieth and twenty-first century.  While 14

not without a risk of feeding into the “global archives of suffering,” these 

 Bhaskar Sarkar and Janet Walker, eds. Documentary Testimonies: Global Archives of 13

Suffering (New York: Routledge, 2010), 1-34. 

 Annette Wieviorka, The Era of the Witness, trans. Jared Stark (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 14

University Press, 2006). 
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directors’ experiments with localized modes of witnessing offer a powerful 

critique of universalizing conceptions of justice, human rights, and post-

traumatic rehabilitation. 

The emergence of Cambodian documentary testimonies in the late 

1990s was concurrent with efforts by the Cambodian government and the 

international community to redress and reckon with the legacies of the Khmer 

Rouge atrocities. Following the signing of the 1991 Paris Peace Agreement that 

marked the end of Cambodian-Vietnamese War, the United Nations 

Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC) began to promote “universal” 

concepts of human rights as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights to the Cambodian citizenry through education and training programs.  15

This brief UNTAC period (1992-1993) paved the way for the establishment of a 

new UN-backed judicial body, the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of 

Cambodia (ECCC, also known as the Khmer Rouge Tribunal) in 2006.  Since 16

its advent, the ECCC has succeeded in prosecuting top Khmer Rouge leaders 

and officials, including Kaing Guek Eav (alias Duch) in 2010, and Nuon Chea 

 Judy Ledgerwood and Kheang Un, “Global Concepts and Local Meaning: Human 15

Rights and Buddhism in Cambodia,” Journal of Human Rights 2, 4 (December 2003): 
531-549. 

 A plan to establish the international tribunal in Cambodia began earlier in June 16

1997, when Cambodia’s Prime Minister Hun Sen, with encouragement from the UN 
Commission on Human Rights, requested UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s 
assistance in putting Khmer Rouge leaders and officials on trial. 
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and Khieu Samphan in 2011. Yet critics from legal, academic, and journalistic 

sectors have described the ECCC as a failure, pointing to corruption 

allegations, administrative mismanagement, and political interference from 

the Cambodian government.  17

It was at this watershed moment of Cambodia’s confrontation with its 

past that Rithy Panh and Vandy Rattana began their artistic engagement with 

public debates about the trials of the Pol Pot regime. In an analysis of Panh’s 

2012 book The Elimination (which was later adapted into two films: Duch, 

Master of the Forges of Hell and The Missing Picture), Y-Dang Troeung and 

Madeleine Thien posit the filmmaker’s writing as a counternarrative to the 

Khmer Rouge Tribunal.  At once memoir and reportage, The Elimination 18

weaves Panh’s face-to-face conversations with Duch, the former commandant 

of the notorious S-21 prison center (today the Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum), 

 See, for example, John Ciorciari and Anne Heindel, Hybrid Justice: The Extraordinary 17

Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
2014), 70-103; and Peter Manning, Transitional Justice and Memory in Cambodia Beyond 
the Extraordinary (New York: Routledge, 2017). According to these commentators, one 
key problematic component of the ECCC is its hybrid structure, consisting of 
international personnel working under the authority of the Cambodian national 
court. Initially considered a solution to problems of international intervention and 
national sovereignty posed by the 1990s ad hoc international courts for Yugoslavia and 
Rwanda, the hybrid juridical body in Cambodia inadvertently allowed the 
Cambodian government to interfere with legal processes. 

 Y-Dang Troeung and Madeleine Thien, “‘To the Intellectuals of the West’: Rithy 18

Panh’s The Elimination and Genealogies of the Cambodian Genocide,” TOPIA: 
Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies 15 (Spring 2016): 155-171. 
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with Panh’s memory of life at the Khmer Rouge forced labor camp when he 

was thirteen.  Panh’s writing, Troeung and Thien argue, “appropriates and 19

revises the narrative conventions of the courtroom drama as it has been 

played out by the ECCC,” in order to “establish an alternative space where 

truth can be pursued.”  Situating Panh’s The Missing Picture in the context of 20

the ECCC’s “juridicial belatedness,” Cathy Schlund-Vials suggests that the 

film offers a critique of the tribunal’s temporal delay (three decades after the 

genocide) and its limited scope of prosecution (covering only the period 

between 1975 and 1979).  Panh’s use of multiple media, Schlund-Vials argues, 21

constitutes a testimony for a more expansive history of the Khmer Rouge 

atrocities and an evocative form of historical indictment that “moves beyond 

the strategic denials embedded in historical narrative linear and travels 

outside the belated confines of Cambodia’s contemporary juridical 

imaginary.”  This is the case, I would further argue, for Vandy Rattana, whose 22

2009 mixed media installation Bomb Ponds (discussed in chapter 3) and the 

 Rithy Panh and Christopher Bataille, The Elimination: A Survivor of the Khmer Rouge 19

Confronts His Past and the Commandant of the Killing Fields, trans. John Cullen (New 
York: Other Press, 2012).

 Troeung and Thien, “‘To the Intellectuals of the West’,” 159. 20

 Cathy Schlund-Vials, “Evincing Cambodia’s Genocide: Juridicial Belatedness, 21

Historical Indictment, and Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture,” Contemporary French and 
Francophone Studies 20, 2 (2016): 287-296. 

 Ibid., 293. 22
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following film project Monologue chronicle episodes of Cold War violence from 

the U.S. military intervention in the mid-1960s to the Pol Pot era. In bearing 

witness to past violence, Panh’s and Rattana’s moving testimonies carve out 

an extrajudicial space in which the history and memory of the Cambodian 

genocide can be contested and reimagined in a creative and meaningful way. 

Central to legal and cultural debates about the Cambodian genocide are 

also questions of memory, mediation, and the archive. In her recent book on 

the politics of genocide documentation, Michelle Caswell tracks the social life 

of mug shot photographs of genocide victims taken before their investigation 

at the Tuol Sleng prison complex in the making of museum records, legal 

evidence, and aesthetic objects.  Caswell looks at two domains in which the 23

mug shots have been used to counter the repressed memories of the genocide

—legal testimonies and documentary films. In the 2010 trial against Duch, for 

example, the mug shots served as a key component of evidence, making up 

almost sixteen thousand documents in his case file. Caswell describes how 

legal testimony and documentary filmmaking transform the photographic 

remnants of the Khmer Rouge into narratives for different purposes; namely, 

the establishment of a definitive legal truth and the crafting of an extrajudicial 

 Michelle Caswell, Archiving the Unspeakable: Silence, Memory, and the Photographic 23

Record in Cambodia. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2014). 
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space for survivors to recount their memories of the traumatic past.  24

Regardless of this distinction between legal and cultural discourse, Caswell’s 

analysis foregrounds the urgency of assembling and locating the material 

residues of the genocidal regime into a narrative structure which can restore 

justice and agency to the genocide victims. 

The redeployment of Khmer Rouge archival materials, however, has 

raised vexed concerns about the ethics of memorialization and the historical 

representation of genocide. Artistic appropriations of the genocide 

photographs, such as the MoMA exhibit by American photojournalists 

Christopher Riley and Douglas Niven in 1997, have met fierce criticism for 

stripping off the historical context of such images and assigning them 

exhibition and commodity values.  In the wake of such criticism, artists in 25

Cambodia and elsewhere began to grapple with the fetishistic appropriations 

of genocide mug shots by turning away from the primacy of visuality and 

foregrounding instead the tactile properties of the photographic medium.  26

Vietnamese artist Dinh Q. Lê, whose hometown at the Cambodian–

 Caswell, Archiving the Unspeakable, 106-116. 24

 Ibid., 74-77. 25

 See Stéphanie Benzaquen, “Remediating Genocidal Images into Artworks: The 26

Case of the Tuol Sleng Mug Shot,” in Killer Images: Documentary Film, Memory, and the 
Performance of Violence, eds. Joram Ten Brink and Joshua Oppenheimer (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2012), 206-223. 
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Vietnamese border was invaded by the Khmer Rouge in 1977, is among the 

prominent artists who have experimented with the Tuol Sleng photographs to 

interrogate a privileged form of visual representation. Lê’s 2000 exhibition, The 

Texture of Memory, for example, employed the techniques of embroidery and 

photoweaving to create a material form of remembrance and a haptic 

experience of visual witnessing.  Contemporaneous with this “return to 27

material objecthood” in Southeast Asian artistic experiments with craft,  28

Panh’s and Rattana’s material aesthetics participate in recent efforts to counter 

an ocularcentric notion of trauma art. I would like to stress that while these 

artists’ works are visual, they are films that forcefully draw our attention to 

material texture of the visual rather than the narrative or representational 

components. In foregrounding the haptic properties of the visual, they 

complicate our ways of seeing by showing how we can be touched by images. 

Panh’s and Rattana’s artistic practices demonstrate what the art 

historian Hal Foster, in his well-known essay on contemporary Euro-American 

installation and video art, calls an “archival impulse.”  In particular, Foster’s 29

 Boreth Ly, “Remembering from a Crossroads,” 99-114.27

 Pamela Corey, “Beyond Yet Toward Representation: Diasporic Artists and Crafts as 28

Conceptualism in Contemporary Southeast Asia,” The Journal of Modern Craft 9, 2 
(2016): 161-181. 

 Hal Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” October 110 (Fall 2004): 3-22. 29

!115



characterization of various forms of material assemblage in archival artworks 

as invocations of a “failed futuristic vision” informs my discussion of 

temporal and affective layers of Panh’s and Rattana’s remediations of 

genocide ruins. As Foster notes, archival art by artists such as Thomas 

Hirschhorn, Tacita Dean, and Sam Durant presents an affective investment in 

fragmented remnants of the past that indicates a desire to turn “belatedness 

into becomingness” and to forge “alternative kinds of social relations” in the 

face of political failure and cultural amnesia.  In their shared attempt to enact 30

the possibilities for affective engagements, these artists also suggest a turn 

away from a paralyzing form of melancholia and trauma culture. 

Through their cinematic remediation, Panh and Rattana constitute the 

media archive that transforms the traces of time into the matter of mourning, 

providing a unique aesthetic mode for activating and sensing the past––

tangible yet ephemeral, uncanny and intimate, belated but also becoming. 

Their poetic take on mundane materials creates the texture of memory and 

evokes a keen sense of touch as a way to experience the lingering aftereffects 

of the Cambodian genocide. Contingency in their filmic archive implies not 

only a temporal sense of chance but also a haptic quality of encounter. Along 

these lines, my exploration of Buddhist archival media in Panh’s and Rattana’s 

 Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 11-22.30
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works foregrounds the sensory experience of touch in the process of mourning 

that ultimately gestures toward a renewed pathway towards reinhabiting the 

ruined space of post-genocide Cambodia. 

 
The Matter of Memory: Beyond Reification and (Visual) Fetishism 

Rithy Panh’s rematerialization of his childhood memories through evocations 

of ruins and the ephemeral brings up several crucial questions about the 

affective sedimentations of memory about the Cambodian genocide. What 

kind of sensory memory does Panh’s cinematic materiality embody and 

evoke? What does it mean to excavate and reinvigorate sensory memory 

through petrified and transitory material objects? How do we to understand 

the miniaturized recreation of Panh’s memory as a distinct mode of material 

mediation? In attempting to answer these questions, my analysis first sets out 

to bring Panh’s film into dialogue with new efforts to center conceptions of 

material memory on the interrogation of the idea of an autonomous human 

subject. As C. Nadia Seremetakis has eloquently put it, “Thus the sensory is 

not only encapsulated within the body as an internal capacity of power, but is 

also dispersed out there on the surface of things as the latter’s autonomous 

characteristics, which then can invade the body as perceptual experience. Here 
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sensory interiors and exteriors constantly pass into each other in the creation 

of extra-personal significance.”  In The Missing Picture, this affective 31

transaction between the object and the body lies at the heart of the film’s 

rumination on the Cambodian genocide.

Earlier in the film, The Missing Picture’s invocation of decay seems to 

suggest a nostalgic longing for prelapsarian Cambodia. A brief sequence that 

follows the inaugural mise-en-abyme features colorful clay miniatures that 

recreate a scene from Panh’s family gathering accompanied by cheerful 

laugher and popular music from the pre-Khmer Rouge era. Panh’s father is in 

a black suit greeting relatives who arrive at their house with fruits and other 

gifts. Kids are playing with dogs and chatting while women prepare food for 

the gathering. Figures of Buddhist monks that appear at the front gate for 

morning offerings add to this heightened atmosphere of blissful serenity and 

harmony. The song playing in the background is “Cha Cha Cha,” a 

psychedelic-infused Khmer love ballad by the female pop star, Pen Ran, who 

was popular in the 1960s and early 1970s. At night, Panh and his siblings 

gather in a room to read poetry with their father. “I remember how sweet life 

was,” the voiceover narrates as Pen Ran’s song continues in the background. 

 C. Nadia Seremetakis, The Senses Still: Perception and Memory as Material Culture in 31

Modernity (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 6. 
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This idyllic tableau of Panh’s childhood memories ends rather abruptly as the 

film cuts to found footage of the Khmer Rouge’s first occupation of Phnom 

Penh in 1975. The cheerful background music––also an emblem of Cambodian 

modernity––is replaced by Pol Pot’s propaganda songs and slogan recitals. 

The clay figurines are superimposed on black-and-white footage of forced 

mass migration, creating a jarring dissonance between stasis and movement, 

life and death, power and vulnerability, in the depiction of the Khmer Rouge’s 

destruction of the allegedly “corrupt” capital city and its inhabitants (fig. 

2.3-2.4). The technique of superimposition here brings together two different 

cinematic materialities––clay figurines and archival footage––to recreate this 

historical event in a new light. The insertion of clay figurines into an archival 

image of Phnom Penh’s depopulated space indicates the politics of erasure 

inherent in the Khmer Rouge’s ideology and its audiovisual self-

representation. The emptying of modernized Phnom Penh is the Khmer 

Rouge’s attempt to erase all traces of capitalism in order to rebuild a new 

society. In audiovisual archives, the absence of human faces in the process of 

mass migration speaks to another level of erasure, namely, an erasure of 

photographic traces of destruction. By reviving sounds and images from the 

pre-Khmer Rouge era and by inserting human figures back into archival 

footage, Rithy Panh resists this double sense of erasure. 
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Fig.2.3-2.4: The evacuation of Phnom Penh

Despite its remarkable brevity, then, the nostalgic reconstruction of pre-fall 

Phnom Penh through the clay miniature powerfully weaves together personal 

and social transformations in the face of adversity. While bordering on 

nostalgia, the miniature world of Panh’s childhood thus also offers a critical 

assessment of the concept with which the cultural and artistic forms of the 
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miniature are often negatively associated. Susan Stewart’s study of miniatures 

in literary and material cultures is influential for its scathing criticism of the 

miniature as a reified and commodified form of nostalgia for a pristine past: 

“The miniature, linked to nostalgic versions of childhood and history, presents 

a diminutive, and thereby manipulatable version of experience, a version 

which is domesticated and protected from contamination. It marks the pure 

body, the inorganic body of the machine and its repetition of a death that is 

thereby not a death.”  Looking at the miniature as a “metaphor for the 32

interior space and time of the bourgeois subject,” Stewart posits that a process 

of miniaturization evinces a sense of totality, a spatial and temporal 

containment that is bound up with the fantasy of the autonomous and 

transcendent bourgeois subject.  Despite its tangible qualities, Stewart agues, 33

the miniature’s function is undeniably representational insofar as it collapses 

material reality into fantasy, creating a fictive and abstract experience of 

interiority. 

Departing from Stewart’s focus on the representational qualities of the 

miniature, I seek to probe the material and haptic properties of Panh’s 

 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 32

Collection (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993), 60 (original emphasis). 

 Ibid., xii; 48-49.33
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miniaturized reconstruction of the genocidal past. I argue that the inherent 

ephemerality of the elemental medium of clay offers a stark contrast to 

Stewart’s conceptualization of the miniature as self-contained, 

uncontaminated, and timeless. The impermanent nature of the earthly matter 

allows for a meditation on the passage of time that entails a process of 

mourning and a critical reflection on a history of decay. The film’s 

configuration of time through the mundane and ephemeral medium resonates 

with Svetlana Boym’s differentiation between restorative and reflective 

nostalgia: “Restorative nostalgia manifests itself in total reconstructions of 

monuments of the past, while reflective nostalgia lingers on ruins, the patina 

of time and history, in the dreams of another place and another time.”  34

Dwelling on the ruins, The Missing Picture’s material aesthetics present a kind 

of reflective nostalgia that strives not to return to or rebuild a romanticized 

image of home (nostos) but to ruminate on a temporal structure of desire or 

longing (algia). Panh’s recollections of prelapsarian Cambodia and his 

subsequent exile at a Khmer Rouge reeducation camp also pertains to C. 

Nadia Seremetakis’s discussion on a transformative aspect of nostalgia: 

“[Nostalgia] evokes the sensory dimension of memory in exile and 

estrangement; it mixes bodily and emotional pain and ties painful experiences 

 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), 41. 34
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of spiritual and somatic exile to the notion of maturation and ripening. In this 

sense, nostalghía is linked to the personal consequences of historicizing sensory 

experience which is conceived as a painful bodily and emotional journey.”  35

Viewed as an affective relation between history and the body, nostalgia is not 

strictly confined to an experience of interiority but dispersed across the social 

and the material world.

My aim here is not solely to contribute to the reparative 

conceptualization of nostalgia as a material and affective relation to the past. 

Rather, I want to use Rithy Panh’s film to rethink the linkage between matter 

and memory in a way that moves beyond the framework of reification, or 

what Susan Stewart, citing Marx’s theory of historical materialism, regards as 

the objectification of desire and the body.  The reconstruction of memory 36

through clay miniatures in Panh’s film illustrates how objects are not simply 

passive devices of phantasmic projection as in Stewart’s critique of the 

commodification of recollection objects such as the miniature and the 

souvenir. On the contrary, inanimate objects in Panh’s filmic mediation 

manifest the evocative power that activates the embodied memory of past 

violence and displacement.

 Seremetakis, The Senses Still, 4. 35

 Stewart, On Longing, xii, 132. 36
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My analysis of Buddhist-coded material aesthetics in Cambodian films 

also aims to expand a discussion on cinematic materialism that relies on 

concepts of fetish and aura as theoretical approaches to the study of filmic 

mediations of objects. Before delving into the Buddhist conception of time as a 

framework for material mediation in Cambodian cinema, I turn briefly to 

Walter Benjamin’s notion of aura to tackle the problem of fetishism in visual 

culture. Focusing on the linkage between the decay of aura and the emergence 

of political art in Benjamin’s account, I seek to unravel the political 

significance of Rithy Panh’s film and its critique of visual fetishism. 

While film scholars such as Laura Marks assert that the object’s auratic 

quality allows film to evoke a sense of touch,  Benjamin posits that it is the 37

demolition of aura in “the age of mechanical reproduction” that actualizes a 

democratic desire for haptic proximity to the work of art, or, in Benjamin’s 

phrasing, a desire to “get hold of an object at close range in an image.”  38

Indeed, central to Benjamin’s account of the aura is his critique of an 

 As Marks writes, “Fetish objects can encode knowledges that become buried in the 37

process of temporal and geographic displacement but are volatile when reactivated 
by memory. Fetishes get their power not only by representing that which is powerful 
but through contact with it, a contact whose materiality has been repressed.” Marks, 
The Skin of the Film, 85-88 (emphasis original). 

 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility: 38

Second Version,” in The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and 
Other Writings on Media, eds., Michael W. Jennings, Brigid Doherty and Thomas Y. 
Levin (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 19-55. 

!124



institutionalized mode of aesthetic perception that privileges contemplative 

distance over physical closeness. Technological reproducibility––especially in 

relation to photography and film––liberates art from such bourgeois fetishistic 

and cultic understandings of authenticity which the idea of aura entails.  39

While the degeneration of aura carries a democratic promise, Benjamin 

proceeds to demonstrate how the decaying aura can be strategically 

appropriated to serve political ends. This can be found in Benjamin’s critique 

of fascist art which, unlike communist aesthetics, relentlessly fabricates the 

fraudulent idea of aura as a means to mobilize the masses and reinforce state 

authority through the aestheticization of politics and the everyday.  To 40

counter fascism’s regressive appropriation of aura in the realm of politics, 

Benjamin proposes the politicization of art, the mobilization of political affect 

through non-auratic forms of mediation. 

The dramatization of tension between the visual and the haptic, the 

auratic and the non-auratic, is central to Rithy Panh’s political commentary on 

the Khmer Rouge in The Missing Picture. This is evident in Panh’s extensive 

use of archival footage from Khmer Rouge propaganda films that speaks to an 

 Benjamin, “The Work of Art,” 24-25. 39

 Ibid., 40-42. 40
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auratic visuality of the genocidal regime.  While the disavowal of archival 41

images has become an ethical ground for the remediation of genocidal 

memory since Claude Lanzmann’s documentary film on the Nazi genocide, 

Shoah (1985),  Panh’s film challenges this taboo by deliberately incorporating 42

archival footage to create multiple layers of cinematic materiality, affect, and 

memory. Superimposition or juxtaposition between moving images from 

Khmer Rouge propaganda films and still tableaux of clay miniatures serve as a 

key cinematic technique in dramatizing material and affective discrepancies. 

Two scenes from The Missing Picture best exemplify this cinematographic 

method. In one scene, Panh recreates a screening of a propaganda film at the 

Khmer Rouge reeducation camp through the juxtaposition of the Khmer 

Rouge’s aestheticization of preindustrial labor on screen and the brutality of 

forced labor embodied by clay figurine audiences (fig. 2.5). In another scene, 

the clay figurine that represents Panh is superimposed on footage of Khmer 

 Art historian Boreth Ly calls the Khmer Rouge a “scopic regime,” whose power 41

vitally relies on visual control and destruction. Mugshot photographs of Khmer 
Rouge victims are emblematic of the regime’s ocularcentrism. See Boreth Ly, 
“Devastated Vision(s): The Khmer Rouge Scopic Regime in Cambodia,” Art Journal 
62, 1 (Spring 2003): 66-81.

 See, for example, Elisabeth Friedman, “The Anti-Archive?: Claude Lanzmann’s 42

Shoah and the Dilemmas of Holocaust Representation,” English Language Notes 45, 1 
(Spring-Summer 2007): 111-121; Georges Didi-Huberman, Images In Spite of All: Four 
Photographs from Auschwitz, trans. Shane B. Lillis (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2012). 
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Rouge collective farming which, through the technique of superimposition, 

resembles the burial of the dead body (fig. 2.6).

         

  

�
  

  Fig. 2.5-2.6: Remediation of the Khmer Rouge footage

In the first scene, the footage of the Khmer Rouge’s indoctrination film shows 

a sentimental reenactment of the Khmer villagers’ “bare-handed fight against 

the colonial powers” accompanied by the uplifting melody of a propaganda 

song. In contrast with this triumphant, however kitschy and unrealistic, 
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depiction of an anticolonial movement, we also witness the extreme 

exhaustion of audience of forced laborers at the Khmer Rouge’s reeducation 

camp. The fact that these audiences are represented through clay figurines 

accentuates the experience of growing worn out. Painted in black and placed 

neatly in rows, they appear expressionless and motionless. The noticeable 

wear and tear on their dull visages indicates how physical and mental fatigue 

becomes an everyday reality of the coerced laborers. An overall atmosphere of 

dreariness embodied by the weathering of the clay figurines contrasts sharply 

with the radiance of revolutionary utopia that emits from the Khmer Rouge’s 

moving image and its cheerful sonic accompaniment. 

