VIEWING GUIDE
Context, Insights, and Questions for
Discussion

INTRODUCTION
Produced by the Luang Prabang Film Festival in 2020,
MEKONG 2030 is a film anthology comprising five short

stories that envision the future of the Mekong River from
different cultural perspectives. Set in the year 2030, it
aims to inspire audiences to actively protect this critical
life source.

This guide is designed to prompt in-depth discussions
for classes, clubs, or any kind of group interested in film,
environmental and social issues, and/or the Mekong
region. The following pages provide MEKONG 2030
audience members with background knowledge of the
Mekong River and region, alongside a series of questions
about the films, in order to encourage critical viewing
and a greater appreciation of the project.
For additional and updated resources, including a behind-the-scenes documentary short film, please visit
mekong.2030.org .

Suggested use? Have a look at the BACKGROUND section
and

scan

the

INDIVIDUAL

SHORTS

and

COMPLETE

ANTHOLOGY sections of this packet before watching the
film. Afterward, look more closely at the questions and
activities

provided

in

the

INDIVIDUAL

COMPLETE ANTHOLOGY sections.
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SHORTS

and

INTRODUCTION
In China, the river is called
the Lancang.

Image courtesy of Shannon1 / CC BY-SA 4.0
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BACKGROUND
Overview
The Mekong River, one of the most diverse ecosystems in the world, is in crisis.
With over 60 million people dependent on the river for their livelihoods,
protection of this natural resource is of utmost importance.
However, many impediments stand in the way of this task, at governmental,
corporate, and local levels. These pressures include, but are not limited to:

— hydropower projects
— overfishing
— climate change
— unsustainable development
— destructive agricultural practices

Statistics
The Mekong is the world’s largest
and most productive inland fishery.

It’s the seventh largest river in Asia,

and the 12th in the world.
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BACKGROUND
The Basics
60 million people live in the Mekong basin
88% of those people rely directly on the river
for their food and livelihood
Each year, Mekong fish have a first sale value between
US $2.9 – $7.0 billion
The river passes through six countries:
China, Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, and Vietnam

Summary
"The river, which is the lifeblood of most of Southeast Asia, will gradually
lose function until it no longer supports the huge diversity of wildlife and
millions of people that depend on it."
ZEB HOGAN,

RESEARCH BIOLOGIST

THE UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA (2019)

"More than sixty-six million people live in the Mekong Basin. This number includes most of the
population of Laos and Cambodia, one-third of Thailand’s sixty-five million, and one-fifth of
Vietnam’s ninety million people. [ . . . ] The average rural person in the Mekong Basin either
fishes or farms rice or other cash crops for an income of about $800 per year."
BRYAN EYLER, THE LAST DAYS OF THE MIGHTY MEKONG (2019)
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
SOUL RIVER BY KULIKAR SOHTO (CAMBODIA)

Background
“Soul River” is set (and was filmed) around and on Tonle Sap, a lake in Cambodia
that depends upon the Mekong. Sometimes described as “the beating heart of
the Mekong,” Tonle Sap normally swells with water during the rainy season, when
the Mekong flows into it; during the dry season, the flow reverses, and the lake
gradually releases the stored water into the Mekong delta.

“Each year, this [rainy season] flood pulse
drives water from the Mekong up through
a tributary at Phnom Penh, expanding the
Tonle Sap Lake in Cambodia to more than
five times its dry season size. [ . . . ]
However, the Mekong's natural flow and
the heartbeat of the Tonle Sap are being
undermined [ . . . ] When wet season
rainfall levels are low, as they are now,
those upstream water restrictions weaken
the Mekong pulse even more. This year,
the Mekong's annual floods are once again
1
behind schedule.”

1

Kulikar Sotho

1

Eyler, Brian, Alan Basist, Courtney Wetherby, and Claude Williams. “The struggle for the soul of the Mekong
River.” Bangkok Post. 31 Jul 2020.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
SOUL RIVER BY KULIKAR SOHTO (CAMBODIA)

Background
Filmmaker Kulikar Sotho has explained that she learned first-hand about these
problems in shooting “Soul River.” “I heard about global warming and climate
change and stuff like that," she told audiences, "but that was just hearing. Being
on the shoot myself, on the river, only then did I realize that it's actually coming
toward us.”
A heavy piece of history...

The object featured in the film, “the Angkorian treasure,” is something that many
Southeast Asian people would recognize immediately as coming from the distant past of Cambodia, a time when Khmer culture was a central power in the
region and the temple cities around Angkor were unparalleled anywhere in the
world.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
SOUL RIVER BY KULIKAR SOHTO (CAMBODIA)

Questions for Discussion
1) This is the only story of the five that takes
place almost entirely on water, making the
Mekong a character in the story. How do
you think the filmmaker wants us to view
this character?
2) Why don't the two main characters (Sok,
who finds the artifact, and Klang) trust
each other?
3) Though she has only a few lines, Ladet
(Sok’s wife) is an important character. What
do you think the filmmaker wants us to
understand about her role in the story?
4) How have the lives of the characters
changed between 2020 and 2030?
5) Why does the filmmaker choose to use
an Angkorian stone artifact? The story
could be the same with something much
smaller and lighter — how would the film
change if they were fighting over a
precious gemstone, for example?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
SOUL RIVER BY KULIKAR SOHTO (CAMBODIA)

Questions for Discussion
6) At one point, Klang argues passionately
in favor of development (buildings and
roads and electricity); what is his point?
Does he believe that such change would
improve the lives of the people in the boat
together?
7) In one wordless scene, Klang presents a
gift to monks in a passing boat. What do
you make of this? Is it meant to tell us
something about the characters? About
the state of the world in 2030? Or is it
something else?
8) Why is Tonle Sap important? What are
the threats to it? To what extent does
Cambodia rely on the health of the entire
river?
9) Do you think it was ever possible for this
story to have a happy ending? What would
that look like?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE CHE BROTHER BY ANYSAY KEOLA (LAOS)

Background
“The Che Brother” takes place outside of Vientiane, the country’s capital, in three
locations: a fishing village, an abandoned, half-built mansion, and, of course, the
Mekong itself. The story centers around siblings fighting over their mother and
the sale of her rare blood — which can be used to help treat a pandemic illness —
to multinational corporations. It is important to note that “mae” or “me,” in Lao,
Thai, Vietnemse, Khmer, and Burmese languages, means “mother.” In other
words, Southeast Asian viewers overwhelmingly consider the Mekong “the
mother river.”

If you were watching closely, you noticed a high-speed train in the opening shot of the film; this is a reference
to the ongoing construction of a railway in Laos that will connect the
Chinese border to the Lao capital in
Vientiane; eventually, the railway will
continue all the way to Singapore,
linking Laos to the rest of the region
in unprecedented ways whose impacts can only be imagined.

Anysay Keola
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE CHE BROTHER BY ANYSAY KEOLA (LAOS)

Background
The film also makes several references to Che Guevarra, for whom the main
character, Xe, is nicknamed. Guevarra was an Argentine Marxist revolutionary
and guerilla leader, often valorized in popular culture around the world, including
in Laos, for his principles, rebelliousness, and commitment to Marxism.

2030 or 2020?

Finished a few months before the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, “The Che
Brother” may feel like a prophecy of things to come.
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INDIVIDUAL
INDIVIDUALSHORTS
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Questions for Discussion
1) The director, Anysay Keola, has referred frequently to the slogan of the Mekong
River Commission, “Meet the needs, find the balance.” How do you interpret this
expression in light of the challenges facing the Mekong? How does Keola apply this
idea in “The Che Brother”?
2) The story references a specific Guevarra quote twice: “Let the world change you
and you can change the world.” How does this fit in with the story?
3) At two places in the film, Xe is blurry for a few seconds. Around the same time, he
also touches his forehead. Why?
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INDIVIDUAL
INDIVIDUALSHORTS
SHORTS
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Questions for Discussion
4) Do you agree with Xe’s older brother? With his sister? Why or why not?
5) The film uses flashbacks in an unconventional way, to present two different sides
of the same story. Are these effective? How do they encourage us to empathize
with Xe?
6) Why do you think the director chose to film much of the action in the half-built
house?
7) Xe and his older brother argue about the ethics of selling their mother’s blood;
Xe insists it is wrong, but his brother points out that they are helping others (and
making a profit). How might the same argument be about the Mekong?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE FORGOTTEN VOICES OF THE MEKONG BY SAI NAW KHAM (MYANMAR)