This contrast between the auratic and non-auratic is further staged in 

the second scene in which a clay figurine painted in the mourning colors of 

black and white is superimposed on footage of the Khmer Rouge’s agrarian 

utopia. Right above the inclining figurine are moving images of workers at the 

Khmer Rouge’s collective farming unit who take turns to throw dirt from their 

baskets into a pit or on the ground. Through superimposition, the dirt falls 

directly over the clay figurine’s body and the scene resembles an act of 

burying. This haunting image created by the juxtaposition of two different 

filmic materials offers a subtle critique of the Khmer Rouge’s revolutionary 

project which ultimately leads to death and destruction. Here Panh uses 
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archival footage of the Khmer Rouge not simply to provide evidence of such 

massive destruction. Rather, the director creatively remediates the Khmer 

Rouge’s footage to probe the phantasmic aspect of the Khmer Rouge, how the 

violence of their revolutionary vision cannot be separated from their fantasies 

about pastoral collectivity and a classless society. 

 Recalling Benjamin’s critique of the fascist appropriation of the auratic 

to mobilize the masses, Panh’s remediation of the Khmer Rouge propaganda 

footage can be viewed as a political commentary on the genocidal regime’s 

ideologies rooted in a utopian vision of an uncorrupt society. Archival footage 

is used to render the “fetish-image” of the Khmer Rouge that reflects its 

romanticized version of precapitalist society while the earthly material of clay 

embodies the non-auratic and de-fetishized version of the genocidal past. As 

Panh remarks in his interview with Deirdre Boyle, the director understands 

archival footage of the Khmer Rouge propaganda as the “image of ideology” 

as opposed to the “image of memory” or the “missing picture” embodied by 

clay figurines.  In both scenes, clay figurines appear in a slow-paced and non-43

 Deirdre Boyle, “Confronting Images of Ideology: An Interview with Rithy Panh,” 43

Cineaste 39,3 (Summer 2014): 33-35. 

!129



climactic tableau, evoking a pervasive sense of lifelessness.  The temporality 44

of the tableau is marked not by the eventfulness of death but by the duration 

and repetition that point to the experience of “social death,” the atrocity that 

Panh and other Cambodian victims of the Khmer Rouge underwent at the 

reeducation camp.  The weathering effect produced by the materiality of clay 45

itself further emphasizes the temporal duration of extreme adversity. As clay 

becomes gradually worn out, so do the laboring bodies and minds of the 

Khmer Rouge’s forced laborers.46

It should be noted that while Rithy Panh is critical of the Khmer 

Rouge’s Marxist-inspired vision of classless society, his film might be read as a 

bourgeois and liberalist interpretation of the Cambodian genocide that 

reduces the complex history of the Pol Pot era to fit a familiar structure of 

 We might also think of Panh’s cinematic tableau in comparison to avant-garde film 44

techniques of freeze frame and photomontage which expose the illusion of movement 
in cinema through self-referentiality, or what Eugenie Brinkema calls a “meta-
allegory for mediation.” While such techniques often represent cinematic death in a 
gesture of temporal disruption and narrative closure, Panh’s tableau stasis suggests a 
non-climactic and more prolonged configuration of death and dying. See Eugenie 
Brinkema, The Forms of the Affect (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 106.  

 On the notion of social death, see Claudia Card, “Genocide and Social Death,” 45

Hypatia 13, 1 (2003): 63-79. 

 On notions of “wearing” and “weathering” as atmospheric features of 46

contemporary film and media, see Giuliana Bruno, Surface: Matters of Aesthetics, 
Materiality, and Media (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 117-135. Bruno 
uses these notions to examine atmospheric and temporal features of works by 
filmmakers and artists such as Bill Morrison, Tacita Dean, Eugènia Bacells, and 
Chantal Akerman. 
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Western trauma narratives. Panh’s biographical background as the member of 

a middle-class family of intellectuals is also inseparable from his nostalgic 

invocation of the comforting and enriching elements of his childhood in the 

film. Panh seems to be aware of this accusation and acknowledges it in a form 

of auto-critique. In this scene, footage of Rithy Panh’s actual interview is 

shown on a television while ghostly figures of his parents are watching it in a 

completely destroyed house. The voiceover narrates their conversation about 

their now grownup child: “Our son sure jabbers now. On and on he rambles. 

At least he’s good with words. You’d rather he be a teacher, like you. But it’s 

our story he’s filming. That’s us. But they are the poor who are hungry. The 

rich expropriated them too, yet he thinks only of the Khmer Rouge.” As if to 

respond to this skeptical remark, the following scene features footage of the 

pre-Khmer Rouge period in which the poor were severely affected by Lon 

Nol’s authoritarian rule (1970-1975) and the U.S. bombings during the 

Vietnam/American War, leading many of them to join the revolution. Panh’s 

film reveal how these political situations paved the way for Pol Pot’s 

intervention but insists that the Khmer Rouge’s promise of freedom and 

equality is a fraud and its consequences affect lower-class Cambodians both in 

immediate and long term. The sequence’s last shot shows workers digging the 
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ground near a roadside, recalling a common task assigned to coerced laborers 

during the Pol Pot era.  47

Panh explicitly expresses a feeling of guilt as a survivor of the genocide 

in a sequence that follows this self-reflexive scene. “Sometimes I picture a 

child. Let’s say it’s me. He had it all wrong. He didn’t know how to fish, to 

walk barefoot, or fight. Years later, he feels guilty for not having helped the 

destitute,” remarks the voiceover. The clay figurine of Panh’s childhood self is 

depicted lying in bed with a large portrait of Sigmund Freud hanging above. 

As the voiceover narration continues to invoke Freud’s psychotherapeutic 

method of “talking cure,” Panh seems to admit the impossibility of recovering 

from the haunting feeling of survivor’s guilt: “They say talking helps; you 

understand, you get over it. For me, this wisdom will never come.” This 

remark on survivor’s guilt also appears in Panh’s 1999 essay titled, 

 Many of Rithy Panh’s films explore the ongoing struggles of lower-class 47

populations in postcolonial and post-genocide Cambodia. For a discussion of Panh’s 
2003 documentary film, The People of Angkor, in which he juxtaposes lives of ordinary 
people who work in and around Angkor Wat with colonial and tourist fantasies of 
this heritage site, see Panivong Norindr, “The Fascination for Angkor Wat and the 
Ideology of the Visible,” in Expressions of Cambodia: The Politics of Tradition, Identity, 
and Change, eds. Leakthina Chan-Pech Ollier and Tim Winter (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 54-70. For a discussion of Panh’s representations of sex workers in 
contemporary Cambodia, see Leslie Barnes, “Objects of Pleasure: Epistephilia and the 
Sex Worker in Rithy Panh’s Le Papier ne peut pas envelopper la braise,” French Cultural 
Studies 26,1 (2015): 56-65. 
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“Cambodia: A Wound That Will Not Heal.”  Reflecting on his experience as 48

being “locked in a culture of survival,” Panh also discusses how the survivor 

must take responsibility for the dead. In contrast to the reference to Freud’s 

psychotherapeutic procedure in the film, Panh insists in the essay that the 

process of “getting over” the memories is not possible without accounting for 

the dead. He writes, “I believe, and so do others, that we should face up to our 

history, so that our relatives and friends didn’t die in vain. Mourning won’t be 

possible unless moral and political responsibility for the Cambodian genocide 

is established.”  Panh’s self-reflexivity as well as his genuine political 49

commitment to retelling the history of the genocide temper his liberalist stance 

and bourgeois positionality. His experimentation with filmic materialities and 

Buddhist temporalities further attest to this continuing effort to complicate the 

dynamism of local and global discourses on trauma in post-genocide 

Cambodia. 

The Archive of Dirt: Corrupting Matters and Buddhist Temporalities  
�

In their shared attempt to tackle fetishistic visuality under and in the 

aftermath of the Khmer Rouge, Rithy Panh and Vandy Rattana seek in 

 Rithy Panh, “Cambodia: A Wound That Will Not Heal,” Unesco Courier 52,12 48

(December 1999): 30-32.

 Panh, “Cambodia,” 32. 49
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mundane objects new possibilities to pollute the regime’s ideological 

foundations. Their films constitute what Giuliana Bruno calls an “archive of 

dirt,” a filmic imaginative invocation of dust to create a temporal layer and 

affective fabric of mourning.  Linking this understanding of the archive as 50

polluted and polluting to a Buddhist discourse of epochal moral decline and 

violence, I further delineate the ethical and political implications of Panh’s and 

Rattana’s poetic uses of coarse earthly matters to subtly articulate critiques of 

the Khmer Rouge regime.

  In its harrowing depiction of the Khmer Rouge’s evacuation of Phnom 

Penh, The Missing Picture features a brief allusion to vernacular Buddhist 

poetry to critically examine the regime’s rhetoric of social purification. As 

archival footage of the desolate capital takes us through debris of urban 

ruination, the lyrical voice-over narration begins to reiterate the Khmer 

Rouge’s legitimating discourse: “The city is impure. The city is corrupt. It is 

emptied within hours. Two million people are thrown onto the roads.” This is 

ironically juxtaposed with the Khmer Rouge’s utopian vision of pre-capitalist 

society which ultimately leads to a tragic history. A descriptive yet enigmatic 

passage from the vernacular Buddhist text known as Puth Tumneay (literally 

“Predictions of the Buddha”) is cited to reframe political atrocities, linking the 

 Bruno, Surface, 245. 50
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Khmer Rouge’s mass destruction to the Buddhist epoch’s eventual 

devastation. The film’s voiceover comments:

The revolution is pure.
No room for humans.
Now Phnom Penh can be filmed,
Like in the prophecy of Puth Tumneay: 
“Houses with no occupants,
Streets with no pedestrians,
Stairs no one will climb,
Flowing rivers of blood.”

Loosely based on a Theravada Buddhist sutra, Puth Tumneay is structured by a 

Buddhist temporal conception of cosmic epochs or kalpa, “a vast cycle of 

temporality associated with cycles of the dissemination, practice, and decline 

of the Dhamma, the teachings of the buddhas on ‘what is right’ and also with 

the generation, degeneration, destruction, and rebirth of the universe itself.”  51

Despite the many variations circulated throughout Southeast Asia, this 

prophetic text conventionally centers on the demise of a cosmic epoch which 

inevitably results in extreme social upheavals. The widespread circulation of 

this predictive literature in the nineteenth century coincided with Buddhist 

millenarian movements in Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand, providing 

 Anne Hansen, “Gaps in the World: Harm and Violence in Khmer Buddhist 51

Narrative,” in At the Edge of the Forest: Essays on Cambodia, History, and Narrative in 
Honor of David Chandler, eds. Anne Hansen and Judy Ledgerwood (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 2008), 57. 

!135



justificatory grounds for different rebellious messianic groups that claimed to 

restore moral and social order.  In Cambodia, the text has ever since become 52

an enduring framework through which Khmer Buddhists interpret collective 

experiences of violence, suffering, and injustice. During the Pol Pot period, 

variegated versions of Puth Tumneay reemerged as an explanation for the 

downfall of Cambodian society, especially with regard to the eradication of 

Buddhist institutions and practices, which resonates strongly with the 

prophecy concerning the prosecution of Buddhism by tmils (nonbelievers) at 

the end of a cosmic epoch.  Scholars such as Aihwa Ong and Yang Sam have 53

demonstrated how the prophecy is profoundly ingrained in memories of 

Khmer Rouge survivors. According to their interlocutors—a Buddhist monk 

and a Cambodian refugee—Pol Pot’s time or samay Pol Pot, as it is commonly 

known, represents an absolute rupture of temporal flow and social order as 

enigmatically described in the prophetic text.54

 Hansen, “Gaps in the World,” 56-62. 52

 Frank Smith, Interpretive Accounts of the Khmer Rouge Years: Personal Experience in 53

Cambodian Peasant World View (Madison: Wisconsin Papers in Southeast Asia, 1989), 
18-23; and Ian Harris, Buddhism in a Dark Age: Cambodian Monks under Pol Pot 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2013) 

 Aihwa Ong, Buddha Is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, The New America (Berkeley: 54

University of California Press, 2003), 40-41; and Yang Sam, Khmer Buddhism and 
Politics, 1954-1984 (Newington, CT: Khmer Studies Institute, 1987), 50-53. 
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While the Buddhist framing of the Khmer Rouge atrocity is hardly 

Rithy Panh’s invention—it is rather a citation of popular religious discourse 

surrounding the historical event—the visual reiteration of the lines of the 

Buddhist prophesy in the The Missing Picture reanimates Buddhist 

interpretations of the genocide in a new aesthetic context. By invoking Puth 

Tumneay, Panh provocatively relates the Buddhist conception of temporal 

corruptibility to the film’s aesthetic of decay, the mobilization of material 

corruption to pollute the Khmer Rouge’s ideological underpinnings. As 

Alexander Hinton has perceptively noted, the Khmer Rouge’s legitimating 

rhetoric is replete with metaphors of purity and contamination as Pol Pot 

repeatedly described the revolution itself as a process of “cleaning up” (baoh 

sam’at).  The evacuation of Phnom Penh and other major cities was not chiefly 55

due to political and economic concerns but also to ideological and symbolic 

ones, a figurative act of moral reordering to establish a utopian society and a 

new political subjectivity.  In this light, the film’s invocation of Buddhist 56

narratives of epochal devastation powerfully and satirically figures the 

destructive force of the Khmer Rouge’s dogmatic notions of revolutionary 

 Alexander Hinton, “Purity and Contamination in the Cambodian Genocide,” in 55

Cambodia Emerges from the Past: Eight Essays, ed. Judy Ledgerwood (DeKalb, IL: 
Northern Illinois University Press, 2002), 60-90. 

 Ibid., 60-90.  56
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purity and spatiotemporal cleansing. In contrast with violent forms of 

temporal purification, The Missing Picture evokes the Buddhist-informed topos 

of the stains of time that testify to past terror and its affective residues.

The material traces of time in Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture––as in 

Vandy Rattana’s Monologue––presents an embodiment of temporal and 

relational continuity instead of rupture. Drawing on the Buddhist 

macrocosmic configuration of nonlinear temporality, an infinite cycle of 

corruption and regeneration, both films deemphasize the messianic narrative 

of moral decline and revitalization and instead redirect the temporal trope of 

decay to represent the endurance of affective relations between the dead and 

the living. Through filmic reconfigurations of Buddhist temporality, the dead 

literally reemerge from the ashes of history. 

The final episode of The Missing Picture condenses these manifold 

articulations of temporal and material corruption. The scene presents, the 

voiceover announces, a moment when the Khmer Rouge has arrived at an 

abrupt end with Vietnam’s 1979 military intervention, leaving the reeducation 

camps, their laboratories of utopian society, in ruin. Set in a miniature diorama 

that represents the village where Panh spent three years of extreme duress, the 

film portrays this former reeducation camp as an abject space marked by 
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abandoned objects and mass graves. The camera, panning slowly, captures a 

stilled landscape frozen in time in the form of a cinematic tableau. Against this 

seemingly lifeless backdrop, crops grow lavishly and a pond forms over the 

graves of the Khmer Rouge victims, denoting a kind of rebirth. Shifting to 

moving images from archival footage, the screen briefly depicts a process of 

exhumation, supposedly in the aftermath of the genocide, revealing pale white 

human skulls gathered on the ground. The voiceover narrates solemnly, “Are 

the dead there? Yes. Sometimes it seems we walk over them, so I step away.” 

Returning to the dioramic wasteland, the clay figurines painted in white 

gradually emerge into the scene as the sober voiceover continues to speak of 

the dead whose souls might be wandering over their burial ground (fig. 2.7). 

The depiction of wandering souls reflects a Buddhist and local belief that 

people who die of a “bad death” cannot be incorporated into the cycle of 

rebirth. Rithy Panh is aware of this belief, as he remarks in his essay: “In 

Cambodia, they say people who’ve died a violent death can’t be reincarnated, 

that the souls of dead people who haven’t had a religious funeral and burial 

wander the earth forever, haunting the living.”  How, then, does Panh’s use 57

of clay figurines to represent death and to stage the work of mourning make 

rebirth possible within the context of filmic mediation? 

 Panh, “Cambodia,” 30. 57
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Fig. 2.7: A tableau of the haunted landscape

The use of clay to figure death recalls the film’s inaugural mis-en-abyme in 

which an act of clay sculpting vehemently evokes a temporal trope of rebirth: 

“With clay and with water, with the dead, with rice fields, with living hands, a 

man is made.” In this way, the elemental medium of clay embodies a cycle of 

death and rebirth, the dissolution of the flesh into dust and the reconfiguration 

of life through the earthly material. The materiality of clay itself allows for the 

meditation on the passage of time in relation to mourning. In its fragility and 

malleability, clay captures a cyclical sense of time and temporal duration. 

Unlike hard geological matter such as rock and stone, a lump of clay can 

dissolve back into the earth’s surface. Unlike water, however, it can be 

remolded into different shapes at will even after its disintegration and 
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degeneration. A mixture of the elements of earth, water, air, and fire, clay often 

represents the human body––its creation and decomposition––in various 

myths of origin.  This is evident in a burial scene toward the end of the film. 58

A clay figurine is placed in a freshly dug hole in the ground before grains of 

soil start covering his body and face. Once the whole body is totally covered 

and under the earth, the same clay corpse reemerges and the burial continues 

(fig. 2.8-2.10). This visual uncanniness is accompanied by the voiceover: 

“Mourning is difficult; there is no end to the burial.” The unending burial here 

denotes the mass destruction during the Khmer Rouge regime that makes 

mourning a daunting task. It also suggests the temporal duration of mourning 

that enables us to navigate the ruined landscape of loss, to sense the texture of 

memory, and to forge an affective engagement with fragmented remains of the 

past.

 The famous line from Genesis reads, “Then the Lord formed a man from the dust of 58

the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” In Buddhism, the myth of 
origin can be found in the Aggañña-Sutta (Discourse on What Is Primary) which 
recounts a story about luminous beings who consume the earth-essence and become 
human beings. See Steven Collins, “The Discourse on What Is Primary (Aggañña-
Sutta): An Annotated Translation,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 21, 4 (December 1993), 
301-393. 
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Fig 2.8-2.10: The unending burial

I would like to end this section with a telling anecdote on clay and mourning. 

At our meeting in Phnom Penh in the summer of 2015, Panh told me that the 

idea of using clay figurines in The Missing Picture started with his return to an 

old house in Phnom Penh in 1990, after a long exile in France begun when 

Panh was only thirteen years old. Panh asked his assistant to rebuild the house 

for his film project but was only given a clay model of the house instead. The 

clay miniature then became, as we have seen, the archive of dirt in his 

cinematic meditation on the Buddhist temporal dialectic of destruction and 

recreation. When I asked Panh where those clay figurines were kept, he 

replied: “We didn’t cook [i.e. bake] them because we wanted them to return to 

the earth…only the memory is still here with us, in the film.”  Through the 59

ephemeral medium of clay, Panh’s film oscillates between attachment and 

letting go, allowing us to explore, process, and meditate on an experience of 

 Rithy Panh, Personal interview, 25 June 2015. 59
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loss in the wake of genocide through the non-monumental and de-fetishized 

reconstruction of memory. 

Atmospheric Re-Membering 

A similar lyrical invocation of dust to meditate on the Khmer Rouge’s idea of 

temporal corruption and purification, and to ruminate on death and 

reincarnation stands out in Vandy Rattana’s Monologue. The temporal critique 

of the Khmer Rouge’s ideology is evident in Rattana’s reenactment of Jean-

François Millet’s 1857 painting, The Gleaners, a famous painterly study of 

peasant life in post-revolutionary France (fig. 2.11).  As three figures of 60

Cambodian farmers emerge into a frame, Rattana’s voiceover begins to 

ruminate on the degradation of rural labor and the decay of utopian dreams in 

post-genocide Cambodia. Reflecting on the tragedy of Cambodian history, 

Rattana laments the collective losses caused by the violent forces of a 

revolutionary and progressive conception of time.

The world expands ceaselessly night and day to create a ‘time’ [kal 
muay] that would bring freedom [seripheap] and brotherhood 
[pheatarpheap]. �

For that ‘time,’ the world sacrifices so much energy, and neglects its 

 Pamela Corey first identified this intertextual reference with information from the 60

artist. See. Corey, “Siting the Artist’s Voice,” Art Journal (forthcoming).
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own human lives by the thousands. But that ‘time’ has no soul, no 
face, no love, no suffering, no breathing, no death, no dreaming even. 

                                Fig 2.11: Reenactment of The Gleaners 

Rattana’s monologic ruminations take place on the ground under which five 

thousand people––including the filmmaker’s older sister––were buried during 

the Pol Pot era. Weaving together personal and collective grief, Rattana’s film 

can be understood as a work of mourning that transforms the landscape of 

melancholia into a space for critical and affective engagements with the 

traumatic past. As Rattana’s elegiac monologue mourns the loss of lives which 

were “sacrificed” (khcheahkhchay literally means “to waste”) for the Khmer 

Rouge’s idealized vision of an uncorrupted, precapitalist society, it also 
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conjures up specters of the past to haunt the present. This spectral invocation 

yields an atmospheric form of attachment––an amorphous yet vital force of 

intersubjective relations––that allows the filmmaker, as well as viewers, to 

bear witness to the lingering effects and affects of past violence.

Dust, in the artist’s imaginary dialogue with his deceased sister, 

poetically figures an atmospheric form of attachment, an amorphous yet vital 

force of connection. As Jussi Parikka writes in a different context, “Dust shares 

a lot of qualities with air as well as breath––they each force us to rethink 

boundaries of individuality as well as space…Dust too, must be thought as 

more of an environmental and atmospheric quality through which a different 

spatial and temporal thinking emerges.”  Indeed, through an atmospheric 61

imagination of dust, Rattana’s film enacts an intersubjective mode of 

recollection that unsettles boundaries of time and space. In synchrony with the 

rhythmic movement of mango and bamboo leaves, under which his older 

sister is buried, Rattana’s voiceover delivers a melancholic contemplation on 

his dreamlike encounter with his sister, whom he never knew, over her burial 

ground. 

 Jussi Parikka, “Dust and Exhaustion: The Labour of Media Materialism,” CTheory, 61

October 2, 2013, http://ctheory.net/ctheory_wp/dust-and-exhaustion-the-labor-of-
media-materialism/. See also, Jussi Parikka, “Dust and the Exhausted Life,” in A 
Geology of Media (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2015). 
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I am very glad I found you again today, against all expectations.
You probably don’t know me. 
You may think I am a strange man if you so desire.
I know I am still breathing.
Perhaps you are my breath.

Breathing here becomes a way of sensing the landscape of memory. The scent 

of blossoming mango flowers nostalgically recalls the artist’s sensory memory 

of his home in Phnom Penh where this similar kind of mango tree was grown. 

In light of the quotation cited above, this olfactory recollection also indicates 

the continuity of affective relations between the dead and the living. Pamela 

Corey characterizes this spectral entanglement in Rattana’s film in terms of 

corporeal and atmospheric transformations rendered by the artist’s 

performative utterance. She writes, “Through this imagined dialogue, the 

landscape also becomes a substitute, giving spectral presence to his sister’s 

absence…one imagines the audibility of the landscape speaking back, 

frustrating but also appeasing the artist’s desire to communicate. The artist’s 

words render Nature as his sister’s embodiment, but also his own breath, his 

voice, as emanation of Nature, and thus, his sister.”  While Corey focuses on 62

sound as the material form of communication and communion, her 

 Pamela Corey, “Siting the Artist’s Voice,” (my emphasis). See also Corey, “Vandy 62

Rattana: When Time Becomes Still the Landscape Will Speak,”in HUGO BOSS ASIA 
ART Award for Emerging Asian Artists 2015 (Berlin: Sternberg Press and Rockbund 
Museum of Art, Shanghai, 2016). 
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articulation of the dead’s present absence as an “embodiment” and 

“emanation” of Nature suggests a kind of indexical relationship. The 

unspeakable landscape here is not merely a substitute for spectral absence but 

indeed a material manifestation of an enduring life force and a Buddhist-

imbued notion of reincarnation that intimately binds the inanimate with the 

animate. This affective potentiality suggests communicative modalities that 

move beyond speech––breathing, smelling, touching. As the artist inhales the 

scent of the mango trees, he also breathes in the life force that emanates from 

the dusty ground under which his sister is buried.

The Buddhist temporal trope of rebirth is further related to the 

cultivation of dirt in the following installment of the film. A group of women 

emerges into a medium long-shot frame, right in front of two majestic mango 

trees, and begin to collect invisible rice grains from the husk-covered ground. 

Rattana’s voiceover narration shifts from a personal to collective experience of 

loss and mourning: “Here, it is the rice field for growing the rainy season rice. 

You and five thousand other people, you have a common destiny. Like you, 

they live under the blowing of the wind, the heat of the sun, under the ground 

and under the rain, on this tiny paddy field.” With remarkable resonance with 

Rithy Panh’s invocation of elemental media to signify corporeal 

transfiguration and cyclical temporality, Rattana’s poetic meditation mobilizes 
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this assemblage of elements––wind, heat, rain, and earth––to reflect on the 

passage of time, the sedimentation of collective memory, and the 

transformation of affective experience. As the embodiment of a cycle of death, 

decay, and recreation, these matters posit mourning as an imaginative and 

transformative reworking of the traces of time rather than a total temporal 

rupture. 

Rithy Panh’s and Vandy Rattana’s filmic mediations of elemental 

matters offer poetic reveries through which new modes of political critique 

and imagination emerge. Initially framed by the Buddhist narrative of cosmic 

destruction and regeneration, their archives of dirt suggest an attempt to 

pollute the Khmer Rouge’s ideology and rhetoric of purification. At the same 

time, the invocation of pollution as an aesthetic idiom also mobilizes the 

Buddhist notion of temporal corruptibility in a new direction. Shifting from 

the grand narrative of total temporal rupture and moral purification as a 

precondition of recreation, contemporary films by these two directors draw on 

vernacular Buddhist conceptions of temporal and material corruption to 

deliberate on death and rebirth in post-genocide Cambodia. 
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Chapter Three

Wounded Landscapes: Debris of War, Residual Vulnerability, and the 
Transborder Politics of Forgiveness in Post–Socialist Laos

I also know that the remnants of war continue to shatter lives here in 
Laos. Many of the bombs that were dropped were never exploded. Over the 
years, thousands of Laotians have been killed or injured––farmers tending 
their fields, children playing. The wounds––a missing leg or arm––last a 
lifetime…Given our history here, I believe that the United States has a moral 
obligation to help Laos heal. 

–– Barack Obama, “Remarks of President Obama to the People of Laos,” 
September 6, 2016. 

Must forgiveness saturate the abyss? Must it suture the wound in a process of 
reconciliation? Or rather must it give place to another peace, without 
forgetting, without amnesty, fusion or confusion? 

–– Jacques Derrida, “On Forgiveness”

Allan Sekula’s A Short Film for Laos (2007) opens with markedly American 

wounds: an undepicted injury of a fallen cowboy taken from a televised 

Western movie and Sekula’s own still-festering wound from an accident 

during his filming excursion to northern Laos in 2006. Well-known for his 

critical view on visual representations of human figures, which he famously 

discussed in his 1986 essay, “The Body and the Archive,” and considered in his 

photographic works, Sekula’s invocation of injured corporeality calls attention 



to the historical layers of the pictured body.  Following the intimate prologue 1

to vulnerability, Sekula’s film shifts to a scarred landscape of wartime memory

—the Plains of Jars in Xieng Khouang Province, Laos, where over 75,000 tons 

of explosives were dropped during the American secret air war from 1964 to 

1973. The transition between these inaugural shots thus maps the skin of the 

mediated and individualized body onto the surface of Cold War atrocities. 

Sekula first visited Laos in October 2002 as part of a collaborative art 

project titled, The Quiet in the Land, which was based in the World Heritage 

City of Luang Prabang. Led by the New Museum’s former curator, France 

Morin, the project brought together internationally renowned artists such as 

Ann Hamilton, Shirin Neshat, Marina Abramović, and Sekula himself as well 

as itinerant and diasporic artists from the region such as Dinh Q. Lê (Vietnam), 

Vong Phaophanit (Laos/UK), and Rirkrit Tiravanija (Thailand). With a shared 

artistic commitment to site-specific and community-based curatorial models, 

these artists set out to document the cultural history, everyday experience, 

spiritual practice, and global-local dynamism in diverse media.  While the 2

 Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (Winter 1986): 3-64.  For a 1

discussion of Allan Sekula’s photographic works, see Benjamin Young, “Arresting 
Figures,” Grey Room 55 (Spring 2014): 78-115.

 France Morin and John Alan Farmer, “A Flower Does Not Talk,” in The Quiet in the 2

Land, Luang Prabang, Laos (New York: The Quiet in the Land, Inc., 2009), 10-27. 
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project might appear as an apolitical—even orientalist—undertaking, artists 

such as Allan Sekula and Vong Phaophanit decidedly confront the political 

issues of the U.S. covert bombardment and the post-socialist condition in 

contemporary Laos. For Sekula, the idea for A Short Film for Laos was 

developed from his earlier encounter with Fred Branfman’s 1972 collection of 

unofficial testimonial records titled, Voices from the Plain of Jars: Life under an 

Air War, which he had read during the war. Compelled by the memory of this 

rare eyewitness account on the U.S. secret war written by ordinary villagers of 

Laos, Sekula states that, “As an American, I felt an obligation to visit the Plain 

of Jars, to see what we had done here.”  The rather simple and vague title of 3

the film thus gestures toward an act of apology and compensation, which can 

be further complicated by taking into consideration historical, juridical, and 

aesthetic contexts of post-Cold War reparation politics. 

The belatedness of political and aesthetic interventions into the legacy 

of the U.S. military aggression in Southeast Asia that Sekula’s project 

embodies speaks to an emergent––however incoherent––critique of redress 

culture (or lack thereof) in the aftermath of the Cold War. As Lisa Yoneyama 

has argued in the context of Japanese wartime violence and American military 

occupation in East Asia and the Pacific Islands, the culture of redress and 

 Allan Sekula, “Artist Statement,” in The Quiet in the Land, 163. 3
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transitional justice have, since the 1990s, become a major force in addressing 

past injuries, taking the form of international tribunals, humanitarian aid, and 

state-sponsored apologies and amnesties.  Taking belatedness as a point of 4

departure, Yoneyama’s book sets out to elucidate a set of predicaments 

associated with post-Cold War redress culture, situating such dilemmas in an 

intricate matrix of American exceptionalism, universal human rights 

discourse, the liberalist rhetoric of rehabilitation, and the medico-therapeutic 

discourse of trauma.  Through her close examination of literature, media 5

coverage, and textbooks, Yoneyama draws attention to the question of 

unredressability in an attempt to repoliticize historical justice in a way that 

turns away from the instrumentalization of the law and the narrative of 

reparation. 

Extending Yoneyama’s critique of post–Cold War redress culture, this 

chapter looks at the Buddhist-coded temporality of wounding as a salient 

feature of cultural and aesthetic responses to the rhetoric of injury and the 

politics of reparation in post–Cold War Southeast Asia. My analysis focuses on 

how artists and filmmakers invoke the Buddhist temporality of grief and 

 Lisa Yoneyama, Cold War Ruins: Transpacific Critique of American Justice and Japanese 4

War Crimes (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). 

 Ibid. 5
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mourning to figure enduring affective relations between people and things in 

a shared space of vulnerability. Buddhist mourning rituals, for example, often 

involve care for the dead’s remains, indicating a prolonged attachment to the 

materiality of death.  In the war-torn landscapes of Southeast Asia, this 6

Buddhist understanding of affective entanglements between the mournful 

subject and object sheds light on the material aspect of an ecology of 

wounding, of living with the injurious remains of war and the fragmented 

remnants of the dead. Buddhist configurations of vulnerability (from the Latin 

vulnerare, ‘to wound,’ and vulnus, ‘wound’), I argue, challenge the restricted 

temporal conception of healing in state policy and humanitarian discourse. 

Here I use the concept of residual vulnerability to examine the Buddhist-

informed configurations of corporeal and environmental exposure to debris of 

war that bear witness to an expanded temporality of historical injury. 

Shifting attention from the U.S. narratives of national trauma and from 

the centrality of Vietnam in the studies of the Second Indochina War, the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic (hereafter the Lao PDR or simply Laos)––the 

most heavily bombed country per capita in history, where unexploded 

ordnances (UXO) continues to cause physical and environmental damage––

 See Jean Langford, Consoling Ghosts: Stories of Medicine and Mourning from Southeast 6

Asians in Exile (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013), 17. 
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serves as an intersectional locus of this transnational and transmedia account 

of wounded landscapes. This chapter’s archive consists of textual and visual 

materials across national and generic borders. A Lao short story titled 

“American Bones” (Kaduk Amelika, 1988), written by the renowned Lao writer 

Bounthanong Xomxayphol and a short film, Those Below (Tok Khang, 2016), 

directed by a founding member of the Lao New Wave Cinema, Xaisongkham 

Induangchanthy, will be thus analyzed alongside Sekula’s A Short Film for 

Laos. To bring a regional perspective to bear on the transborder politics of 

remains, visual materials from Cambodia and Thailand will also be discussed. 

This includes Vandy Rattana’s retelling of the history of the U.S. bombing in 

Cambodia in his video and photographic work, Bomb Ponds (2009) and Tada 

Hengsapkul’s installation piece, Under the Same Sky (2016), a satirical and 

erotic remediation of the Thai–American military alliance during the U.S. 

secret air war. What binds this vast array of literary and filmic materials 

together is not simply their configurations of a shared historical past but their 

aesthetic attention to the affective relations between the materiality of 

(hazardous) space and the body. 

While the case of transpacific redress efforts that Lisa Yoneyama 

examines demonstrates a depoliticizing aspect of an institutionalized language 

of forgiveness, the U.S. war crimes during the Second Indochina War have 
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thus far never undergone a process of transitional justice or received a state-

sanctioned public apology. In 1971, the American clandestine intervention was 

exposed during U.S. Senate hearings but details about the operation remained 

unknown until the declassification of State Department memorandums many 

years after the end of the war. The severity and long-term impacts of the 

bombardment were first publicly acknowledged in a 2007 speech by U.S. State 

Department official Richard Kidd, who dubbed the event as the “Laos 

exception” for the incomparable devastation the country had suffered.  The 7

public acknowledgement, as NGO activists Channapha Khamvongsa and 

Elaine Russell point out, falls short of recognizing U.S. responsibility for the 

war crimes or to provide a concrete proposal to support the removal of 

undetonated bombs.  In response to this official indifference, Channapha and 8

Russell propose a formal reconciliation process between the United States and 

Laos in which the U.S. government would recognize its moral and 

humanitarian obligation to accept responsibility for the perpetual violence the 

U.S. military had caused.  9

 Channapha Khamvongsa and Elaine Russell, “Legacies of War: Cluster Bombs in 7

Laos,” Critical Asian Studies 41, 2 (2009): 281-283. 

 Ibid. 8

 Ibid., 302-305. 9
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It is precisely within this historical and political context of 

reconciliation that I situate my analyses of media configurations of post–Cold 

War wounded landscapes. In literary and visual cultures, as in the domain of 

humanitarian activism, the question of reconciliation often invokes the 

rhetoric of injury and healing. In the quote from Jacques Derrida with which I 

opened this chapter, the suturing of the physical or historical wound in a 

process of state-sponsored reconciliation suggests the closure of justice and 

peace.  Warning against the redemptive impulse of an institutional discourse 10

of reconciliation, Derrida posits that the language of forgiveness has been 

increasingly instrumentalized as a political strategy, or even a psycho-

therapeutic economy, that in fact reconstitutes the sovereign power of state or 

suprastate institutions. Derrida, in his hyperbolic vision of an ethical horizon 

of forgiveness, proposes that “Forgiveness is not, it should not be, normal, 

normative, normalizing. It should remain exceptional and extraordinary, in the 

face of the impossible: as if it interrupted the ordinary course of historical 

temporality.”  Following Derrida’s comment on the politics of forgiveness, I 11

use the concept of residual vulnerability to examine the politics of forgiveness 

in post–Cold War media and cultural landscapes. 

 Jacques Derrida, On Cosmopolitanism and Forgiveness, trans., Mark Dooley and 10

Michael Hughes (New York: Routledge, 2011), 50. 

 Ibid., 31-32 (emphasis original). 11
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This inquiry into the transborder politics of vulnerability becomes 

increasingly relevant and urgent with renewed attempts by the U.S. 

government to establish positive diplomatic and economic relationships in the 

region. One particular and recent historical event attests to this optimistic yet 

problematic vision of reparative possibility. On September 6, 2016, the then-

President of the Unites States, Barack Obama, made a “historic visit,” the first-

ever visit to Laos by a sitting American president, to attend the Association of 

Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) annual summit. The most remarkable part 

of the visit, historically and emotionally, was Obama’s speech given at the 10-

nation gathering at the Lao National Cultural Hall in Vientiane, in which the 

president addressed the U.S. Secret War in Laos and its continuing impacts in 

the present. Acknowledging that the U.S. military dropped more than two 

million tons of bombs in Laos over a nine-year period during the Secret War, 

Obama also recognized how “the remnants of war continue to shatter lives 

here in Laos.” To fulfill what Obama called, “a moral obligation to help Laos 

heal,” the president announced a three-year $90 million funding package to 

support the removal of unexploded ordnance.  Through the humanitarian 12

 For a full version of the president’s speech, see Barack Obama, “Remarks of 12

President Obama to the People of Laos,” September 6, 2016, https://
obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/09/06/remarks-president-
obama-people-laos, accessed September 12, 2016. 
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language of healing, the president’s remark evades the more pressing question 

of war crimes and historical injustice. Thus far, only a few legislative support 

initiatives or humanitarian programs have been substantially enacted by the 

United States in the wake of Obama’s historic address.13

In contrast with this logic of reparation that further asserts the vitality 

of American exceptionalism, the Buddhist-aesthetic mobilizations of 

vulnerability I examine in this chapter concentrate on exposure as an 

articulation of affective openness, ethical receptivity, and political agency. In 

dramatizing corporeal and environmental exposures to the injurious remains 

of war, these artists and filmmakers make vulnerability central to their 

resistance to post–Cold War politics of redress and concealment.  Their 14

artistic exposé of the injured body and landscape evokes not a sense of 

victimization or passivity that would conveniently legitimate transborder 

humanitarian interventions. Rather, it foregrounds the temporality of 

wounding to interrogate attempts to foreclose the possibility of historical 

justice through the facile invocation of recovery. Here, Ann Stoler’s writing on 

 Channapha Khamvongsa, “One Year Later: Obama’s Historic Visit to Laos,” 13

http://myemail.constantcontact.com/Legacies-of-War---WHERE-WERE-YOU--ONE-
YEAR-LATER---Obama-s-historic-visit-to-Laos.html?
soid=1101814490173&aid=tcmyyK1YM7Y, accessed September 25, 2017. 

 For a discussion on vulnerability and resistance, see Judith Butler, Zeynep 14

Gambetti and Leticia Sabsay, eds., Vulnerability in Resistance (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2016). 
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the notion of ruination in the postcolonial context informs my analysis of the 

temporal layers of material remains in relation to past violence and injustice. 

Stoler writes: 

Ruination is an act perpetrated, a condition to which one is subject, and a cause 
of loss. These three senses may overlap in effect, but they are not the same. 
Each has its own temporality. Each identifies durations and moments of 
exposure to a range of violences and degradations that may be immediate or 
delayed, subcutaneous or visible, prolonged or instant, diffuse or direct.15

Ruination, I would further suggest, not only speaks to a historical experience 

of decomposition, but also of composition, of new forms of sociality and 

relationality that emerge out of a shared space of devastation. Debris of war 

such as unexploded ordnances are injurious and toxic, and I am interested in 

how artists mobilize toxicity to reconfigure our entangled relations with such 

injurious residues of war. More importantly, how might we understand this 

mobilization of residual toxicity and vulnerability as an aesthetic effort to 

pollute the state-sponsored rhetoric of reparation and reconciliation?

Central to my argument in this chapter is not only a critique of 

American exceptionalism but also an expansion of this critical approach to 

other forms of reparation politics, namely, nationalist narratives of revolution 

 Ann Laura Stoler, “The Rot Remains: From Ruins to Ruination,” in Imperial Debris: 15

On Ruins and Ruination, ed. Ann Laura Stoler (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2013), 11 (emphasis original). 
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and regionalist historical revisionism. Post-Cold War Laos and Cambodia have 

both struggled with what Prasenjit Duara describes as one of the “cruellest 

ironies of the cold war,” that is, “while the US and its allies championed 

democracy and freedom as their goals, more often than not in the developing 

world they ended up supporting undemocratic military regimes, dictators, 

and monarchies alienated from the aspirations of the ordinary people.”  16

While resisting a clear-cut opposition between the democratic and 

undemocratic, I find this kind of irony helpful in understanding revolutionary 

pathos in post-socialist nations as another blockage of historical accountability. 

I explore such narratives of revolution and national recovery in curatorial 

practice and artistic production, examining them as ideological frameworks of 

aesthetic remediations of wartime relics. Looking beyond national politics of 

reparation, the chapter also considers the regionalist sentiment that in the past 

decades has led to an erasure of historical conflicts. Specifically, I look at the 

myth of intimate Lao-Thai cultural ties in post–Cold War filmic production, 

which has recently been challenged.  In doing so, I ultimately hope to re-17

politicize the remnants of wartime violence and carve out a new ethico-

 Prasenjit Duara, “The Cold War and the Imperialism of Nation-States,” in The 16

Oxford Handbook of the Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 86-104. 

 Mariam Lam, “The Postcolonial Condition of ‘Indochinese’ Cinema from Viet Nam, 17

Cambodia, and Laos,” in Postcolonial Cinema Studies, eds., Sandra Ponzanesi and 
Marguerite Waller (New York: Routledge, 2011), 107-125. 
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political horizon of forgiveness oriented toward the material in post–Cold War 

mediascapes. 

Buddhist Temporalities of Mourning and Remains of War: Bounthanong 
Xomxayphol’s “American Bones” �
�

Bounthanong Xomxayphol is one of the most prominent Lao writers. His 

literary corpus spans four decades of the turbulent history of modern Laos, 

from the American occupation of Vientiane to the liberating movement of the 

communist Pathet Lao. Profoundly influenced by the transnational literary 

circuit of socialist realism, Bounthanong translated Nikolai Ostrovsky’s best–

known social realist novel How the Steel Was Tempered into the Lao language in 

1977. After that, he centered his own writings on recurrent themes of social 

criticism, class analysis, and revolutionary desire.  Penned in 1988, “Khadouk 18

Amelika” (“American Bones”) is one of the most celebrated short stories in the 

Lao language and a rare retelling of the American Secret War. Bounthanong 

received the prestigious Southeast Asian Writers award (S.E.A. Write) in 2011 

for the bilingual reprint of his short stories, including “American Bones.” The 

short story, as well as many of the short stories in this collection, was 

 Peter Koret, “Somsaiphon Bunthanong,” in Dictionary of Literary Biography: 18

Southeast Asian Writers, ed., David Smyth (Detroit: Gale, 2009), 18-22. 
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subsequently reprinted by a Thai publisher in 2012, twenty years after its first 

Thai translation in 1991.  More recently, “American Bones” inspired a 2015 19

Thai PBS documentary, which featured a staged, performative reading of 

Bounthanong’s short story and visual ethnographic survey of vestiges of the 

war. Despite its newly-canonical status as a transborder and transmedia 

reflection on the atrocities of the American Secret War, “American Bones” has 

received little scholarly attention. 

Situating Bounthanong’s short story within an archive of post-Cold War 

materialist imagination, my analysis focuses on the way in which its poetic 

mediation of wartime remains articulates an ethico-political critique of 

American imperialism. My focus on literary materialism attempts to 

circumvent the foreclosure created by the revolutionary pathos of socialist 

realism which has been a dominant interpretive frame in post-socialist Laos.  20

Centering on a search for the remains of American soldiers in the aftermath of 

the Second Indochina War, “American Bones” presents the elegiac interior 

monologue of a Lao assistant, Buttakaew. The short story’s central tension 

derives primarily from its protagonist’s sense of antagonism toward his 

 Bounthanong Xomxayphol, Kraduk Amerikan [American Bones], trans., Chintray 19

(Bangkok: Pajonpai Publishing, 2012). 

 Grant Evans, The Politics of Ritual and Remembrance: Laos since 1975 (Honolulu: 20

University of Hawai’i Press, 1998). 
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American fellows, some of whom are Secret War veterans, and his recognition 

of their shared vulnerability in the wake of death and devastation. This 

tension, as we shall see, culminates in a political allegory of forgiveness, 

drawing upon Buddhist notions on loss and commemoration to reflect on the 

wounded past. 

The short story introduces––and indeed concludes––its dramatization 

of historical antagonism and forgiveness through the problematics of 

translation. “The language of the bones,” as Buttakaew calls it, names the 

language of the “civilized” American imperialists whose arrogance leads them 

to an unforeseen downfall. Upon his encounter with the MIA search team 

from the Hawai‘i Center for the Identification of Human Remains, Buttakaew 

recalls a document carried by American soldiers during the war, which 

contained a message in different Southeast Asian languages conveying their 

need for help: “Respectfully Sirs, I am an American. I cannot speak your 

language. Misfortune forces me to seek your assistance in the way of either 

food, shelter, or protection. Please take me to someone who can provide for 

my safety and return me to the American people. My government will reward 

you. I am thankful to you who offer me assistance.”  Such is the language of 21

 Bounthanong Xomxayphol, “Kaduk Amelika [‘American Bones’],” in Poi Nok 21

[Freeing Birds] trans., Peter Koret (Vientiane: Laodouangdeuane Publishing House, 
2011), 35. 
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the invaders, Buttakaew avers, pointing out a stark contrast between U.S. 

imperialist hostility and non-reciprocated Lao hospitality. 

Emblematic of the American defeat in the Second Indochina War, the 

document that Buttakaew recalls further suggests the U.S.’s lingering despair 

and dependency in the ongoing mission of body search. As this sardonic 

invocation of American shame is strongly imbued with irony, it also exposes 

the (dead) body politics of post-Cold War America and Southeast Asia. As 

Thomas Hawley has argued, the intensifying U.S. efforts to account for 

missing American soldiers are inseparable from the realization of American 

defeat and the ensuing crumbling of American values.  Within this frame of 22

postwar epistemic crisis, the materiality of the body has become instrumental 

for the politics of reparation. On the one hand, the search for the remains of 

missing soldiers can be understood as an attempt to assuage a “crisis of the 

warring body” and the pervasive sense of national trauma in the American 

(mass-mediated) public sphere.  On an international level, especially from the 23

late 1980s onward, the body significantly partook in a normalizing process of 

international relations, as evidenced by the U.S.-Vietnam cooperation in 

 Thomas Hawley, The Remains of War: Bodies, Politics, and the Search for American 22

Soldiers Unaccounted For in Southeast Asia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2005), 
12-15.

 Ibid.23
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POW/MIA search missions.  In the case of Laos, what is particularly 24

disturbing is that this kind of bilateral cooperation has been glossed as a form 

of exchange, just like U.S. technical and humanitarian support for UXO 

clearance.  25

Bounthanong’s short story offers a Lao perspective on the politics of 

wartime remains; it resists the reparative impetuses of U.S. narratives 

regarding national trauma and the post-Cold War naturalization of 

international relations. Following its initial derision of American hubris and 

hostility, the short story continues to critically examine the ethico-political 

implications of the body search mission. As Buttakaew dutifully collects bone 

fragments of American soldiers, a flashback unfolds in a poignant reflection 

on loss and mourning: “Whenever Buttakaew reflected on the war, he felt 

disgust and a great pain in his heart…Much of his family and relatives had 

fallen victims to American bombs. There were no bone fragments left over to 

place in a funeral urn [that in Lao, from Pali dathu “reliquary”].”  And later 26

on: “Until the present day, Buttakaew had wished to pluck white flowers to 

 Hawley, The Remains of War, 71-79. 24

 “Laos Pledges Full Cooperation with US in MIA Search Efforts,” https://25

lao.voanews.com/a/a-52-2009-04-09-voa3-90701759/1190774.html, accessed 
September 30, 2017. 

 Bounthanong, “American Bones,” 38. 26
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pay respect to his parents’ remains. However, there was not a single bone that 

remained. His parents remained only in his memory.”  This melancholic 27

contemplation thematizes the violence of war not only through the loss of life 

but also through the absence of life’s remains, the traces that would allow for 

proper Buddhist mourning ritual. 

The dramatization of historical injustice through the absence of 

mournful objects exemplifies the distinction famously formulated by Judith 

Butler between a grievable life and a life that is deemed ungrieved.  Written 28

largely in response to the American wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Butler 

locates the ethical imperatives of grievability in the “differential distribution of 

public grieving,” especially in the wake of the 9/11 attacks and the U.S. “war 

against terrorism” that followed.  In “American Bones,” this conceptual 29

distinction between forms of life is instructive for reflecting on the affective 

politics of mourning in the context of post-Cold War commemorative 

practices. The fictionalized expedition of the body search, in this light, 

indicates the persistence of American imperialism that renders racialized 

bodies meaningless and thus ungrievable. The bodies of American soldiers, on 

 Bounthanong, “American Bones,” 39. 27

Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? (New York: Verso, 2009), 13-15. 28

 Ibid., 38-39. 29
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the contrary, are deeply invested with political significance. One anecdotal but 

telling instance of the politicization of the American body is that, in the short 

story, the Lao assistants are instructed to say “man” whenever they discover a 

bone.  This appellation, which may appear to be simply a practical means of 30

communication, suggests that the body of American soldiers serves not only 

as a site of national grievance but also a reminder of the inhumanization of the 

racialized body of the enemy. 

Bounthanong juxtaposes the paradoxical conception of humanity in the 

U.S liberal paradigm, which fails to acknowledge its own imperialist past, 

with a kind of revolutionary humanism deeply rooted in socialist Laos. In a 

concluding speech by Buttakaew, which is indeed a parody of the U.S. request 

for assistance, the author explicitly injects the socialist idea of humanity 

(humanity: manutsatham) into the story: “Respectfully sirs, I am Lao. I can 

speak your language. Humanity forces me to assist you with room and board, 

and provide for your protection. Please take my heart of humanity and 

present it to someone who is able to appreciate it, and return these bone 

fragments to their American relatives.”  The speech presents a culmination of 31

the protagonist’s reflection on loss, a passage of his affective state from 

 Bounthanong, “American Bones,” 37.  30

 Ibid., 43. 31
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manifest antipathy and distrust to empathy. The recognition of shared 

vulnerability is vital to this move in ethical relations. This humanist 

imperative conveys, however, not an erasure of historical antagonism in favor 

of reconciliation but a further pondering of affect and justice.

Occasionally, a cool breeze would blow, and Buttakaew would feel calm. He 
thought about the mothers and families and relatives of the bones that piled in 
sacks. They were probably wiping back their tears, anxiously awaiting the 
remains of their children and husbands and lovers. But these people lacked 
one right: They could not be angry. It was different than Buttakaew or the 
tiger’s mother. Buttakaew’s parents and relatives had not flown planes to 
drop bombs on Washington or New York. But their sons had brought death 
across continents to burn and destroy an underdeveloped land, killing its 
innocent people, people who were innocent of death or the piles of money 
being made from the war.  32

Anger here figures an affective fissure, a gulf that separates the victim from 

the perpetrator. While recognizing a right to mourn on the American side, the 

character nevertheless insists that they have no right to be angry. This affective 

differentiation can be seen as resistance to the reclamation of vulnerability by 

the aggressor in the wake of war loss, a kind of reappropriation akin to what 

Isabell Lorey calls “self-precarization.”  Resisting the urge to feel better in the 33

 Bounthanong, “American Bones,” 37. 32

 Jasbir Puar, ed., “Precarity Talk: A Virtual Roundtable with Lauren Berlant, Judith 33

Butler, Bojana Cvejić, Isabell Lorey, Jasbir Puar, and Ana Vujanović,” TDR: The Drama 
Review 56, 4 (Winter, 2012): 164-165. While Lorey uses the term primarily in the 
context of a neoliberal production of precarity, I find her description of precarization 
as a process of normalization useful in thinking about the way in which vulnerability 
can also become a normalizing mechanism in post-Cold War America. 
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course of his humanist realization, the protagonist makes negative affects like 

anger and rage central to the demand for historical justice and responsibility.  

 Basing its ethical concerns partly on a Lao socialist dogma of 

humanism, Bounthanong’s short story seems to follow a revolutionary 

narrative structure by tracing his own family genealogy onto the genealogy of 

Lao heroic resistance to French and then American imperialism.  According to 34

this fictionalized family lineage, Buttakaew’s grandfather was a soldier who 

participated in a militant millenarian movement against the French 

protectorate in the early twentieth century. This Buddhist rebellious 

movement was led by Ong Kaew (otherwise spelled as Ong Keo), a historical 

figure who remains highly venerated in the national history of Laos.  Hence, 35

the name of the protagonist, Buttakaew, literally “son of Kaew,” functions as a 

memorial to the country’s anticolonial legacy. Following his grandfather and 

his father, who also fought against the French and later, in the late 1940s, 

 For a comparative perspective in Vietnamese literature and cultural practice, see 34

Heonik Kwon, Ghosts of War in Vietnam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2013), 48-49. See also, Quan Manh Ha, “When Memory Speaks: Transnational 
Remembrance in Vietnam War Literature,” Southeast Asian Studies 5, 3 (December 
2016): 464-466. 

 For historical accounts on Ong Keo, see Constance Wilson, “The Holy Man in the 35

History of Thailand and Laos,” Journal of Southeast Asian Studies 28, 2 (September 
1997): 345-364. See also, Ian Baird, “Millenarian Movements in Southern Laos and 
North Eastern Siam (Thailand) at the Turn of the Twentieth Century: Reconsidering 
the Involvement of the Champassak Royal House,” Southeast Asia Research 21, 2 
(2013): 257-279. 
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against the Japanese, Buttakaew joins the communist Pathet Lao to fight 

American imperialists (chakkapat amelika) in the Second Indochina War. Such 

historical and biographical details, however, appear only as a background 

while the drama of the body-searching expedition takes center stage 

throughout the short story. Buttakaew, while inheriting a revolutionary 

genealogy, is presented primarily as a laboring body in search of residual 

meanings of war rather than the fictional embodiment of revolutionary 

triumphalism. Indeed, the aesthetic focus on the spectral traces of war marks 

the short story’s singularity in the vast corpus of social realist writings that has 

dominated the Lao literary scene since the 1970s.  36

Debris of war such as “ashes,” “bone fragments,” and “shards of skull” 

are scattered throughout Bounthanong’s fiction, drawing our attention to the 

material and affective qualities of the violent transformations of Lao 

environmental and social landscapes. Making these wartime relics a site of 

political and ethical concerns, Bounthanong draws on Buddhist material 

culture and commemorative practice to thematize the ethico-political notion of 

forgiveness. As discussed earlier, the protagonist’s desire to commemorate 

 For an overview of Lao revolutionary literature, see Peter Koret, “The Short Story 36

and Contemporary Lao Literature,” in Modern Short Fiction of Southeast Asia: A Literary 
History, ed. Teri Yamada (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Association for Asian Studies, 2009), 
79-109.
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war deaths in the absence of their remains is at the crux of the short story’s 

meditation on the politics of mourning that links grievability to a critique of 

American exceptionalism. Along these lines, I contend that Buddhism 

provides, symbolically and materially, the possibility for individual grievance, 

an act of ethical responsibility in the wake of loss, which has been impeded or 

subsumed by both the U.S. narrative of national trauma and the revolutionary 

trope of epic heroism. In this way, a Buddhist mode of commemoration is not 

simply invoked to advocate a dogmatic and depoliticizing understanding of 

forgiveness but to push further the question of how to forgive the 

unforgivable, an interrogation of the reparative paradigm that fails to 

recognize the unmourned loss of the ordinary Lao. 

Decaying Socialism: The Curatorial Politics of War Debris in Post–Socialist 
Laos 

As my close reading of Bounthanong Xomxayphol’s 1988 short story begins to 

unravel the historical and affective layers of the lingering traces of wartime 

violence, I further examine the connection between the materiality of 

landscape and aesthetic forms of mediation in curatorial practices. Locating 

the curatorial politics of wartime remains within the broader context of social 

and economic transformations in Laos since the 1990s, my analysis 
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particularly concerns the entwined relations between national and 

transnational discourses of historical memory, cultural heritage, economic 

development, and artistic contemporaneity in the post-socialist era. As Grant 

Evans has noted, this epochal label should not be understood as marking the 

collapse of the communist regime but, rather, changes in socioeconomic 

structures towards capitalism, with “political continuity between the 

revolutionary and post-socialist phases.”  Following the implementation of 37

an economic reform known as the “New Imagination” (Chintanakan Mai) 

policy in 1986 (somewhat analogous to the Vietnamese “Doi Moi” policy), 

Laos gradually liberalized trade and opened borders. In 1992, Laos and the 

United States restored full diplomatic relations and, in 1997, the country 

belatedly joined the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and, in 

1998, the ASEAN Free Trade Area (AFTA). Despite these socioeconomic 

tendencies toward liberalization, in the realm of politics, the Lao People’s 

Revolutionary Party (LPRP) consolidated political authority through various 

mnemonic and affective modalities. 

The commemorative impulse that came to shape Lao cultural and 

aesthetic landscapes in the early 1990s derived partly from an intensifying 

sense of revolutionary pathos following the dissolution of communism on a 

 Evans, The Politics of Ritual and Remembrance, 1-4.37
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global scale and, more locally, the transition within the Lao communist 

regime. The November 1992 death of Kaysone Phomvihane, a leader of the 

LPRP since its foundation in 1955, gave rise to a massive campaign to 

reconstruct the national memory of revolutionary struggle through museum 

and other curatorial discourses. It is within the post-socialist conjunctures of 

new economic paradigms and emergent modes of political legitimation that 

spatial configurations of past U.S. military violence become central to Lao 

revolutionary affective history. Through symbolic and actual clearances of war 

debris in postwar landscapes, as the anthropologist Oliver Tappe suggests, the 

healing of topographical wounds is deliberately linked to the reparation of 

historical injuries.38

Tappe’s study of commemorative and museum practices in Viengxay, a 

provincial town in Houaphan Province in northern Laos, sheds light on 

tensions and synergies between state-sanctioned memory, tourism discourse, 

religious ideology, and the international rhetoric of development. Regarded as 

the birthplace of the Lao PDR for its role as a communist stronghold during 

the Second Indochina War, Viengxay has been transformed, through 

international aid, to a tourism destination that celebrates the country’s 

 Oliver Tappe, “National Lieu de Mémoire vs. Multivocal Memories: The Case of 38

Viengxay, Lao PDR,” in Interactions with a Violent Past, 71-72. 
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revolutionary history.  Tappe’s analysis of the iconographic features of 39

monuments in Viengxay underlines how precarious topography becomes 

affectively invested with revolutionary and religious modes of remembrance. 

On the main road, a revolutionary monument consisting of a female peasant, a 

male soldier, and a male worker epitomizes an iconic representation of 

socialist resistance and victory. Remarkably, the worker is shown stepping on 

a bomb inscribed with the letters “USA,” which can signal both the defeat of 

American imperialism and the memory of American bombing that continues 

to haunt the everyday life of ordinary Lao people. In another instance, Tappe 

uses a “stupa of the unknown soldier” built in 2010 to demonstrate how 

Buddhism is increasingly integrated into the state-sponsored and 

internationally-funded memory industry.  40

Mapping these multilayered mediations of war vestiges raises concerns 

about state rhetoric of reparation and erasure. This is the case for the trope of 

topographical and social healing in Viengxay, where memories of loss and the 

trauma of ordinary people during the U.S. bombing campaigns are turned into 

positive feelings to suit the narrative structure of epic heroism. In a similar 

 Tappe, “National Lieu de Mémoire,” 46-49. 39

 Ibid., 52-56. For a discussion of the status of Buddhism in post-socialist Laos, see 40

also Patrice Ladwig, “Haunting the State: Rumors, Spectral Apparitions, and the 
Longing for Buddhist Charisma in Laos,” Asian Studies Review 37, 4 (2013): 509-526.
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vein, Vatthana Pholsena’s essay on spatial transformations along Route 9 in 

southern Laos offers another instance of this kind of politics of erasure.  A 41

major logistical system that connects Quang Tri Province in Vietnam with 

Savannakhet Province in southern Laos and the Thai border in northeastern 

Thailand, Route 9 was heavily bombed during the Second Indochina War to 

undercut communist networks. The inauguration of the New Ban Dong 

Exhibition Center situated along Route 9 in Sepon in December 2012, Pholsena 

argues, can be seen as the culmination of the government’s longstanding 

efforts to “modernize” the country though notions of economic progress and 

cultural recovery. By transforming the wounded topography of Route 9 into 

sites of transnational economic relations and commemorative practice, the Lao 

government deliberately has effaced traces of a violent history, namely, the 

brutality of reeducation camps that cost the lives of an estimated 20,000 people 

who belonged to the ancien régime.  During the early years after the victory of 42

the revolutionary party in 1975, prisoners at these reeducation camps were 

forced to remove the debris of war, paving the way for the regime’s project of 

social rehabilitation.   

 Vatthana Pholsena, “A Social Reading of a Post-Conflict Landscape: Route 9 in 41

Southern Laos,” in Interactions with a Violent Past, 157-185. 

 Ibid.,165-174. 42
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My research at the Lao National Museum in Vientiane 2013 and 2017, 

the UXO Lao Visitor Centre in Luang Prabang in 2016, the Savannakhet 

Museum in Savannakhet (officially named after Kaysone Phomvihane in 2005) 

in 2017, and the COPE Visitor Centre in Vientiane in 2017 resonates with 

Tappe’s and Pholsena’s ethnographic accounts of post-socialist 

commemorative and curatorial politics. The Lao National Museum and the 

Savannakhet Museum, for example, use war remnants to visualize a linear 

history of the country’s political resistance, to Siamese feudalism, French 

colonialism, the Japanese occupation, and American imperialism. In 

Savannakhet, the birthplace of the revolutionary forefather Kaysone 

Phomvihane, unexploded ordnance debris are placed below black-and-white 

photographs of revolutionary heroes to evoke a sense of pride and sacrifice. 

This newly built museum wears the traditional look of conventional Lao 

architecture, putting it at odds with the old French buildings (some of which 

have recently been turned into retro coffee shops) that surround it. In front of 

the museum stand two rusty tanks and inert bombs that add yet another layer 

to a curated assemblage of socialist-nationalist historical vignettes. The 

architectural texture and curatorial discourse of the museum thus illustrate the 

post-socialist state’s attempt to map official narratives of revolutionary affect 

onto the spatial fabric of everyday life. 
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 In another curatorial context, the UXO Visitor Centre in Luang Prabang 

and the COPE Visitor Centre in Vientiane offer a different perspective on the 

aesthetic mediation of war debris, namely, the language of humanitarianism 

that by and large relates the notion of vulnerability to victimhood. As part of 

the Lao National Unexploded Ordnance Programme, which relies heavily on 

financial and technical support from international humanitarian 

organizations, the UXO Visitor Centre conforms to a documentary style of 

curation that primarily aims to provide historical background and information 

about the tragic consequences of the American Secret War to foreign visitors. 

Through photographic and other visual materials (there is a film screening 

room next to the main exhibition hall), the vulnerable bodies of the victims of 

undetonated bombs are rendered central to the evocation of compassion and 

sympathy. In a similar curatorial space, the COPE Visitor Centre, otherwise 

known as the Museum of Cooperative Orthotic and Prosthetic Enterprise, 

juxtaposes undetonated munitions with prosthetic casts to highlight the 

explosive ramifications of war in the present. The combination of medical and 

humanitarian discourses, while providing a compelling picture of social 

reality in postwar Laos, risks perpetuating a fetishized understanding of 
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subaltern suffering in the mobilization of moral sentiments.  By focusing 43

almost exclusively on victimhood, this latter mode of curating inadvertently 

elides the historical specificity of such physical and social precarity, 

representing war as an inevitable past tense rather than a political urgency in 

the present. 

My attempt in this chapter is to flesh out an aesthetic intervention, in 

the literary work discussed previously and in the filmic medium examined in 

the following pages, that enables a sustained interrogation of historical 

injustices. Insofar as a history of the Second Indochina War is embodied in the 

very substance of war debris, this demand for historical justice and 

responsibility needs to address an affective politics that emerges out of 

different modes of material mediation. In the context of postwar Laos, the 

curatorial discourse and practice around material remnants of war have been 

predominantly framed by the depoliticized notion of vulnerability that serves 

to harness either post-socialist revolutionary affect or the transnational 

mobilizations of moral sentiments in discourses of humanitarianism, 

 Here I borrow the notion of moral sentiments from Dedier Fassin, who defines the 43

term as “emotions that direct our attention to the suffering of others and make us 
want to remedy them. They link affects with values—sensitivity with altruism—and 
some, indeed, derive the latter from the former and morality from emotions: in this 
philosophical tradition, the experience of empathy precedes the sense of good.” See 
Dedier Fassin, Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of the Present (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2012), 1-2. 
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development, and tourism. How to reintroduce political urgency into the 

domain of aesthetics is the guiding question for my discussion of filmic 

mediations of war debris that follows. 

Mapping American Guilt and Redemptive History: Allan Sekula’s A Short 
Film for Laos and Xaisongkham Induangchanthy’s Those Below 

 The Plain of Jars in northern Laos is a longtime locus of condensed historical 

meaning, from an indigenous legendary space to a colonial archeological site, 

and from a Cold War battleground to a postwar ruin. Now, it has also become 

a politically charged setting for cinematic ruminations on the contested past. 

Allan Sekula and Xaisongkham Induangchanthy are exemplary in their use of 

this physical milieu to map politico–ethical relations between Western 

imperialism and war-ravaged Laos. Both filmmakers depict the Plain of Jars as 

a prime location from which to trace the buried history of violence and to 

problematize the desire for redemptive history. In Sekula’s case, this desire 

initially derives from the filmmaker’s history lessons gleaned from anti-war 

activist Fred Branfman’s collection of testimonial accounts, Voices from the Plain 

of Jars. In his documentary, A Short Film for Laos, Sekula self-reflexively appears 

as an American figure who seeks to document the lingering effects––and 

affects––of the American bombing campaign in Laos with a sense of guilt and 
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ethical obligation. Xaisongkham’s short fiction film, Those Below (Tok Khang), 

dramatically stages the intergenerational differences between a father, an 

American veteran who fought in the Second Indochina War, and his teenage 

son, who embodies historical indifference. The film foregrounds the 

pedagogical function of the Plain of Jars as a place where one unlearns and 

relearns the legacy of war. In both films, the journey to the ruined landscape 

known as the Plain of Jars presents a redemptive impulse that begs for further 

problematization. 

Sekula’s self-critique of a seeming redemptive undertaking can be 

grasped from the opening shot of this film, which references the trope of 

territorial expansion by replay a clip from an American Western film, in order 

to  tether the legacy of American imperialism during the Cold War to his own 

artistic investment in postwar Lao landscapes. Sekula is well-known for his 

critical views on the discourse of Cold War humanism, expressed clearly in his 

1981 essay on Edward Steichen’s photography exhibition and book, The Family 

of Man, first shown at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1955 and 

subsequently transported to multiple galleries around the world with U.S. 

government support and sponsorships by partner corporations such as Coca-

Cola.  Sekula, like Roland Barthes before him, expresses a strong disdain for 44

 Allan Sekula, “The Traffic in Photography,” Art Journal 41, 1 (Spring 1981): 15-25. 44
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the overriding discourse of liberal humanism that led Steichen to group 503 

photographs of racially and sexually diverse people under allegedly 

universalist subjects such as love and marriage, life and death, and work and 

recreation.  Linking the enduring Cold War rhetoric of familialism to more 45

recent historical events such as the spectacularized Vietnam POW 

“homecoming,” Sekula argues, “The peaceful world envisioned by The Family 

of Man is merely a smoothly functioning international market economy, in 

which economic bonds have been translated into spurious sentimental ties, 

and in which overt racism appropriate to earlier forms of colonial enterprise 

has been supplanted by the ‘humanization of the other’ so central to the 

discourse of neocolonialism.”  In light of this historical critique of post-Cold 46

War neocolonial conditions, we might ask how Sekula’s film diverges from 

this entrenched discourse of liberal humanism.

I approach A Short Film for Laos through Sekula’s notion of 

“sympathetic materialism” that describes, as Benjamin Young succinctly 

glosses it, “the patient, careful attention of the photographer to the conditions 

and details of everyday life seen from below, especially the impingements and 

 Roland Barthes’s demystification of Steichen’s universalist ideology appears in 45

Roland Barthes, “The Great Family of Man,” in Mythologies, trans., Richard Howard 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 2013), 196-199. 

 Sekula, “The Traffic in Photography,” 21.46
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labors of the body.”  Here Sekula, with a documentary, hand-held aesthetic, 47

documents traces of the war that come to define quotidian realities as well as 

socioeconomic conditions in Laos. Composed of nonlinear visual vignettes, 

the film’s keen attention to the rhythms of everyday encounters with war 

debris and other materials points to Sekula’s awareness of the limit of liberal 

sentimentality. By focusing on the mundane and material aspects of postwar 

landscapes, Sekula understands sympathy here not as a matter of mimetic 

identification (that often lends itself to the normalizing therapeutic paradigm) 

but of attentiveness and self-reflexive distancing, something akin to Lauren 

Berlant’s idea of the “aesthetic attention to absorption, to standing back to 

capture the historical mood of the present in suspension within the unfolding 

situation.”48

In the first topographic snippet of the ruined landscapes, Sekula is at 

the Plain of Jars with a Lao tour guide who shows him a cave filled with 400 

Buddha images, each of which represents a villager who was killed by the U.S. 

bombing raid in 1969. As the tour guide recounts this brutal incident and 

 Benjamin Young, “Sympathetic Materialism: An Evening with Allan Sekula,” 47

http://straighttovideo.org/2012/02/sympathetic-materialism-an-evening-with-
allan-sekula/, accessed November 15, 2017. See also Benjamin Young, “Sympathetic 
Materialism: Allan Sekula’s Photo-Works, 1972-2000,” PhD Diss, University of 
California, Berkeley, 2016.  

 Berlant, Cruel Optimism, 257. 48
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describes an annual Buddhist commemoration, Sekula’s hand-held camera 

lingers briefly on a human skull surrounded by incense sticks inside the cave. 

At risk of aligning itself with a disturbing globalizing trend of “dark tourism,” 

the film makes no attempt to avoid the fact that the tourism industry has 

shouldered substantial pedagogical labor in the face of historical amnesia and 

political constraints. This kind of labor is then tied to other laboring bodies 

such as those of blacksmiths, brickmakers, charcoal workers, and gravel 

gatherers as the film moves from the wounded landscape of the Plain of Jars to 

the communities of Ban Don Keo and Ban Hat Hian in rural Luang Prabang.  

With his fascination with the materiality of space and the everyday, 

Sekula follows the “story of metal” that threads these various scenes of labor 

together. He writes, “In the retelling, the story of war and the ‘mystery of the 

jars’ begins to intertwine. An ancient civilization forged an electrical 

connection to the sky and a secret magnetism brought American bombers to 

earth, where they were refashioned into spoons […] The ancient Greeks tell us 

that the god of the forge chased the young goddess of war. In Laos, the 

guiding spirit of the forge is a scavenger, picking up after the demons of 

war.”  Here Sekula is referring to the tour guide’s account about a local 49

legend and the French colonial discovery of the magnetic field of the Plain of 

 Sekula, “Artist Statement,” 163. 49
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Jars, which partly explains why many American airplanes crashed over the 

site during the war. Invoking the figure of a scavenger, Sekula describes a 

social reality in postwar Laos in which relics of war such as detonated bombs 

and collapsed airplanes are transformed into household tools and utensils. 

Unlike the Benjaminian allegorical figure of a ragpicker that describes a poetic 

mediation of industrial debris,  the scavenger here figures an actual, de-50

dramatized mode of adaptation and survival under conditions of social and 

environmental vulnerability. 

Suturing fragmentary scenarios of ruination and embodied labor 

together, the recurring motif of fire denotes both destructive and creative 

potentialities. If a history of American bombardment deeply rooted in the 

Plain of Jars’s ruined landscape evokes a destructive fire, the forges of the 

blacksmiths and the hearths of the charcoal workers and brickmakers suggest 

an ongoing process of regeneration in the aftermath of an explosive 

devastation. As France Morin notes in the preface to A Short Film for Laos, “As 

a force of both destruction and creation, fire in the film signifies the shifting 

relationship between Laos’s past and present, in that the Lao have rebuilt their 

society from the ashes of the war, only to rebuild it again in response to the 

 Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings: 1938-1940 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 50

Press, 2003), 48. 
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challenge of globalization.”  The poetic use of light and fire to map a spectral 51

relationship between past and present culminates in the filming of Boun Ok 

Phansa, a Buddhist annual festival held at the annual end of the three-month 

rains retreat. As the handheld camera captures the frenzied movements of the 

crowd and of light along the Nam Khan River, the film lingers on a fireboat 

(huafai) in which offerings for the dead are placed before the boat is released 

into the Mekong River and consumed by flames (fig. 3.1). This “festival of 

light” can be linked to the Buddhist funerary site at the Plain of Jars where the 

ghosts of war are commemorated annually. Thus, while documenting 

unfolding scenes of touristic, economic, or festive activities in contemporary 

Laos, Sekula’s film persistently reminds us how the spectral traces of war 

become the ground upon which the new political economy takes shape. 

 Morin, The Quiet in the Land, 162. 51
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Fig. 3.1: Offerings for ghosts 

While Sekula states explicitly that, as an American, he feels an obligation to 

visit the Plain of Jars and to see the repercussions of the war, his film does not 

make an injured history of wartime violence the sole narrative about Laos in a 

way that would make his filmic undertaking into a redemptive project. Rather, 

Sekula is particularly concerned with how the traces of war can be 

imaginatively linked to ongoing processes of life-building under emerging 

pressures of globalization and capitalism. History is learned as part of such 

monotonous yet reassuring rhythms of labor and survival. Guided by the 

spirit of scavenging and salvaging, this de-dramatized filmic meditation on 

precarious socioeconomic transformations allows us to seek, amidst the ruin, 
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the possibilities for livability and coexistence within environmental 

disturbance. As Anna Tsing writes in a different context, “Global landscapes 

today are strewn with this kind of ruin. Still, these places can be lively despite 

announcements of their death; abandoned asset fields sometimes yield new 

multispecies and multicultural life. In a global state of precarity, we don’t have 

choices other than looking for life in this ruin.”  In post–Cold War Laos, the 52

ruined landscapes function as spaces for new forms of economic activity, 

commemorative practice, and historical imagination. 

In highlighting the connection between the ruined landscapes and 

historical imagination, I now turn to Xaisongkham Induangchanthy’s 2016 

narrative short, Those Below. Unlike Sekula’s documentary in which American 

guilt and its accompanying ethical imperatives appear at an extradiegetic level 

and in a self–reflexive manner, Xaisongkham’s short concentrates fully on an 

ethical drama revolving around generational difference and historical 

indifference. The film’s pedagogical impetus promises to fill the gap between 

generational (mis)understandings about the American Secret War by rooting—

and routing—tensions between two generations of American citizens in a Lao 

landscape. The film’s simple narrative structure involves the trope of return, 

 Anna Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in 52

Capitalist Ruins (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 6. 
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namely, that of an American veteran who returns to Laos in the aftermath of 

the war to redeem himself from his past guilt. The film’s poster summarizes 

this dramatization of American guilt and moral responsibility in a sentence: 

“Eventually you have to take care of those left behind and those left below.” 

As in the title, “those below” here signifies the dead and also links such death 

to explosive remains (as signified by its Lao title, Tok Khang, literally “remains, 

residues”) of war—undetonated munitions buried under the ground all over 

the Lao country. As remnants of war are associated––or, indeed, equated––

with the Lao people (“those left behind”), the film makes explicit its 

pedagogical demand for historical recognition of wartime violence and its 

continuing repercussions. 

We might begin to understand Xaisongkham’s seemingly direct and 

didactic aesthetic in Those Below by contextualizing it in relation to post-Cold 

War cinematic reckonings with the American Secret War. Xaisongkham is one 

of the founding members of the Lao New Wave Cinema, a film collective of 

independent filmmakers in Laos today. Within the brief and discontinuous 

history of Lao cinema, which commenced roughly around 1960, the Lao New 

Wave Cinema represents a departure from both post-revolutionary modes of 
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filmmaking and their contemporary commercial counterparts.  From the 53

1960s to the late 1980s, Lao filmmakers trained at Vietnamese, Russian, or 

Central European schools such as Somchith Pholsena and Som Ock 

Southiponh adhered to socialist realist aesthetics in their portrayals of 

revolutionary struggles and social changes. Somchith’s The Sound of Gunfire 

from the Plain of Jars (Xieng Puen Chak Thong Hai Hin, 1983) and Som Ock’s Red 

Lotus (Boua Deng, 1989) constitute a locus classicus of Lao socialist realist 

cinema instrumental to communist state formation in the aftermath of the 

victory of the Lao Patriotic Front in 1975.  Different from this now canonized 54

corpus of post-revolutionary cinema, young filmmakers of the Lao New Wave 

Cinema collective offer more complex portraits of contemporary Lao society, 

dealing with diverse, and sometimes audacious, topics such as corruption, 

 A comprehensive history of Lao cinema is yet to be written. The approximate date 53

of the advent of Lao cinema comes from the personal account of Som Ock 
Southiponh, a pioneering Lao filmmaker trained at Charles University in Prague in 
the 1970s. Som Ock claims that, besides 1956 footage of the Lao royal family, the film 
entitled Fate of the Girl, shot in 1960, is the first Lao feature film. See Som Ock 
Southiponh, “Starting an Asian Cinema: Laos Past and Present,” https://
www.yidff.jp/docbox/12/box12-3-e.html, accessed November 20, 2017. 

 See Scott Christopherson, “Lao Filmmakers Break Free from Their Cultural 54

Chains,” Journal of Lao Studies (2015): 98-112. For an analysis of Som Ock Southiponh’s 
Red Lotus that sees the film as something more than communist state propaganda, see 
Panivong Norindr, “Toward a Laotian Independent Cinema,” in Film in Contemporary 
Southeast Asia: Cultural Interpretation and Social Intervention, eds. David C.L. Lim and 
Hiroyuki Yamamoto (New York: Routledge, 2012), 41-52. 
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religious beliefs, ethnic minoritization, and queer sexuality.  Their dynamic 55

and nuanced depictions of contemporary Laos also diverge from commercial 

films, especially those produced by joint Lao-Thai partnerships, in which 

regionalism and economic optimism are translated into fantasies of 

transborder intimacies, and in which Lao society and culture are often filtered 

through nostalgic and touristic Thai visions.56

Xaisongkham Induangchanthy, a City College of New York graduate in 

film and video production, is among the dedicated young filmmakers who use 

the filmic medium to promote social and political engagement. Those Below is 

indeed the first Lao film that deals directly with remnants of war in an attempt 

to unearth the unfinished business of Lao-U.S. politics of forgiveness. Unlike 

previous Western documentary films about war debris in Laos such as Kim 

Mordaunt’s Bomb Harvest (2007), Those Below combines the language of 

humanitarianism and factuality often found in documentary film with a 

fictional mode of filmmaking. The film’s female protagonist is a volunteer who 

 Anysay Keola’s Above It All (Noy, 2016) is regarded as the first Lao gay film. It also 55

deals with the Hmong ethnic minority, which was politically and socially 
marginalized for their alliance with the U.S. army during the Second Indochina War.  

 Examples of this kind of film are Sakchai Deenan’s and Anousone Sirisackda’s 56

Thai-Lao co-produced “Sabaidee” trilogy, Good Morning, Luang Prabang 1-2 (Sabaidee, 
Luang Prabang 1-2, 2008 and 2010), and Lao Wedding (Sabaidee, Wan Wiwa, 2011). For a 
brief analysis of the touristic qualities of Good Morning, Luang Prabang, see Lam, “The 
Postcolonial Conditions of Indochinese Cinema,” 118-121. 
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works for a UXO-mining team and who embodies a melancholic knowledge of 

the American Secret War. Two central scenes attest to this kind of melancholic 

and pedagogical embodiment. In the first scene, the American veteran is 

explaining to his son the reason he left his family to live with a Lao family in 

Xiangkhouang. During the Second Indochina War, he joined a team of soldiers 

involved in the U.S. air raid in Laos and became close friends with Neng Yang, 

a Hmong villager in northern Laos where the team was based. They separated 

when the war ended and the veteran was left with a strong sense of guilt. A 

few decades after the war, he returns to Laos to find out that Neng Yang has 

died, leaving his daughter, Luck, with her grandparents. The veteran’s voice is 

intercut with Luck lighting incense to pay respect to her deceased parents (fig. 

3.2). Here, a Buddhist mode of grief and mourning brings (feminine) 

emotional labor to bear on historical injustice and responsibility. While the 

veteran’s confessional remarks to his son have a direct pedagogical function, 

Luck’s grief seems to exceed such a redemptive narrative. 

In another scene, Luck is at her routine work as a UXO-mining 

volunteer. She is shown standing lifelessly in a dry rice field under which 

unexploded ordnance is buried (fig. 3.3). Her laboring body and heightened 

vulnerability outline an affective contour of postwar Lao landscapes, a 

melancholic atmosphere that has become a context of life and work. The scene 
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culminates in an explosion of undetonated bombs, which leads to a heated 

conversation between the veteran and his son about this life-risking business 

and about the father’s plan to bring Luck to the United States with him. Luck 

breaks her silence, insisting that she will never leave her country and will 

continue to work as a UXO–mining volunteer despite her “fear to live on her 

own land.” Thus, while Those Below evokes American guilt as its point of 

departure, the film focuses more on the agency of Lao, who transform their 

ruined landscapes into inhabitable spaces. Unlike Barack Obama’s invocation 

of American moral responsibility (“the United States has a moral obligation to 

help Laos heal”), the film resists the redemptive impulse on the American side 

and focuses rather on how vulnerability can be considered a site of agency and 

resistance.
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     Fig. 3.2-3.3: Female emotional/embodied labor and the landscape of sorrow

The film ends on an ambiguous note on American guilt and its accompanying 

ethical imperative. The son of the American veteran decides to leave the 

village and return to the United States. Later, however, we witness him 

arriving at a large bomb crater at the Plain of Jars. Information about the U.S. 

bombings in Laos rolls up in the frame, suggesting a transformation from the 

character’s historical indifference to historical consciousness. Similar to Allan 

Sekula’s film, the Plain of Jars functions as a site where a history of violence is 

revisited. Its ruined surface is an unspeakable witness of the wounded past 

and also of the future. 

#193



Spatial Witnessing and Geopolitical Critique: Vandy Rattana’s Bomb Ponds 

If ghosts unsettle time, then landscape measures time. Landscape is a 
record of time––it holds history and “remembers” it materially. 

–– Patricia Keller, Ghostly Landscapes 

Aesthetic and affective investments in blasted topographies compel us to 

scrutinize further how spaces can be related to post–Cold War geopolitics. 

What does it mean to posit the wounded landscape as an archive of historical 

injury and how does this poetics of spatial witnessing operate as a mode of 

geopolitical critique? To answer these questions, I turn to Vandy Rattana’s 

photographic work and short film together titled, Bomb Ponds (2009), a 

documentation of Cambodia’s wounded landscapes and the enduring effects 

of the Second Indochina War. Rattana’s photographic and filmic record of 

bomb craters in rural Cambodia offers a comparative perspective on the 

history of the U.S. bombing operation. As in Laos, an artistic practice 

profoundly grounded in the use of landscape has emerged to flesh out the 

temporality of wounding and the materiality of wartime atrocities. 

A pairing of nine still photographs and a 23-minute video, Bomb Ponds 

vacillates between picturesque landscape art and the documentary 
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conventions of factual investigation. Photographs of bomb craters surrounded 

by lush green rice fields or dense forests constitute the scenic, yet uncanny, 

vistas of Cambodia’s postwar landscapes (fig. 3.4-3.5). Rattana’s encounter 

with these bomb craters is quite incidental and the incidental nature of his 

discovery illuminates how official histories fail to take into account traces of 

past violence. During his production of another series of photographs, Walking 

Though (2009), which explores the landscape of Cambodian rubber plantations, 

Rattana became struck by what local people called “bomb ponds” (rondau be), 

perfectly circular ponds filling in the craters of massive explosions. Unsettled 

by the absence of any official record of this physical evidence of U.S. bombing, 

Rattana travelled to 10 severely affected provinces in eastern and southern 

Cambodia to document these spectral traces of war.  Each photograph in the 57

Bomb Ponds series is named after the province where it was taken, such as Prey 

Veng, Kompong Cham, and Takeo. While Rattana is primarily concerned with 

the evidentiary aspect of these bomb craters, his photographic work straddles 

the line between documentary photography and art. Without any particular 

historical framing, Rattana’s photographs are imbued with atmospheric 

qualities that evoke feelings of both serenity and uncanniness. The craters that 

 Vuth Lyno, “Cambodian Photographers Document War and Violence.” 57
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often appear at the center of each photograph draw viewers’ attention to the 

conspicuous “scars” of the landscape and beckon closer scrutiny. 

           

Fig. 3.4-3.5: The serene yet haunting landscapes created by bomb craters

In his essay on the landscape photography of abandoned Holocaust 

concentration camps, Ulrich Baer examines how such putatively 

decontextualized and romanticized photographs of former sites of atrocity 

offer the “experience of place” that exceeds the historicist and formalist 

approaches to photographic witnessing. “These pictures,” Baer notes, “show 

us that the Holocaust’s empty sites are radically inhospitable and that 

attempts to inhabit them ex post facto, through emphatic identification and 

imaginary projection via transferential bonds, is illusory at best.”  The 58

 Ulrich Baer, “To Give Memory a Place: Contemporary Holocaust Photography and 58

the Landscape Tradition,” in Spectral Evidence: The Photography of Trauma (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2005), 83. 
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deliberate evacuation of historical references in these landscape photographs 

thus points to the limits of historical representation, the limits that speak to the 

nature of traumatic experience and of the viewer’s ethical positioning in the 

act of secondary witnessing.  Along these lines, we might understand 59

Rattana’s photographic practice in Bomb Ponds as an attempt to highlight a 

historical rupture, an uncanny sense of spatial and temporal disjuncture that 

compels viewers to link “the need to fit placeless memories into an imagined 

or imaginary place with the search for moral bearings and a point of view.”  60

By making the materiality of space a site to grasp historical layering and 

affective sedimentation of past violence, Rattana’s photographic work not only 

points to the unrepresentable nature of trauma (as Baer has argued in the 

context of post-Shoah landscape photography) but also demonstrates how 

traumatic experience can disperse in time and space, diffused in entangled 

relations between places and people. 

The video component of Bomb Ponds, which can be seen as either the 

supplement or the centerpiece of the photographic work, also combines the 

atmospheric qualities of landscape art with documentary aesthetics. The 

video’s establishing shot shows the vast landscape of a rice field in the 

 Baer, “To Give Memory a Place,” 78-84.59

 Ibid., 83. 60
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background as villagers pass by on their vehicles. This idyllic portrayal of the 

Cambodian countryside is accompanied by the melancholic sound of 

traditional Khmer music known as chapey. Kung Nay, a chapey player, laments 

an uncertainty about the future of Cambodia that prefaces the film’s overall 

thematic concern about how the country’s future cannot be imagined without 

taking into account violent traces of the past. 

I am Kung Nay, a poor traditional chapey player. �
Everyone always asks me questions. �
You want me to tell you what the future will bring to Cambodia. �
In my opinion, I would only be guessing. �
But as a chapey player, I only pray every day.

As Kung Nay is chanting, the video’s close-ups shift our attention from the 

inaugural scene of the everyday lives of Cambodian farmers to the landscape 

itself. At the end of the sequence, a bomb pond that we first saw in the 

background becomes the center of the frame. With the materiality of sound, 

the landscape becomes affectively charged and historically significant. 

Viewers are left to wonder how this landscape––which at once appears as a 

source of life and a scar on the land––can be connected to the past and the 

future of Cambodia. 

Following opening credits that provide additional clues on how the 

film’s topographic aesthetics should be understood historically, archival aerial 
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footage from an American plane during an air raid is shown. This footage 

reappears at the end of the film with another kind of chanting––a Buddhist 

chanting that resembles a blessing or a funeral hymn. In response to my 

question about the source of the chanting, Rattana replied that he understands 

this Buddhist mantra as the “sound of a separation between reality and 

myth.”  If we think of Buddhism as myth, as Rattana seems to suggest, the 61

use of the Buddhist chanting here resonates with the chapey music in that it 

imagines Cambodia’s past and future in a way that moves beyond historical 

realism and conventional documentary aesthetics. Archival footage of an 

American bombing raid may provide the “reality” of this historical event but 

it is the melancholic soundscape created by traditional Khmer music and 

Buddhist chanting that has the evocative power to convey the embeddedness 

of history in everyday experience. 

Rattana’s interviews with three villagers from Takeo and Ratanakiri 

provinces who survived this violent episode of U.S. bombings between 1964 

and 1973 shed light on how the memory of loss is profoundly tied to the 

landscape. For them, bomb ponds are reminders of an experience of loss and 

violence. The bomb craters sometimes clearly function as evidence of political 

violence, as one survivor, Mi Mot, puts it: “This is the evidence that cannot be 

 Vandy Rattana, e-mail correspondence, September 6, 2017. 61
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denied. These bomb ponds made by Americans have killed my relatives. 

These belong to Americans.” This evidentiary value, nonetheless, is exceeded 

by the affective charge of the landscape itself. As in his later work, Monologue 

(discussed in chapter 2), Rattana is primarily concerned with the affective 

entanglement between a human subject and space, and the way in which the 

atmospheric quality of the landscape elicits affective responses or conjures up 

past memories. Indeed, a moment after his remark about the bomb crater as 

evidence, Mi Mot is consumed by grief and memories of his grandmother’s 

tragic death during the U.S. bombings. As he mourns the loss of his 

grandmother, the camera lingers on the unspeakable landscape, as if to 

suggest a kind of melancholia that is not individualized but dispersed across 

space and time. 

The poetics of spatial witnessing in Bomb Ponds is inextricably linked to 

the film’s critique of Cold War geopolitics. Toward the end of film, Rattana’s 

interlocutors express their demands for historical accountability. One of them 

demands that the United States fill up the bomb craters, a practical and 

symbolic act of wound healing. At the same time, some of them tell Rattana 

that the bomb ponds are, paradoxically, sources of life as they provide water 

for rice farming and animals. Here we witness, again, an interplay between 

destruction and creation through which the notion of futurity is articulated. 
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The bomb pond, the evidence of a destructive force, is surrounded by a form 

of life, a life that grows out of environmental precarity. 

 

Conclusion

In his mixed media installation showcased at the Nova Contemporary gallery 

in Bangkok in 2016, the Thai artist Tada Hengsapkul used a hundred pieces of 

inert bomblets to form the word “BLISS” (fig. 3.6). Acquired from an armory 

in his hometown in Nakhon Ratchasima, these bomblets are remnants from 

the U.S. bombings in Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam during the Second 

Indochina War. With this extratextual information in mind, “Bliss” can be read 

as a critique of ideological and military alignments between Thailand and the 

United States during the Cold War. The “blissful” state of Thailand under the 

aegis of the U.S. is inseparable from the violent history of anticommunist 

suppression in the region. In bearing witness to past violence, “Bliss” also 

suggests an enduring rhetoric of bliss in today’s politics of reconciliation and 

historical amnesia both in Thailand and across ASEAN. Through his artistic 

mediation of war debris, Tada reframes Cold War geopolitics and its afterlife 

in affective terms, mobilizing the feeling of euphoria to expose––or, indeed, 

explode––the silenced history of Cold War atrocities. 
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Fig. 3.6: Explosive bliss 

Against the blissful closure of the wounded past, Tada’s exhibition evokes the 

theme of exposure to explore the post–Cold War landscape of residual 

vulnerability. In a video that accompanied the installation piece, Tada centers 

on nakedness as a way to dramatize corporeal and environmental exposure to 

the injurious remains of war. Two naked and markedly gendered bodies are 

depicted wrestling with each other, their entire heads covered with white 

cloths. Their temporary lack of visual perception foregrounds a sense of 

touch––their skin against the surface of the landscape, their hands clenching in 

tension. Surrounded by spectral traces of the American Secret War, this tactile 

encounter inaugurates a unique form of intimacy, a proximity and attachment 

to something historically injurious and materially toxic. Through an artistic 
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staging of bare corporeality, the artist seems to ask: How are we to reinhabit 

the space of wounding as it becomes the very ground of our existence? How 

can we understand exposure not as a manifestation of victimhood but an 

articulation of political critique and agency?

Throughout this chapter, I have attempted to answer these questions by 

attending to the topographic aesthetics of post–Cold War literary and visual 

cultures, and by investigating the ways in which this artistic attention to 

injurious landscapes mobilizes the notion of residual vulnerability to 

interrogate the postwar rhetoric of reparation and the politics of forgiveness. 

Through the trope of bodily-environmental exposure and the Buddhist-coded 

temporality of wounding, artists and filmmakers such as Allan Sekula, 

Bounthanong Xomxayphol, Xaisongkham Induangchanthy, Vandy Rattana, 

and Tada Hengsapkul offer a forceful critique of the reparative politics 

surrounding the legacy of the U.S bombings in Southeast Asia during the 

Second Indochina War. The expanded temporality of wounding in their works 

can be read against attempts to cover up historical injuries and, thus, to 

foreclose the possibility of justice and responsibility, in three domains: the U.S. 

rhetoric of redemption, nationalist narratives of revolution, and regionalist 

politics of reconciliation. Keeping the wounds open, these artists and 

filmmakers suggest, is to resist the restricted temporal conceptions that such 
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narratives of reparation propose. In everyday reality and in the imaginative 

reworking of post–Cold War wounded topographies, residues remain and 

wounds continue wounding. 
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Chapter Four

Testimonial Zoopoetics: Nonhuman Affect and Post-Cold War Diasporic 
Worlding

Toward Home

Say a rooster is my mother
Say there is a coffin in its body

That can only fit my skull.
Say I find a lighthouse burning

In a cave. Smoke above
The field of broken feathers,

I’m flightless, slipping windward
Without a bridge to home.

Say the oven is a bone room.
Say the rock bleeds out

Its boiling eye. I don’t know
Where I’m from, but I say my feet

Endure because I must have
Come from somewhere.

Say the oryx is a creature
Made of windows. I look inside

Its ears and I see its spirits.
A thousand needles thread

The end of my hair and
I’m trembling in the storm.

–– Mai Der Vang 



Animals roam the poetic topography of Mai Der Vang, a Hmong-American 

writer and the 2016 winner of the Academy of American Poets’ Walt Whitman 

Award. In her award-winning, debut volume entitled, Afterland, the figures of 

animals evoke migratory imaginaries bound up with experiences of temporal 

and spatial dislocation, constantly fluctuating between memories of homeland 

and afterland.  The poem hovering above epitomizes Vang’s creaturely 1

imagination in conjuring a visceral experience of a violent passage from the 

familiar to the unfamiliar. In the poem’s surrealist universe wherein a womb 

becomes a coffin, a lighthouse is set aflame, and an oven signifies a 

crematorium (as in the “ovens” or cremation chambers of the Nazi Holocaust), 

the animals––the rooster and the oryx––figure the oneiric spaces of 

inwardness and home for the flightless “I,” who appears as an unhomed body 

in search of a sense of place. In a more contextual reading of Afterland, Jenna 

Lê sees Vang’s work as testimonial poetry, bearing witness to collective 

experiences of the Second Indochina War. She cites “Toward Home,” among 

other poems, as a manifestation of Vang’s poetic reworking of a history of war, 

exile, and diasporic subjectivity.  How, then, can we understand Vang’s 2

 Mai Der Vang, Afterland (Minneapolis: Graywolf Press, 2017). 1

 Jenna Lê, “Beauty Undercut by the Possibility of Terror: Afterland by Mai Der Vang,” 2

The Rumpus, June 7, 2017, http://therumpus.net/2017/07/afterland-by-mai-der-
vang/, accessed December 20, 2017. 
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zoographic vision in relation to a literary discourse of testimony? To what 

extent do these nonhuman and speculative features of her testimonial poetics 

speak to the specificities of Southeast Asian literary, religious, and cultural 

repertoires in a transnational context? How might such experimental forms of 

poetic animality rewrite an affective history of exile and participate in a 

process of diasporic world-making? 

The reception of Mai Der Vang’s work is inextricably linked to 

contemporary debates on the “refugee crisis” issue in America and Europe, 

leading critics such as Yasmin Majeed to compare her debut volume with Viet 

Thanh Nguyen’s 2017 story collection, The Refugees.  Vang’s poetic exploration 3

of post-war immigration is contemporaneous with Ocean Vuong’s collection 

of poems on a similar subject titled, Night Sky with Exit Wounds, a winner of 

the T.S. Eliot Prize in 2017. This emergent body of work by Southeast Asian 

writers in diaspora offers an expansive temporal framework for today’s global 

geopolitics of immigration, retracing its prehistory to the Cold War era.  In 4

doing so, they reinvigorate critical appraisals of Cold War histories in which 

 Yasmin Majeed, “The Refugee Narrative as Ghost Story,” Ploughshares, July 13, 2017, 3

http://blog.pshares.org/index.php/the-refugee-narrative-as-ghost-story/, accessed 
December 20, 2017. 

 Aihwa Ong notes that the Vietnam War can be viewed as the “actual and symbolic 4

starting point for the reshaping of America as a Pacific nation” with the influx of 
immigrants from mainland Southeast Asia to the United States in the 1980s. See Ong, 
Buddha is Hiding, 1-3. 
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violent episodes from the U.S. military involvement in Southeast Asia and the 

subsequent exodus of Hmong, Lao, and Vietnamese refugees have been 

overshadowed by the narrative of American “benevolent supremacy” and the 

rhetoric of cultural integration.  Vang invokes such entwined histories of war 5

and dislocation in her essay, “Heirs of the ‘Secret War’ in Laos,” penned for 

The New York Times on the 40 year anniversary of the May 14, 1975, withdrawal 

of U.S. military troops from Laos. Reflecting on the question, “How does one 

memorialize a failed war that most people don’t even know about or would 

rather forget?” Vang writes, 

For the Hmong, to retain history and identity means also to retain trauma and 
loss. I carry the afflictions of this war even though I have never heard a bomb 
explode or feared my footsteps might trigger a mine. This war is my 
inheritance […] But I also believe that we must forge a new narrative, one that 
not only embraces trauma but builds upon it. We must repurpose the 
wreckage to serve as a reminder of who we are while acknowledging what 
our elders endured.  6

The question of inheritance is crucial here as it appears both in the essay’s title 

and in the passage above (“This war is my inheritance”). How might Vang, 

who has no direct experience of the American Secret War, bear witness to the 

trauma and loss that belonged to an older generation of her family and 

 Yoneyama, Cold War Ruins. See also, Park, Cold War Friendship. 5

 Vang, “Heirs of the ‘Secret War’ in Laos,” The New York Times, May 27, 2015, https://6

www.nytimes.com/2015/05/28/opinion/heirs-of-the-secret-war-in-laos.html, 
accessed December 20, 2017. 
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community? What does it mean to bear witness to a past that you do not fully 

own but from which your present cannot be entirely separated, either? 

Throughout her meditative passages in Afterland, the poetic subject “I” is 

repeatedly presented as an embodied vessel or carrier of collective memories 

of war and displacement. The poem titled “I the Body of Laos and All My 

UXOs,” for example, explicitly declares the body to be the container of a 

painful history of American bombing: “The bandage wraps my chest and I / 

sense the new branches of a cypress / within me, waiting to tear open / the 

gauze.”  The injured body here yields the “new branches of a cypress,” a sign 7

of a new beginning but also a classical symbol of death and mourning 

(perhaps the cupressus funebris, a weeping or mourning cypress).  Continuity is 8

figured as the transmission of a mournful feeling across generations. If a 

branch or a tree already suggests genealogical continuity, it also denotes the 

endurance of historical injury that binds the past with the present. This notion 

of mournful inheritance is similarly invoked in the opening lines of “Another 

Heaven,” a poem that opens Afterland: “I am but atoms / Of old passengers / 

Bereaved to my cloistered bones.”  The use of a microbiological term in the 9

 Vang, Afterland, 54. 7

 “Come away, come away, death / And in sad cypress let me be laid,” writes 8

Shakespeare in Twelfth Night. 

 Vang, Afterland, 3. 9

!209



first line conveys about a sense of genetic ancestry but the collective “old 

passengers” in the next line immediately suggests a notion of kinship that 

stretches beyond biological ties. The speaking subject “I” is part of this 

nomadic––or, diasporic––collective as much as they are part of her in this 

journey. Bereavement, evoking at once sorrowful deprivation (bereaved of) 

and forceful removal (bereaved to), further complicates this relation. Through 

bereavement, she inherits this diasporic genealogy. The journey continues 

inside her (“my cloistered bones”) as she internalizes the death and loss of 

others into her own psyche. Through this kind of radical openness to others, 

Vang’s poetic subjectivity is fused with intersubjectivity, straddling the fine 

line between singularity and multiplicity in the poetic retelling of diasporic 

history. 

I understand this decentralized notion of subjectivity and the psyche in 

Vang’s poetry as central to her attempt to “forge a new narrative” of trauma 

and loss inherited by Southeast Asia diasporas. We might begin to discern the 

novelty of Vang’s poetics by situating her work in a broader field of Asian 

American literary production. Unlike the predominant genre of 

autobiographical writing––typically bildungsroman––that has become a 

highly marketable form of Asian American literature in mainstream 

publications since the 1990s, an emergent body of work by Southeast Asian 
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writers such as Vang tends to shift the focus from autobiography’s thematic 

preoccupation with the “liberating process of self-discovery in the land of the 

free.”  Turning away from this individualized, subject-centered mode of 10

storytelling, Southeast Asian poets in diaspora seek to reimagine forms of 

sociality in the aftermath of traumatic events. Trauma, in this regard, is 

understood not as the psychological drama of the self-contained and 

autonomous subject but an intersubjective and transgenerational experience of 

shattered sociality. 

What I find striking about poetic articulations of the dispersal of 

subjectivity in imaginative works by Southeast Asian writers is the ubiquitous 

use of animal figures and metaphors––often with Buddhist or animist 

overtones––to convey unique forms of sociality. This creaturely sociality can 

be characterized by radical openness to alterity in the shared time and space of 

violence. Poetic animality, whether as an actual witness of terror or a 

metaphorical embodiment of displacement, constitutes intersubjective, and 

intercorporeal, events that indicate a process of diasporic world-making. This 

 Dorothy Wang, Thinking Its Presence: Form, Race, and Subjectivity in Contemporary 10

Asian American Poetry (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 48. 
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literary deployment of creaturely figures, what we might call “zoopoetics,”  is 11

prevalent in works by poets such as Mai Der Vang, Bryan Thao Worra, and U 

Sam Oeur. In works by these Southeast Asian poets in diaspora, invocations of 

animality are not only informed by their diasporic positionality but also their 

shared religious repertoire of Buddhist-animist stories, motifs, and imageries. 

The Buddhist-coded trope of animal witnessing, for example, stands 

out in the creaturely imagination of U Sam Oeur, a Cambodian poet and 

Khmer Rouge survivor. Citing Oeur’s poem in which the figure of a cobra 

bears witness to the brutality of a Khmer Rouge reeducation camp, the 

anthropologist Jean Langford explores how the Buddhist-animist 

dramatization of interspecies reciprocity sheds light on an ethics of human-

animal relations which often prevails in accounts of political violence.  12

Situating Oeur’s poem alongside narratives of redemptive animality she 

gathers from Hmong, Lao, and Khmer emigrants in the United States, 

Langford further mobilizes this Buddhist-animist zoographic corpus to 

rethink the concept of biopolitics, especially an Agambenian notion of “bare 

 The term appears briefly in Derrida’s description of Kafka’s literary corpus. See 11

Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, trans., David Wills (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2008), 6.

 Jean Langford, “Wilder Powers: Morality and Animality in Tales of War and 12

Terror,” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 3, 3 (2013): 223-244. 
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life” (zoē), a bestialized figure representing a life reduced to biological fact and 

stripped of political protection. Against Agamben’s conflation of animality 

with moral and political abjection, Langford examines the animal witnesses in 

poetic and ethnographic accounts of Southeast Asian emigrants as ethical 

agents in imagining new forms of sociality in the aftermath of war and terror.  13

Navigating the uncharted terrain of Southeast Asian literary 

productions in a transnational context, this chapter examines post-Cold War 

zoopoetics in relation to questions of testimonial discourse, historical justice, 

diasporic subjectivity, and American racial politics. My focus on the 

testimonial poetics of the nonhuman aims to challenge and expand an 

(auto)biographical mode of literary witnessing, which has been authoritative 

in theoretical discussions on trauma, human rights, and identity politics, both 

in the context of Asian American literary studies in particular and in 

scholarship on testimonial literature across cultures.  This deliberate shift 14

 Langford, “Wilder Powers,” 234-237.13

 See, for example, Cathy Schlund-Vials, “Growing Up under the Khmer Rouge: 14

Cambodian American Life Writing,” in War, Genocide, and Justice: Cambodian American 
Memory Work (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012), 115-147;  Helena 
Grice, Asian American Fiction, History, and Life Writing: International Encounters (New 
York: Routledge, 2009); Rocío Davis, Begin Here: Reading Asian North American 
Autobiographies of Childhood (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2007); and Teri 
Shaffer Yamada, “Cambodian American Autobiography: Testimonial Discourse,” in 
Form and Transformation in Asian American Literature, eds. Xiaojing Zhou and Samina 
Najmi (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2005). 
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from a dominant genre of life writing is primarily informed by Rey Chow’s 

critique of autobiographical writing as a confessional and narcissistic form of 

ethnic self-referentiality and Lisa Lowe’s study of the deconstruction of 

unified ethnic subjectivities in Asian American experimental fiction.  While 15

by no means a total disavowal of the autobiographical aspects of the poems 

under examination, my analysis of their distinctive modes of poetic address—

the formation of the lyric subject “I” and the invocation of (nonhuman) others, 

for example—proposes to complicate the deconstructive approach to studies 

of diasporic literature in relation to ethnic difference and subjectivity. 

I use the term “diasporic worlding” to delineate two interrelated poetic 

properties inherent in the creaturely archive of war and exile. First is poetry’s 

capacity to enact new forms of affective history and relationality that 

ultimately destabilize a unified notion of ethnic-diasporic subjectivity. Poetic 

configurations of human-animal relations, I argue, allow Southeast Asian 

poets in diaspora to articulate a diasporic way of being-in-the-world without 

resorting to the narrative of identity crisis or the bildungsroman conception of 

 Rey Chow, The Protestant Ethnic and the Spirit of Capitalism (New York: Columbia 15

University Press, 2002), especially 135-152, and Lisa Lowe, “Unfaithful to the 
Original: The Subject of Dictée,” in Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996), 128-153. 
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subject formation as linear and progressive.  Attending to what I call 16

“nonhuman affect,” I tease out the affective transactions between the 

materiality of ethnicized bodies and the communal and environmental milieu, 

or, in Elizabeth Grosz’s words, “an inherent intertwining of subject and 

world” that constitutes a “new ontology, one which supersedes the ontological 

distinction between the animate and the inanimate, between the animal and 

the human.”  In doing so, I bring theories of the nonhuman in the emergent 17

fields of animal studies and affect studies, especially those that focus on 

notions of materiality and embodiment, into dialogue with studies of racial 

politics and poetics.  To be sure, my analysis of post-Cold War zoopoetics is 18

not strictly an ontological inquiry, but rather a cultural history in which the 

imaginative work of poetry takes center stage in the interrogation of official 

 For a discussion on the significance of the bildungsroman in Asian American 16

literature as a contested site of assimilation and citizenship, see Patricia Chu, 
Assimilating Asians: Gendered Strategies of Authorship in Asian America (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2000), 12-21. 

 Elizabeth Grosz, “Merleau-Ponty and Irigaray in the Flesh,” Thesis Eleven 36, 1 17

(1993): 54. The quote is cited in Alexander Weheliye, Habeas Viscus: Racializing 
Assemblages, Biopolitics, and Black Feminist Theories of the Human (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2014), 44. 

 Scholarly writing on Asian American literature and media has begun to pursue this 18

line of theoretical inquiry. See, for example, Juliana Chang, Inhuman Citizenship: 
Traumatic Enjoyment and Asian American Literature (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012); and Danielle Wong, “Dismembered Asian/American 
Android Parts in Ex Machina as ‘Inorganic’ Critique,” Transformations 29 (2017): 34-51. 
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histories and conventional biopolitical accounts of ethnicized corporeality and 

diasporic life-worlds. 

In its second sense, diasporic worlding denotes the role of poetry in 

animating an ethico-political critique of the violent forces of unworlding 

intrinsic to Cold War geopolitics and its consequences, especially in the 

context of subsequent exodus. This line of argument is indebted to Pheng 

Cheah’s study of postcolonial literature as world literature, which poses an 

important question about the world-creating potential of literature vis-à-vis 

the destructive powers of colonialism and globalization.  Departing from a 19

conception of the world as a spatial category and a theory of world literature 

that privileges cartographic models of literary circulation, Cheah 

conceptualizes the world and world literature in temporal terms. Cheah’s 

analysis of select postcolonial novels explores how these texts interrogate a 

hegemonic understanding of time structured by capitalist globalization––what 

he names “heterotemporality”––by reviving “non-Western temporalities in the 

present that can aid in worlding the world otherwise.”  In the post-Cold War 20

context, I argue that diasporic poetry’s active role in “worlding the world 

 Pheng Cheah, What Is a World?: On Postcolonial Literature as World Literature 19

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016). 

 Ibid., 17. 20
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otherwise” also lies in its potential to diversify time. Diasporic poetics has a 

unique relation to time which derives from the embodied experiences of 

crossing, becoming, and return. Mai Der Vang’s play on the association 

between “afterland” and “afterlife,” for instance, reveals that a diasporic 

world is decidedly despatialized and temporal. Unbound by either national 

territory or American dreamscapes of citizenship, diasporic poets thematize 

the unworlding processes of the Cold War both in their “homelands” (the 

Khmer Rouge genocidal regime, for instance) and in relation to U.S. 

hegemonic power (the American Secret War, racism, humanitarian 

imperialism, etc.). In doing so, they offer insights into multiple temporalities 

of Cold War geopolitics in the present. 

The Diasporic Subject and the Animal Witness 

Animal figures complicate both the affective and the temporal aspects of 

diasporic worlding outlined above. I set out to unpack this complex relation 

through an analysis of the poetic compositionality of the speaking subject and 

voice. Animals in the Southeast Asian zoopoetic corpus appear not only as 

metaphors of the inhuman condition, but also as witnesses of the brutality 

with which poets converse or which they implore. The animal presence in 
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these poems creates what Jonathan Culler calls “triangulated address,” the act 

of “addressing the audience of readers by addressing or pretending to address 

someone or something else, a lover, a god, natural forces, or personified 

abstractions.”  Extending Culler’s account of poetry’s enunciative apparatus 21

in the Western lyric tradition to the contemporary poetics of the Southeast 

Asian diaspora, I seek to understand how this mode of poetic address reveals 

diasporic subjectivity to be transindividual and testimonial witnessing to be 

polyphonic. 

To illustrate these points, I turn to U Sam Oeur’s poetic staging of 

human-animal encounters in precarious times. Born in 1936 in rural Svay 

Rieng Province, Cambodia, Oeur received a scholarship from the U.S. 

government as part of an aid program to study the teaching of industrial arts 

at California State University at Los Angeles, before changing his subject to 

poetry while attending the MFA program at the University of Iowa. When the 

Khmer Rouge invaded Phnom Penh in 1975, Oeur and his family members 

were forced to work at six reeducation camps during the next four years. 

Disguising himself as an illiterate farmer, Oeur survived but lost his twin 

daughters and many of his relatives. Oeur chronicles his personal and 

 Jonathan Culler, Theory of the Lyric (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 21

2015), 8, 186-210. 
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collective sufferings during the Khmer Rouge years in his collection of poetry 

titled, Sacred Vows, which was translated into English and published alongside 

the  original Khmer verses. Loosely structured around the trope of violent 

crossing, Oeur’s poems conjure spatial and temporal passages into 

wilderness.  David Chandler describes the violent transition from the srok 22

(“cultivated land,” i.e. domesticity or civility) to the prei (“forest,” i.e. 

wilderness or inhumanity) as revealing “tensions in the moral order between 

servitude and autonomy, […] wilderness and humanity, destiny and 

chance.”  Oeur’s poem titled, “Water Buffalo Cobra and the Prisoner of War,” 23

exemplifies these tensions as he points to the contingency and unanticipated 

hospitality that marks the moment of exchange between a human and a wild 

beast.

 While the word “wilderness” appears as a title of various sections of his poems, 22

Oeur evokes the imagery of the wild most explicitly in his poem, “The Fall of 
Culture,” in which three forms of atrocity prevail: the wilderness of killing, the 
wilderness of starvation, and the wilderness of disease. See U Sam Oeur, Sacred Vows, 
trans. Ken McCullough (Minneapolis: Coffee House Press, 1998), 51-53; 219. The title 
of Oeur’s memoir, published in 2005, also uses this notion of wilderness in describing 
his tumultuous journeys across different forms and sites of violence. See Oeur and 
Ken McCullough, Crossing Three Wildernesses: A Memoir (Minneapolis: Coffee House 
Press, 2005). 

 David Chandler, “Song at the Edge of the Forest: Perceptions of Order in Three 23

Cambodian Texts,” in At the Edge of the Forest: Essay on Cambodia. History, and Narrative 
in Honor of David Chandler, eds. Anne Hansen and Judy Ledgerwood (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell Southeast Asia Program, 2008), 35.  
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Work, work—hacking at trees, uprooting them, clearing bushes,
transplanting rice, no time to rest. 
At noon, alone, as I cleared the canebrake,
a beautiful black cobra

opened his hood before me, displaying his power.
He thought I was his foe.
“He’s beautiful, just like in the Indian movies!”
I exclaimed to myself while my knees knocked.

“O, cobra! Your flesh and blood are truly
Buddha’s flesh and blood.
I am just a prisoner-of-war,
but I am not your food.

You, cobra, are free,
and if my flesh is truly your blood,
plead my case with the spirits of this swamp 
to lead me to Buddham, Dhammam, and Sangham.”

The cobra stared at me with loving kindness
then lowered his head.
He slithered into the swamp to the south,
and I went back to my work of surviving.24

Dated November 1976 and composed at the Boh Leav reeducation camp in 

Kratie Province, the poem certainly contains autobiographical value as an eye-

witness account of a survivor of the Pol Pot regime. The speaking subject “I” 

appears intact and self-contained throughout the poem, relating to us an 

unfolding encounter with a cobra in the midst of the author’s hardship and 

solitude. Upon close examination, however, this poetically mediated yet 

highly corporeal event offers a complex and illuminating account of 

 Oeur, Sacred Vows, 66-67. 24
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testimonial witnessing, for it is not merely the human that performs an act of 

witnessing in this particular context but also the animal that comes to bear 

witness to human misery through a kind of creaturely communication of 

passion and compassion. 

Shifting from the repetitive rhythm of coerced labor that inaugurates 

the poem, the chance encounter with the creature creates a marvelous mixed 

sense of threat and rescue, distance and sympathy, passivity and agency. These 

mixed feelings derive primarily from a shared condition of vulnerability and a 

mutual gaze between the prisoner of war and the cobra. The prisoner of war is 

threatening the cobra’s habitat and is, in turn, threatened by the animal’s 

lethal power. Interspecies hostility surges up momentarily (“He thought I was 

his foe”) before turning into communicative forms of verbal address, gestural 

exchange, and affective transaction. Recognizing the cobra as a supernatural 

being—an incarnation of the Buddha—the prisoner of war offers himself as a 

sacrifice to the animal-Buddha superpower with the ultimate hope for 

spiritual liberation. The invocation of flesh and blood (sach and chheam in 

Khmer, referring to the body, or better, the corporeality of the body, when used 

as a pair), however, does not pertain to a condemnation of the flesh for the 

sake of spiritual salvation. The animal-Buddha is portrayed as a fleshly being 

(“O, cobra! Your flesh and blood are truly / Buddha’s flesh and blood”) and 
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the sacrificial contract repeats this corporeal phenomenon (“and if my flesh is 

truly your blood / plead my case with the spirits of this swamp / to lead me 

to Buddham, Dhammam, and Sangham”). This emphasis on the body and 

embodiment, I argue, further unsettles the human-nonhuman moral hierarchy, 

instead grounding their interspecies ethical relationsd in the intercorporeal 

and intersubjective imagination. The poem thus reenacts a bodily event in 

which a mundane experience is transformed into a profound reflection on 

survival and the ethics of interspecies hospitality. 

This poetic account of a creaturely witness might remind us of 

Emmanuel Levinas’s prose retelling of an encounter with a dog named Bobby 

at a Nazi prisoner-of-war camp during World War II.  Within the vast corpus 25

of Levinas’s humanist philosophy, the figure of the animal in this particular 

story has posed a challenge to the Levinasian ethical thought on the human-

nonhuman distinction. In his keen re-reading of the Bobby essay, Jacques 

Derrida examines the limitations in Levinas’s account of the animal witness, 

pointing out how the animal is often summoned in autobiographical-

philosophical texts to reinscribe human subjectivity.  Derrida cites Levinas’s 26

  Emmanuel Levinas, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights,” in Animal Philosophy, 25

eds. Peter Atterton and Matthew Calarco (London: Continuum, 2004), 47-49. 

 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 105-118. 26
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sentence about Bobby, “For him—there was no doubt—we were men,” to 

reflect on the anthropocentric and humanist aspects of this event that make it 

into a critique of Nazi inhumanity and barbarism. Bobby the dog is 

instrumental in reclaiming humanity for the prisoners of war, but does so 

without a face, without a gaze, and without a language that defines, in a 

Levinasian sense, its ethical status. In Derrida’s words, “this allegorical dog 

that becomes witness to the dignity of man is an other without alterity, 

without logos, without ethics, without the power to universalize maxims. It 

can witness to us only for us, being too other to be our brother or neighbor, not 

enough other to be the wholly other, the nakedness of whose face dictates to 

us ‘Thou shalt not kill.’”  Following Derrida’s deconstructive paradigm of 27

interspecies ethics, we might consider Oeur’s zoopoetics as an antidote to an 

anthropocentric account of the animal witness. The presence of the animal 

whose face and gaze are pronounced (“The cobra stared at me with loving 

kindness”) does not simply reinforce the moral hierarchy between humanity 

and animality, but, as we have seen, subverts it. As the animal witness 

becomes constitutive to the process of world-making, the autobiographical 

subject “I” can no longer be understood as autonomous and self-contained. 

 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 117. 27
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The decentering approach to subjectivity in Asian American poetry and 

poetics has recently gained scholarly attention. What I mean by decentralized 

subjectivity here is not a total disavowal of the first person singular (the 

lyric“I”), which Marjorie Perloff identifies as a feature of postmodernist 

poetics that marks a radical break from Romantic and Modernist lyric 

tradition.  Instead, I understand the incoherent and heteroglossic 28

characteristics of poetic subjectivity and voice in transnational Southeast Asian 

poetry as indicative of the multiple positionalities of the diasporic subject. As 

Xiaojing Zhou has noted in her study of an aesthetic of otherness in Asian 

American poetry, “Rather seeking to get rid of the ‘lyric I,’ Asian American 

poets transform its attributes, reinvent its functions, and reconceptualize its 

relationship with the other.”  Extending this discussion of the poetics of 29

alterity to the realm of animals and inanimate objects, I hope to illuminate the 

complex relationship between self and the other in the poetry of diasporic 

worldliness. Mai Der Vang’s poem, “Transmigration,” sheds light on the issue. 

Spirit, when I flee this jungle, you must too.
I will take our silver bars, necklace dowry, and the kettle
forged from metal scraps just after the last monsoon.

 Marjorie Perloff, Poetic License: Essays on Modernist and Postmodernist Lyric 28

(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1990). 

 Xiaojing Zhou, The Ethics and Poetics of Alterity in Asian American Poetry (Iowa City: 29

University of Iowa Press, 2006), 4. 

!224



Among the foliage, we must be ready to see
the half-decayed. You must not run off no matter how much
flesh you smell.

Nor should you wander to chase an old mate.

Spirit, we are in this with each other the way the night geese
in migration need the stars.

When I make the crossing, you must not be taken no matter what
the current gives. When we reach the camp,

there will be thousands like us.
If I make it onto the plane, you must follow me to the roads
and waiting pastures of America.

We will not ride the water today on the shoulders of buffalo
as we used to many years ago, nor will we forage
for the sweetest mangoes.

I am refugee. You are too. Cry, but do not weep.

We walk out the door.30

Addressing a disembodied, animating force, the poem exploits the well-

known poetic device of apostrophe, commonly understood as “a form of 

ventriloquism through which the speaker throws voice, life, and human form 

into the addressee, turning its silence into mute responsiveness.”  The act of 31

summoning the spirit, however, is also firmly grounded in Hmong religious 

and oral practices from which Vang takes extensive poetic inspiration. 

 Vang, Afterland, 20. 30

 Barbara Johnson, “Apostrophe, Animation, and Abortion,” Diacritics 16, 1 (Spring 31

1986): 30.  

!225



According to Hmong cosmology, spirits (dab) dwell in inanimate, household 

objects and intermingle with human beings.  The apostrophic invocation of 32

the spirit and the gathering of household objects in the first stanza of the poem 

effectively enact this cosmological conception of the entanglement between 

the animate and the inanimate. Apostrophe, in this sense, does not simply 

perform an anthropomorphizing act but a ritualistic and imaginative exercise 

of nonhuman agency that holds the potential to interrupt human autonomy. 

Rethinking the apostrophic mode of address in tandem with renewed 

scholarly attention to nonhuman actors, Jonathan Culler thus writes, “A 

specific effect of apostrophic address is to posit a world in which a wider 

range of entities can be imagined to exercise agency, resisting our usual 

assumptions about what can act and what cannot, experimenting with the 

overcoming of ideological barriers that separate human actors from 

everything else.”  How can we then understand this nonhuman aspect of 33

apostrophe in relation to a collective experience of exile in Vang’s poetic 

experimentation with Buddhist-animist motifs? 

 There are, for instance, the spirit of the stove (dab ghov txos), the spirit of the loft 32

(dab nthab), and the spirit that guards the door (dab txhiaj meej). These spirits are 
summoned to dwell in the house once it is built and a sacrificial ceremony has been 
performed. See Patricia Symonds, Calling in the Soul: Gender and the Cycle of Life in a 
Hmong Village (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2004), 10-16. 

 Culler, Theory of the Lyric, 242. 33
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Through an apostrophic address to the spirit, Vang’s poem conveys an 

event of dislocation as an experience that interweaves interiority and 

exteriority, the individual and the collective. The shift of pronouns from the 

speaking subject “I” and the addressee “You” to the collective “We” 

throughout this performative act of calling suggests that the spirit is at once an 

inseparable part of the exilic subject and a separate entity. Their 

interdependency is evoked through the creaturely metaphor of migratory 

animals in need of navigating stars: “Spirit, we are in this with each other the 

way the night geese / in migration need the stars.” The doubling of self and 

other becomes multiplicity as the poem recounts a mass movement of refugees 

(“…When we reach the camp / there will be thousands like us”) who share 

the flight of loss, grief, and uncertainty. In addressing the spirit though varied 

speech acts—command, persuasion, consolation—the poem thus effectively 

conveys the collective suffering of Hmong refugees and their enduring sense 

of companionship. 

Central to this poetic summoning of the wandering spirit is also an 

accentuation of intercorporeal and intersubjective vulnerability in the course 

of a violent crossing. As it passes from the wilderness of “this jungle” to “the 

roads and waiting pastures of America,” the itinerant spirit is consistently 

portrayed as particularly vulnerable to corruption and distraction, a trait that 
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necessitates the performative acts of command and comforting.  Vang 34

provocatively conjures the corrupting forces that threaten the spirit’s well-

being, juxtaposing a portrait of the atrocities of war with a luring image of 

romance: “…You must not run off no matter how much / flesh you smell. / 

Nor should you wander to chase an old mate.” At once a companion and an 

embodiment of the vulnerable subject of dislocation, the errant spirit bears 

witness to the shattering experience of wartime violence and operates as an 

agent in this poetic rewriting of an affective history of the Cold War. 

Grounding historical agency in the shared condition of vulnerability, the poem 

reanimates an affective experience of loss and attachment to place. Toward the 

poem’s ending, Vang speaks of a sensory memory of homeland in the future 

tense, anticipating the dissolution of a familiar world once one crosses the 

threshold and becomes an errant spirit: “We will not ride the water today on 

the shoulders of buffalo / as we used to many years ago, nor will we forage / 

for the sweetest mangoes.” However nostalgic this idyllic image of home 

might seem, the poem resists––in a single stoke of powerful assertion––

 Vulnerability is also characteristic of the Buddhist-animist conception of “soul” in 34

many parts of mainland Southeast Asia. For a discussion of the susceptible nature of 
bralin (an animating force that resides in human bodies, animals, plants, and objects) 
in the Cambodian context, see Ashley Thompson, The Calling of the Souls: A Study of 
the Khmer Ritual Hau Bralin (Clayton, Australia: Monash Asia Institute, 1996). For a 
classic study of a similar idea in a Northern and Northeastern Thai ritual known as 
sukhwan (commonly translated as “soul-calling”), see Richard Davis, Muang 
Metaphysics: A Study of Northern Thai Myth and Ritual (Bangkok: Pandora, 1984). 
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making melancholic history the deterministic narrative of Hmong refugees: “I 

am refugee. You are too. Cry, but do not weep.” The apostrophic address 

central to Vang’s poetic meditation on transmigration can be understood as a 

“cry” (from Latin quirītāre)––etymologically a public outcry and a plaintive 

clamor––and, as such, a form of both affective and political communication. 

The entangled voices in post-Cold War testimonial poetics offer an 

expansive account of testimonial witnessing, incorporating the nonhuman 

figures that bear witness to political violence and human suffering. By 

animating nonhuman agency and the creaturely voice, Southeast Asian poets 

rewrite a history of displacement as an intercorporeal and intersubjective 

event. While not totally without an autobiographical dimension, these poetic-

diasporic sovereignties do not appear as autonomous or self-contained. 

Instead, the interspecies witnessing enacted in these poems opens up a new 

horizon for ethico-political imaginings based on reciprocity, hospitality, and 

interdependency.

Creaturely Worlds and Cold War Unworlding 

The world is gone, I must carry you. 

–– Paul Celan, “Vast, Glowing Vault” 
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The temporalities of the Cold War are inextricably linked to its unworlding: 

the conditions of worldlessness or homelessness created by violent forces.  In 35

the context of post-Cold War mass migration, we can grasp the diasporic 

subjects’ relations to time through this notion of unworlding. Caught between 

two worlds (understood in temporal terms rather than as a spatial category), 

the displaced subjects straddle the temporal boundaries of homeland and 

afterland, and inhabit the border zone between past and present. This post-

Cold War temporal structure and diasporic positionality, I argue, motivates 

Southeast Asian poets in diaspora to track the unworlding processes of the 

Cold War in an attempt to make sense of their world-alienating experiences. In 

other words, the world-making potential of Southeast Asian zoopoetics lies 

precisely in its testimonial function, its capacity to bear witness to the past 

violence of Cold War geopolitics and U.S. racial politics in the present.

Through their creaturely imagination, Southeast Asian poets critically 

revisit the ruins of the Cold War, the deprived world that attests both to U.S. 

military aggression in the region as well as the failures of communism’s 

revolutionary dreams. My first example of this kind of poetic meditation on 

 I borrow this definition from Pheng Cheah’s glossing of Martin Heidegger’s 35

concepts of “unworlding” (Enweltlichung) and “worldlessness” (Weltlosigkeit) in 
relation to the world-impoverishing and world-alienating experience of modernity. 
See Cheah, What Is a World?, 95-97. 
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the Cold War unworlding comes from the poem “Democracia” by Bryan Thao 

Worra, a Lao-American poet who has worked closely with Lao, Hmong, and 

Cambodian communities across the U.S. for over three decades.  Worra is a 36

self-designated speculative poet; he received the Elgin Award from the Science 

Fiction and Fantasy Poetry Association in 2014. “Democracia” appears in 

Worra’s collection of poems, Demonstra, labelled as speculative poetry and 

comprised of a fusion between Buddhist/Lao indigenous beliefs and Western 

sci-fi elements. Demonstrating Worra’s continuing commitment to a history of 

the American Secret War in Laos, the poem conjures the haunting portrait of a 

postwar landscape where ancestral-animal spirits and ghosts of war mingle. 

Father was a tiger
Ground beneath the wheels.

His fat was burned to light a torch
But there’s no liberty here

Only the ashes of the village
That couldn’t evolve,

Where ghost grandchildren play with ghost grandparents
And the parents are nowhere to be seen at all.

Where have they gone? Where have they gone?
A delay of a day for an idea, a delay of a lifetime

 Bryan Thao Worra has a strong connection with Hmong poets such as Mai Der 36

Vang. His poems are included in a Hmong American poetry anthology, How Do I 
Begin? edited by Mai Der Vang and Andre Yang, among other members of the 
Hmong American Writers’ Circle. 
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For the dead upon the ground.

Look what remains–

This hut hasn’t the ambition of Ozymandias,
These craters were once a rice field.
This ox was no man’s enemy.

And what we have left to say could explode any minute.37

Recalling the scene of animal sacrifice, the poem launches a forceful critique of 

the hegemonic power of the United States, whose wheels of progress have 

crushed Third World countries to the ground and whose democratic promises 

of liberty are at the expense of the lives of indigenous people. The 

enlightening torch of liberty––the imagery that brings to mind the iconic 

Statue of Liberty––is reimagined as bearing a sacrificial fire fueled by the 

burning corpse of the tiger, embodying the ancestral spirit of Laos. The 

enlightening and sacrificial fire, in its extended metaphorical use, turns out to 

be a destructive conflagration (“But there is no liberty here / Only the ashes of 

the village / That couldn’t evolve”). In this poetic tableau of postwar 

wasteland, the past and the future appear as apparitions haunting the ruined 

homeland while the living present is experienced as loss (“… ghost 

grandchildren play with ghost grandparents / And the parents are nowhere to 

 Worra, Demonstra, 103. 37
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be seen at all“). The decayed state of this deprived world is further 

highlighted in the concluding stanza as the poet alludes to the pharaonic 

figure of Ozymandias made famous by Percy Bysshe Shelly’s eponymous 

sonnet. Through the juxtaposition of Ozymandias’s grandiose ruins with the 

seemingly frivolous remnants of war, Worra effectively thematizes the 

unworlding forces of the American Secret War. If, in Shelly’s poetic vision, the 

monumentalized Ozymandias stands for the inevitable demise of tyranny, 

Worra’s poem echoes this theme of corruption with a reference to the torch-

bearing monument of the goddess Libertas. 

If Bryan Thao Worra’s poetic configuration of animal sacrifice bears 

witness to the past violence of Cold War geopolitics, Mai Der Vang’s 

“Sacrificial Replica” explores diasporic conditions and racial politics in the 

context of the Cold War’s afterlife. In concert with contemporary Asian 

American avant-garde poetics, Vang’s poem examines the topics of race and 

diasporic worldliness with minimal markers of racial identity.  The playful 38

reference to the Hmong practice of animal sacrifice and shamanism is the only 

sign that bears ethnic traces. As the poem’s title suggests, the reference to 

ethnic heritage is belied by its simulacrum, its replica. The poem begins with 

 For a discussion of Asian American avant-garde poetry in relation to identity 38

politics, see Wang, Thinking Its Presence.
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the seemingly eventful matter of sacrifice before delving into the microcosmic 

details of the diasporic life-world. 

It was unthinkable to use a dog,
but the ceremony called
for such domestic sacrifice.
So my father went and got one
from the flea market––
a puppy that did not bark,
but instead “arfed”
an annoying pitch 
while frolicking its tiny legs
back and forth,
yet never achieving the task
of going anywhere 
except in a robotic 
circular motion.
……………………

Until at last, the final cries,
of the puppy had been silenced
by its own stomach,
a suddenly required 
renewed strength
from two double “A” batteries 
that, of course, 
were not included in the box.39

What is sacrificed here is thus the childhood pleasures of minoritized citizens 

whose social and economic precarity prevents them from owning a real puppy 

or a high-quality toy. Unthinkable as it is, a robotic dog that makes mechanical 

noises becomes a sacrificial replica for a genuine but unaffordable experience 

of ownership and companionship. In the interval between the opening and the 

 Ibid., 136. 39
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closing lines quoted above, the poem moves from initial resentment to a more 

cheerful tone in a brief moment of the childhood excitement in the presence of 

a new toy. The poem’s ending, however, serves as a reminder of the harsh 

reality that speaks to Cold War unworlding. The figure of the dog-toy might as 

well remind us of the interrelated notions of dehumanization and 

objectification that haunt the fantasies of assimilation and the image of the 

model minority predominant in U.S. immigration policy and Asian American 

bildungsroman narratives.  Here the poem discusses the issue of racism not 40

through explicit representations of the racialized body but through the 

materiality of an object that playfully and ironically evokes a refugee’s 

experience of economic disparity. The final cry and silence of the puppy with 

an empty stomach can be interpreted along these lines of economic hardship. 

Objecthood and animality, however, should not be understood merely as an 

iteration of racial denigration that would problematically reproduce the 

dominant discourse of the racialized body as inhuman. Rather, this material 

and nonhuman aspect of the racial subject can be read as what Danielle Wong 

calls an “inorganic Asian American critique,’ a mode of critique that mobilizes 

 Mel Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham, NC: 40

Duke University Press, 2012). For an analysis of poetic materiality in relation to Asian 
American racial objecthood, see Joseph Jonghyun Jeon, Racial Things, Racial Forms: 
Objecthood in Avant-Garde Asian American Poetry (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 
2012). 
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the “inorganic” Asian body to disrupt “the abstraction or disembodiment of 

race, while complicating the subjective autonomy or personhood assigned to 

organic performances of embodiment.”  In other words, as the inorganic 41

notion of the racialized body and artifact critiques the abstraction of race, it 

also destabilizes an “organic” (read authentic and coherent) understanding of 

subjectivity. In this sense, Vang’s poetic meditation on the mundane object, the 

“sacrificial replica” that is a toy puppy, critically responds to racism without 

making the racial subject appear authentic or coherent. 

In the zoopoetic corpus of Southeast Asian writers in diaspora such as 

Mai Der Vang, U Sam Oeur, and Bryan Thao Worra, animals animate new 

thinking about diasporic-racialized subjectivity in the wake of war and 

displacement. Grounded in Buddhist-animist stories and practices, poetic 

animality takes different forms in these poets’ writings––as an actual witness 

of violence, a figurative embodiment of migration, an animating force of both 

humans and things, and a zoomorphic material object. Through this kind of 

creaturely imagination, these poets relate experiences of temporal and 

geographical dislocation as intersubjective events. Their poetry centers not on 

the psychological drama of a self-contained and autonomous subject as it 

journeys from trauma to self-discovery, a trope commonly found in Asian 

 Wong, “Dismembered Asian/American Android Parts,” 49.41
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American life writing in the 1990s and early 2000s. Rather, their Buddhist-

coded dramatizations of human-animal reciprocity or shared vulnerability 

shed light on a process of post-Cold War diasporic worlding through which 

shattered sociality is reconstituted through a radical openness to others. 
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Coda

Relic Media and Material Futures 

In this dissertation, I have examined Buddhist configurations of Cold War 

histories in Southeast Asian literature and visual culture from the late 1980s to 

2010s. Central to my inquiry is how Buddhist conceptions of time inform 

aesthetic mediations of material and affective residues of wartime atrocities. 

Specifically, I focus on how Southeast Asian writers and filmmakers bring the 

Buddhist temporal dialectic of ephemerality and continuity to bear on the 

politics of affect in the post-Cold War era. Each chapter tackles forms of 

affective attachments to the violent past dominant in the domains of politics 

and mainstream cultural production––from an enduring sense of left 

melancholia to post-socialist nostalgia, from the regionalist rhetoric of 

reconciliation to transnational politics of reparation––through analyses of 

more elastic, mobile, and playful configurations of past injuries in Buddhist-

informed literary and visual materials. 

My analyses of aesthetic mobilizations of Buddhist temporalities in post-

Cold War Southeast Asia foreground a non–redemptive aspect of vernacular 

Buddhist thought. Through their artistic mediations of Cold War relics––



whether bodily remains, debris of war, archival images, cultural artifacts, or 

ruined landscapes––Southeast Asian writers and artists address the urgency 

for historical accountability and justice. Their attention to affective experiences 

and material relations, however, moves beyond the fetishization of historical 

injury and trauma. Instead, their political interventions vitally draw upon the 

Buddhist ontology of ordinary loss and vernacular modes of memorialization 

to destabilize the redemptive instrumentalization of collective loss in 

nationalist as well as regionalist historiographies of the Cold War. What is 

more, the heterogenous temporalities afforded by doctrinal and vernacular 

Buddhism are pivotal in the constitution of a new demos, a novel form of 

collectivity that accommodates both human and nonhuman beings. In the 

literature and film considered in this dissertation, we witness a coexistence of 

the living and the dead, humans and animals, animate and inanimate objects. 

These accounts of collective feeling and agency, I argue, unsettles the official 

narratives of collectivity and political subjectivity in the post-Cold War 

historical present. 

In privileging Buddhist-informed, defamiliarized accounts of Cold War 

histories, this project advances a Buddhist theory of materiality and 

mediation. Drawing on the extensive body of work on relics by Buddhist 

studies scholars, my dissertation extends the soteriological and eschatological 
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understandings of relics to the investigation of the political ontology of 

mundane materialities in a vernacular, media context. Malcolm David Eckel’s 

theorization of relics through the Bakhtinian idea of “chronotopes” is 

especially instructive for its critical reflections on the spatiotemporal 

properties of film and literature. Through the notion of relics, I have 

delineated how the literary and visual materials enable a kind of affective 

transaction between the body and its material milieu across space and time. In 

dialogue with theoretical discussions on the concept of atmosphere in affect 

studies, cultural geography, and media studies, the Buddhist concept of relics 

offers a sustained exegesis and a culturally specific framework for probing 

affective potentialities of material objects. 

In this coda, I further emphasize how relics as media are prominent 

devices through which writers and artists articulate complex spatiotemporal 

features of the post-Cold War era. The texts from post-socialist Laos examined 

in this dissertation offer a valuable foundation from which to recapitulate the 

significance of relics in relation to the  recurrent thematics of loss, mourning, 

and displacement. This deliberate focus on Laos, a country marked by its 

marginalized status, focusses my concluding reflections on how we might 

deterritorialize the whole Southeast Asian region from its peripheral position 

and rethink contemporaneity through the temporal feature of belatedness. 
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Relic Media at the Periphery 

In my reconstructions of Cold War histories through the literary and media 

archives, Laos occupies at once a central and marginal position. In this coda, I 

introduce the idea of Laoness to add a critical dimension that illuminates and 

ties together my chapters. Laoness can be thought as occupying a critical 

position, whether as a point of entry into a critique of ethnicization and the 

urban-rural divide (Chapter 1), as a prime locus for a transnational study of 

post–socialist affect (Chapter 3), or as a lens through which we reflect on the 

shared experience of Southeast Asian diasporic subjectivity (Chapter 4). To 

further highlight the critical position of Laos––both in a geopolitical and 

conceptual sense––in my account of post–Cold War Southeast Asia, I examine 

the spatiotemporal properties of contemporary Lao fiction, film, and 

photography through the notion of relics-as-chronotopes. In these analyses, I 

pay attention to the way in which this post–socialist body of work references a 

Buddhist ceremonial style of relic veneration to rework the past and imagine 

the future in material terms. By featuring elements of Buddhist materiality, 

each of these literary and visual texts offers a remarkable account of a non-

revolutionary life after socialism, a non-nostalgic return of a Lao diaspora, and 

a non-redemptive meditation on a Cold War history. The recurring prefix 
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“non“ that marks such accounts suggests, as we shall see, a kind of ordinary 

Buddhist affect embedded in the commemorative practice of relic worship. 

My first example, Bounthanong Xomxayphol’s short story, “Hai 

Kaduk” (“The Jar of Bones,” 2000), is an ironic allegory of decaying socialism 

in Laos. Centering its allegorical meaning on corporeal remains, the short 

story can be considered a postscript to the writer’s well-known work of short 

fiction, “Kaduk Amelika” (“American Bones,” 1988) discussed in Chapter 3. 

However, the bones in “The Jar of Bones” belong to a Lao character, and 

Bounthanong’s focus shifts from a critique of the legacy of the American 

bombing campaigns that stands out in his previous writing to a critical 

reflection on post–socialism in Laos. The short story begins with a shocking 

incident: the disappearance of the jar of Grandma Khoy’s bones on the day of 

the Buddhist ceremony in which her bones were to be blessed by Buddhist 

monks and enshrined in the stupa. As in “American Bones,” and, indeed, 

many other post–Cold War texts I have examined, the absence of bodily 

remains that introduces the story’s main conflict indexes unmourned losses 

and historical injustices. “‘It must be stolen!,’ everyone concluded. But only a 

few of them believed that the bones of the dead were worth stealing.” Then, 

Bounthanong includes a subtle reference to his earlier award-winning story: 
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“Bones of the Lao people, especially Grandma Khoy’s, are nothing compared 

to those extremely valuable remains of American soldiers!”  1

Unlike “American Bones,” however, the dramatization of loss through 

the absence of objects of mourning is no longer directed toward the affective 

politics of American imperialism. Rather, the story of purloined relics unfolds 

as an allegory of the dissolution of Lao socialism. In the final pages of “The Jar 

of Bones,” we learn that Grandma Khoy’s grandson-in-law has stolen her jar 

of bones to use as a bargaining chip against his estranged wife, Taen. After 

their separation, Taen had travelled to find a job in the U.S., leaving her 

unemployed and desperate husband and her beloved son back in Laos. In a 

letter to Taen, the thief demands her return to Laos or, otherwise, send him air 

tickets to the U.S., in an exchange for the return of Grandma Khoy’s bones. 

The character, who remains nameless throughout the story and is constantly 

referred to as a husband and father, embodies the “new socialist man” in 

revolutionary discourse. In his conspicuously sentimental and imploring letter 

to Taen, he summarizes his life as follows:

Our family fell apart and we split up because of your mother! She took 
advantage of my unemployment to destroy our family. I was forced to retire 
because of the government’s restructuring policy. I was completely 

 Bounthanong Xomxayphol, “Hai Kaduk’ [The Jar of Bones], 93-94. The translation is 1

based on an English version by Thanongsack Vongsackda with considerable 
modifications. 

!243



devastated, for I had worked for the government for all my life. I grew up 
under the banner of the revolution and was educated under the trees in the 
liberated zone, in those days when the U.S. was waging the Secret War and 
killing the Lao people with disastrous bombings. My previous work was only 
as a propagandist who sought to agitate the masses. This professional skill is 
useless for any companies today. And I refuse to submit to capitalism! I 
always dedicate myself to the revolutionary aspiration to “serve the people.” 
I was raised by the revolution and will only work for the revolutionary party. 
I will never sell myself to the capitalists!2

 At one level, this passage can be read as an allegory of left defeatism. The 

tragicomic protagonist represents the fate of socialism in the age of 

triumphant capitalism. His stubborn attachment to the revolutionary past 

prevents not only him but also his family from imagining a more livable 

present and future. In the story, his mother-in-law calls him the “abyss of hell 

[khum nalok]” and the “hands of evil [ongmue man], from which her daughter 

successfully escaped when she moved to the United States. “Here in the U.S. I 

have a job and enough money for a living. My life is much better than all those 

years I was with him….That’s why I now regret loving and marrying him, and 

making a family with him for so many years,” writes Taen to her mother.  As 3

he figures the U.S. as a land of freedom and upward mobility, the author 

further accentuates the political impasse in post–socialist Laos. This political 

 Bounthanong, “The Jar of Bones,” 97. 2

 Ibid., 95. 3
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impasse, as embodied by the male protagonist, manifests itself in an affective 

structure of nostalgia for socialism.  

Bounthanong’s putative valorization of American democratic 

capitalism, however, cannot be taken at face value. For one thing, an explicit 

allusion to his renowned story, “American Bones,” belies the superficial notes 

of admiration for the victorious superpower. The protagonist’s attachment to 

the memory of revolutionary struggles, while appearing uncritical, still 

reminds us of the vicious history of the American Secret War. How then do we 

explain Bounthanong’s despondent outlook on Lao post–socialism beyond its 

apparent attitude of left defeatism? I argue that what makes “The Jar of 

Bones” critical is the author’s playful mobilization of Buddhism to destabilize 

the post–socialist affective regime of melancholic nostalgia. The relics here no 

longer function as melancholic objects that evoke the wounded history of the 

Cold War. The protagonist’s petty crime, which serves as the story’s main 

event, produces a comic effect that disrupts an anticipated mourning ritual 

and turns it into a deadpan mixture of sadness, confusion, and shock. The 

monks as well as Grandma Khoy’s bereaved relatives are described as 

“surprised,” “perplexed,” and “standing, flabbergasted, with goosebumps.” 

Even the white stupa is depicted as waiting “coldly at the corner of the 
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pagoda to welcome the lost jar.”  By transforming the mourning ritual into a 4

tableau of comic suspense––of uncertainty, anticipation, and contingency––

Bounthanong crucially expands the symbolic meaning of relics and the range 

of affective relations to such objects of loss and attachment. 

Bounthanong’s inward gaze toward his country’s political impasse is 

replete with self–mocking humor and self–reflexivity. For an established 

writer who generally adheres to socialist ideology and literary convention, this 

is a bold move. His deployment of irony and humor to defamiliarize the 

otherwise melancholic atmosphere of post–Cold War Laos suggests how one 

might imagine the future of post–socialism through playfulness. As Lauren 

Berlant has noted in her essay on “humorless” comedy in relation to notions of 

sovereignty and control, the comedic figure presents a “stark display of the 

way ambition opens up the ridiculousness of fantasy to a multiplicity of 

speculative causes and futures.”  Calling this figure a “combover subject,” a 5

reference to the main character in David O. Russell’s film, American Hustle 

(2013), Berlant explains how the character’s comical attempt to cover his 

baldness in the film’s opening scene reveals a “fundamental intractability in 

 Bounthanong, “The Jar of Bones,” 93. 4

 Lauren Berlant, “Humorlessness (Three Monologues and a Hairpiece),” Critical 5

Inquiry 43 (Winter 2017): 307. 
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oneself or in others,” a rupture in the sovereign’s fantasy of self–ratifying 

control and attachment to life.  And yet, in exposing this rupture, the comedic 6

figure also alleviates the aspirational sovereign’s senses of insecurity, 

immobility, and impasse. 

I suggest that we might understand Bounthanong’s protagonist in light 

of Berlant’s figure of the combover subject. His ridiculous effort to exert 

control over the collapsing world of socialism problematizes an enduring 

sentiment of left melancholia that he himself embodies. In exposing the 

fragility of the post–socialist subject, the author envisions a future that is not 

based on the authoritative figure of the new socialist man but a more flexible 

positionality and elastic embodiment.  Bounthanong’s envisioning of a post–7

socialist future relies not only on the author’s comedic representation of failed 

socialist masculinity but his playful treatment of a Buddhist mourning ritual. 

If the melancholic invocation of relic veneration in his famous “American 

Bones” mobilizes the politics of mourning to indict American exceptionalism, 

the reference to the same Buddhist material practice in “The Jar of Bones” 

tackles a different kind of affective politics. The shift from a disparaging gaze 

 Ibid., 308. 6

 For a historical study of socialist masculinity in Laos, see Simon Creak, Embodied 7

Nation: Sport, Masculinity, and the Making of Modern Laos (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press, 2015). 
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toward the United States to a self–reflexive examination of Laos’s political 

impasse destabilizes the state–sanctioned sentiment of socialist nostalgia, and, 

thus, offers a non-revolutionary reconfiguration of post–socialist subjectivity 

and futurity. 

The deployment of relics to mediate between the past and the present is 

also central to my second example, Xaisongkham Induangchanthy’s Kap Ban 

(A Long Way Home, 2018). This 18-minute long film, set in the present, opens 

with a brief note describing the historical background of the story: “When the 

Communist Pathet Lao came to power in 1975, Laotians who served the royal 

family or fought against the government fled the country. Several decades 

later, some returned home.” The inaugural shot features a Lao-style wooden 

house with the year “1934” painted right above the window and two flags 

waving on an ornate balcony: the new Lao national flag and a communist 

hammer-and-sickle flag. The historical significance of this building becomes 

more legible in the following scene, which shows a statue of King Sisavang 

Vong, who ruled the Kingdom of Laos from 1904 to 1959, and a panoramic 

view of the Royal Palace of Luang Prabang.  Lao traditional court music is 8

played in the background throughout this series of picturesque snapshots. 

 For a detailed study of the modern Lao monarchy, see Grant Evans, The Last Century 8

of Lao Royalty: A Documentary History (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2009. 
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Together, these monumental and aural relics of the bygone court culture of 

Luang Prabang evoke what Ing-Britt Trankell has called the return of a sense 

of “royal mystique” promoted by a “rising cult of royalty” and post-socialist 

discourses of heritage and tourism.9

Yet this opening sequence does more than simply reproduce the 

discourse of cultural patrimony. The film’s epigraph, the presence of Lao 

national and communist flags at the palace-cum-museum, and the focus on a 

Lao exile, present competing narratives of the Cold War in Laos. In bringing 

together socialist symbolism and heritage discourse, the film addresses the 

double erasure of a violent history, namely the forced exile of royalists and the 

American allies during the Lao civil war. As Oliver Tappe has noted, the 

museumification of Luang Prabang by the Lao government turns this 

previously abhorred center of the old feudalist regime into a site for attracting 

tourists and legitimizing the power of the ruling Lao People’s Revolutionary 

Party (LPRP).  The restoration of memory of the old royal court in Luang 10

Prabang portrays communist state officials as the protectors of Buddhist 

 Ing-Britt Trankell, “Royal Relics: Ritual and Social Memory in Louang Prabang,” in 9

Laos: Culture and Society, ed. Grant Evans (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 1999), 
191-213. 

 Oliver Tappe, “From Revolutionary Heroism to Cultural Heritage: Museums, 10

Memory, and Representation in Laos,” Nations and Nationalism 17, 3 (2011): 604-626.
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culture, the role previously played by the monarchy. At the same time, this 

nostalgic reconstruction of past memory is doubtlessly selective. For example, 

the fact that the last king, Sisavang Vatthana (the son of Sisavang Vong), was 

deported along with his family to a reeducation camp, where he remained 

until his death in 1980, has often been omitted from exhibition narratives 

about Luang Prabang’s idealized past.11

These conflicting images of Luang Prabang prepare us for the film’s 

meditation on the experiences of alienation felt by Lao in diaspora. Emerging 

against the scenic view of the palace is James, a second-generation Lao 

teenager who comes to Laos for only one reason: to attend a ceremony of 

enshrinement for his father’s remains in a small village near Luang Prabang. 

Throughout the trip to the village via the Mekong River, James struggles with 

feelings of estrangement and miscommunication, especially with his cousin 

Joi, who comes into Luang Prabang to meet him and take him to the family’s 

mourning ceremony. The tension between these two men from completely 

different backgrounds is rendered in a tender and comical way, although the 

film never offers a feel-good moment of a cross-cultural reconciliation. In other 

words, the film does not make cultural differences the thematic focus of its 

discussion of post–Cold War diasporic subjectivity. Instead of the familiar 

 Ibid., 618-619. 11
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theme of an embrace (or denial) of cultural roots, Xaisongkham’s film pays 

more attention to the disappearance of culture in diasporic figures and the 

impossibility for them to recover an authentic self in their homeland. 

The film’s concentration on the vernacular and ephemeral aspect of Lao 

culture foregrounds these themes. The first reference to the ephemeral occurs, 

of course, at the Buddhist enshrinement of his father’s bodily remains. Upon 

his belated arrival at the village, James, at his grandmother’s demand, visits 

the stupa in which his father’s relics are kept (fig. 1). The film does not provide 

any biographical details about the deceased but we might assume from the 

epigraph that his separation from his son is partly, if not wholly, the result of 

the civil war in Laos. The event commemorating the father’s ultimate 

departure, which is also, ironically, a reunion, speaks to the ordinary losses of 

the Lao people during the Cold War. The Buddhist ceremony of relic 

veneration affords a mundane yet affectively charged setting for a meditation 

on the shattered sociality and the diasporic experience. While the relics 

reinforce the impossibility of actual reunion, they ritually and affectively bind 

together the dead and the living, the past and the present. In animating such 

temporal and affective relations, the film thus moves beyond a nostalgic 

account of diasporic return to a more critical reflection on past violence.
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Fig. 1: A Lao teenager in diaspora pays respect to his father’s remains 
enshrined in a Buddhist stupa (that in Lao)

The invocation of an ephemeral medium to thematize loss and disappearance 

can also be found in the film’s distinctive use of sound. As we have seen the 

traditional court music heard in the opening sequence is used not simply to 

glorify Lao cultural heritage but to address the post–socialist politics of 

erasure. As the film moves from the glorious setting of the Royal Palace in 

Luang Prabang, the film continues to feature traditional Lao music, but its 

connection to the court is less clear. The scene in which James and Joi are 

taking a boat to the village, for example, is accompanied by a type of courting 

song called khap thoum, a style of music unique to Luang Prabang. In our 

correspondence, Xaisongkham expresses his genuine interest in the khap 
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thoum of Luang Prabang as an instance of cultural extinction in the present.  12

His concerns about this cultural loss are more about lives of performers––their 

thought about “past glory” and “hope for the future”––rather than a nostalgic 

restoration of an endangered tradition as such.  13

In A Long Way Home, the use of traditional music creates at once a sense 

of distance and intimacy for the film’s meditation on diasporic experience. The 

film’s final sequence exemplifies this affective ambivalence. After James insists 

on immediately returning to the U.S. after the conclusion of the relic 

enshrinement ceremony, his grandmother gives up her hopes of prolonging 

his stay. After his grandmother gives him a traditional silk skirt (sin) as a gift 

for his mother, James is seen in tears. The scene yields a rather sentimental 

climax but without any further redemptive denouement. The film abruptly 

cuts to a long take of the front of the house, with a soothing lullaby sung by 

the grandmother in the background. Together, the final image of the house 

and the aural relic conjure the mixed feelings of home and homelessness, 

inside and outside, here and there, which describe a Lao diasporic experience 

of displacement. 

 Xaisongkham Induangchanthy, E-mail correspondence with the author, 4 May 12

2018. Xaisongkham and I are developing a short film project to document lives of khap 
thoum performers in Luang Prabang. 

 Ibid. 13
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My last example of relic media in post–socialist Laos is the 

photographic works of Bounpaul Pothyzan, a Lao artist who “frequently 

transgresses the divides between neo-traditional and contemporary 

practices.”  My focus will be on a series of photographs showcased at the 14

“Post-Repost-Share” exhibition from July 6 – September 9, 2018, at the 

Bangkok Art and Culture Center (BACC).  Bounpaul, together with Ole 15

Viravong Scovill, are the artists representing Laos at this collection of works 

by emerging photography artists from all over Southeast Asia. What I call relic 

media stands out in Bounpaul’s photography, especially his photographic 

mediation of war debris to convey the violent history of the Cold War. 

In his sculptural and photographic work titled, Sanya Khong Nok Philap 

(The Promise of Doves), for example, Bounpaul perches white birdhouses on the 

tips of large, upraised cluster bomb shells from the American Secret War (fig. 

2). The sculpture was originally created as a site-specific installation in the 

garden of Bounpaul’s parents house in Champassak; he obtained the cluster 

bomb shells from Attapeu province on the Lao-Cambodian border. Thus, 

 Anna Koshcheeva, “Art of Post-Socialist Laos: Contesting the Motherland, Her 14

Past, and Future”(MA thesis, LASALLE College of the Arts, Singapore, 2018), 71. 

 Bounpaul’s series on the U.S. bombings will be showcased at the inaugural 15

Elevations Laos exhibition at the i:cat gallery in Vientiane from November 9, 2018, to 
January 16, 2019. Bounpaul is among the first Lao artists to be featured at the 9th Asia 
Pacific Triennial in Brisbane, Australia.
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while the installation was first conceived for an intimate, fixed location, it 

simultaneously evoked a shared experience of wartime atrocities. Referencing 

a universal symbolism of peace (the dove), the empty birdhouses index the 

absence of historical accountability in the wake of the Cold War. The word 

“sanya” in Lao means “promise” but also “contract,” “agreement,” or “treaty,” 

thus signifying unfulfilled emotional and legal demands for justice. The relics 

of war on which these birdhouses are placed evocatively communicate the 

continuing impacts of the U.S. bombings in the present. They are traces of past 

violence that haunt the U.S. rhetoric of peace that obfuscates the history of 

their military interventions in Southeast Asia. 

The distinct features of the perched birdhouses in Bounpaul’s sculpture 

also resemble spirit houses, an architectural style connected to a cult of spirit 

worship ubiquitous throughout Laos and elsewhere in Southeast Asia. The 

spirit house is normally erected in front of a residential building; its religious 

meanings are often tied to the protection of land and place.  By transforming 16

the relics of war into local cultic symbols of protection, Bounpaul offers not 

only a critique of American exceptionalism but a configuration of Lao agency. 

The future of post–socialist Laos, in other words, cannot depend on the 

 See Peter Reichart and Pathawee Khongkhunthian, The Spirit Houses of Thailand 16

(Bangkok: White Lotus, 2007); and John Holt, Spirits of the Place: Buddhism and Lao 
Religious Culture (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2009). 
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unfulfilled promise of Western interventions, but rather on vernacular forms 

of historical agency. The Promise of Doves was exhibited alongside his other 

photographs that document the ordinary lives of Lao villagers who literally 

lived alongside the debris of war. They are shown carving a bomb fuel tank 

into a fishing boat, using it to grow edible plants, and sculpting it for 

decorative purposes. Together, the conceptual and ethnographic aspects of 

Bounpaul’s artistic practice shed light on the artist’s articulations of a Cold 

War history that stresses the importance of Lao agency over victimhood. 

Bounpaul’s mediations on the material layers of the environment through the 

combination of global and translocal elements (the dove, the spirit house, and 

Cold War history itself) conjures the spatiotemporal properties of the post-

Cold War era that exceeds nationally bounded space and time. 
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Fig. 2:  Bounpaul Pothyzan’s Sanya Khong Nok Philap 
(The Promise of Doves, 2018)



As we have seen in Bounthanong Xomxayphol’s fiction and Xaisongkham 

Induangchanthy’s films, the imagining of post–socialist futures in Bounpaul 

Pothyzan’s photography also draws upon Buddhist–animist practices of relic 

veneration. Their aesthetic mobilizations of Buddhist materiality open up 

possibilities for a more nuanced articulation of the future as changing material 

relations that demand a radical vision of the social and the collective. 

Buddhist Temporalities and Southeast Asia’s Polychronic Contemporaneity 

The ones who can call themselves contemporary are only those who 
do not allow themselves to be blinded by the lights of the century, and 
so manage to get a glimpse of the shadows in those lights, of their 
intimate obscurity. 

–– Giorgio Agamben, “What is the Contemporary?” 

The literary and visual materials discussed above represent the new mobility 

of Lao cultural production, which has been thus far marked by a sense of 

belatedness.  This mobility speaks, first of all, to the way in which these 17

works travel across national boundaries through processes of circulation, 

translation, and technological exchange. At the same time, my analyses of 

 See my essay on the notion of belatedness in relation to contemporary Lao art in 17

Chairat Polmuk, “Lao,” Southeast of Now: Directions in Contemporary and Modern Art in 
Asia 2, 2 (2018): 167-176. This is my contribution to a special issue titled, 
“Terminologies of ‘Modern’ and ‘Contemporary’ ‘Art’ in Southeast Asia’s Vernacular 
Languages: Indonesian, Javanese, Khmer, Lao, Malay, Myanmar/Burmese, Tagalog/
Filipino, Thai and Vietnamese.”
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their spatiotemporal properties also reveal a kind of mobility that exceeds 

capitalism’s spatial logics of circulation (to return to Pheng Cheah’s 

reconceptualization of world literature discussed in Chapter 4). The artistic 

deployment of Buddhist-informed relic media, for example, allows us to “read 

the traces of the past in the forms of the present,” to use Lionel Ruffel’s phrase 

in a different context.   Ruffel uses the term “polychronic contemporaneity” 18

to describe the temporal heterogeneity of our hypermediated age in which 

new forms of technology and art create a multiplicity of spatiotemporal 

relations.  While my focus is less on hypermedia than on the chronotopical 19

dimensions of (relic) media, the notion of polychronic contemporaneity is 

instructive in rethinking the idea of “contemporary Southeast Asia.” How 

might we further deterritorialize Southeast Asia from the position of the 

peripheral and the untimely?

Scholars of Southeast Asian cinema and art have recently engaged in 

this deterritorializing move. Arnika Fuhrmann has shown how the coexistence 

of multiple temporalities in Southeast Asian cinema can be mobilized as a 

 Lionel Ruffel, Brouhaha: Worlds of the Contemporary, trans., Raymond N. Mackenzie 18

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2018), 64. 

 Ibid., 49-66. 19
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pedagogical tool for a revision of Cold War disciplines of area studies.  20

Drawing on Harry Harootunian’s critique of area studies’ homogenous 

conception of time that often attributes progress to the western metropolis and 

“untimeliness” to “areas” of studies, Fuhrmann pursues the chronotopical 

inquiry of Southeast Asian cinema.  In particular, her analysis of the 21

Buddhist-coded temporality of haunting in Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s 

Uncle Boonmee Who Can Recall His Past Lives and in the Primitive project (see 

Chapter 1) reconfigures a global and translocal history of the Cold War in 

Southeast Asia in a way that destabilizes the dichotomy between East and 

West, religion and secularity, and liberalism and illiberalism.22

In a similar vein, David Teh borrows Derrida’s notion of hauntology to 

reconceptualize the regional contemporary, especially with regard to ASEAN-

driven regionalist aspirations.  Against this regionalist sentiment, Teh 23

 Arnika Fuhrmann, “This Area Is [NOT] under Quarantine: Rethinking Southeast/20

Asia through Studies of Cinema,” in Area Studies at the Crossroads: Knowledge 
Production After the Mobility Turn, eds. Katja Mielke and Anna-Katharina Hornidge 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 251-268. 

 Ibid., 254-255. See also Harry Harootunian, “‘Memories of 21

Underdevelopment’ after Area Studies,” Positions: Asia Critique 20, 1 (2012): 
7-35. 

 Fuhrmann, “This Area Is [NOT] under Quarantine,” 257-265. 22

 David Teh, Thai Art: Currencies of the Contemporary (Cambridge, MA: The 23

MIT Press, 2017), 190-198.
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proposes that any renewed internationalism after the Cold War must take into 

account the “transnational revenants” that speak to the political violence and 

historical injustices. In his survey of contemporary cinematic reckonings with 

such revenants, Teh includes Apichatpong Weerasethakul’s Primitive project 

(2009-2010), Rithy Panh’s S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine (2003) and The 

Missing Picture (2013), Joshua Oppenheimer’s The Act of Killing (2012), Amir 

Muhammad’s Village People Radio Show (2007), Ho Tzu Nyen’s Ten Thousand 

Tigers (2014), and Tan Pin Pin’s To Singapore with Love (2013) as examples of the 

hauntological archive of the post-Cold War era. “The spectral moving images 

surveyed above,” Teh concludes, “are haunted at every turn by the Cold War, 

both in their narratives and immanently, in their very media, the electronic 

vectors of an ideological contagion that drew the region together as such into a 

shared, regional present.”24

The marked absence of a Lao example in Teh’s survey suggests the 

double untimeliness of the country, which is effectively positioned outside a 

“shared, regional present.” But, as my analyses have shown, Lao historical 

and aesthetic trajectories make the country essentially a locus of intersecting 

Cold War geopolitics. As one of the longest-lasting of the remaining socialist 

states, close attention to Laos offers insights into the temporal and affective 

 Teh, Thai Art, 195. 24
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qualities of post-socialism while, at the same time, showing how these 

qualities undergo modification through complex processes of political, 

economic, and environmental transformation. The domain of Lao cultural 

production attests to the complex spatiotemporal layering of the 

contemporary. Perhaps, then, we might understand Lao literature and visual 

culture through Giorgio Agamben’s famous formula: “The contemporary is 

the untimely.”  If, according to Agamben, the capacity to inhabit the here and 25

now of the contemporary relies on the reflexive thinking of time from a 

position on the margins, the sphere of Lao cultural production can be said to 

embody such a reflexive temporal consciousness. Imbued with Buddhist 

temporal imaginaries, this untimeliness affords possibilities for cohabiting the 

disjointed world in the wake of the Cold War. 

 Giorgio Agamben, “What Is the Contemporary?,” in What Is an Apparatus? and 25

Other Essays, trans., David  Kishik and Stefan Pedatella (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2009), 39-40. 
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