Background
“The Forgotten Voices of the Mekong” is set in an Akha community in the
country’s remote and often-troubled Shan state. The Akha are an ethnic minority
group who live in the mountains of Thailand, Myanmar, Laos, and Yunnan
Province in China. Their expression of religious identity, záŋ or zahv, is closely
linked to that of ethnic identity; and while the religious identity is important and
traditionally manifest in ritual, dress, and architecture, it may also seem relatively
2
fluid to those who are not Akha. In this film, for example, we see a mixture of
traditional záŋ and Christian záŋ, one that echoes the mixture of traditional and
contemporary clothing, ideas about development and progress, and concepts of
leadership.

2

Tooker, Deborah E. "Identity Systems of Highland Burma: 'Belief', Akha Zan, and a Critique of Interiorized Notions
of Ethno-Religious Identity." Man, New Series, 27, no. 4 (1992): 799-819. Accessed August 4, 2020.
doi:10.2307/2804175.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE FORGOTTEN VOICES OF THE MEKONG BY SAI NAW KHAM (MYANMAR)

Background
All of the actors in “The Forgotten
Voices of the Mekong” are nonprofessional; in fact, they are the actual
Akha members of the community in
which the story is set, and they even
took part in developing the story itself.
Who's guiding who?

Sai Naw Kham

To a greater extent than in “Soul
River,” the story in this film centers
on the tension between one idea of
progress — roads, the promise of
wage labor, and the alleviation of
extreme poverty — and traditional
knowledge and practice. But it also
explicitly highlights the extractive
and often toxic industry of gold
mining and questions whether the
rewards are worth the costs.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE FORGOTTEN VOICES OF THE MEKONG BY SAI NAW KHAM (MYANMAR)

Questions for Discussion
1) Now that you know that the film features
non-professional actors, how does it change
your appreciation of any of the performances?
2) What are some of the dichotomies you
see in the film (for example, “traditional
versus contemporary” or “progress versus
stasis”)? How do these appear in the central
tragedy of the story?
3) Why do you think the film is called “The
Forgotten Voices of the Mekong”? Whose
voices have been forgotten, and why does it
matter?
4) How does the grandmother react to the
changes in her community? Is there a
connection between her behavior and the
hen who won’t eat until it is set free? If you
think so, explain.
5) Why does the director start the film with
a view of the landscape and the sounds of a
funeral? What can we observe in this shot
of the landscape?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE FORGOTTEN VOICES OF THE MEKONG BY SAI NAW KHAM (MYANMAR)

Questions for Discussion
6) Look closely at the scene where Charlie
talks with Monica about the grandmother’s behavior, before offering Monica
a job. Describe all the contrasts you
perceive in this scene, from their clothing
to the kind of language they use.
7) The grandmother explains a pact she
made with her husband before he died:
they would both be buried beside the
river, so that their “souls will live as long as
the river.” Why is this an important part of
her objection to the gold mine? What
does it mean for a river to live?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE LINE BY ANOCHA SUWICHAKORNPONG (THAILAND)

A line, in "The Line."

Background
Mostly set in a gallery in Bangkok, “The Line” is in some ways a
meta-fiction, a story within a
story.
Like
the
filmmaker,
Anocha Suwichakornpong, the
character of the artist in the film
is working on a film project that
expresses complex ideas about
the Mekong River.

The story of the artist often visually highlights
the divisions (or lines) we imagine between
the natural world and the empirical ways we
obscure its importance. Suwichakornpong has
pointed out that a lot of the discussion about
the river has to do with its hydrological
features and flow rates and seasonal rise and
fall, but that scientific ways of thinking about
the river as an object might be missing
something important. The artist within the
story, on the other hand, presents the Mekong
as a subject, one who speaks in the firstperson in Chinese as we watch unusual,
surreal imagery.
Anocha Suwichakornpong
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE LINE BY ANOCHA SUWICHAKORNPONG (THAILAND)

Background
In presenting its human characters as persistently and ironically disconnected
from the natural world, even as they struggle to understand and express this
disconnection, “The Line” is a dreamlike attempt to break down the human
subject/natural object dichotomy in most modern thinking and a reminder that
souls may be among us, even in everyday kitchen appliances.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE LINE BY ANOCHA SUWICHAKORNPONG (THAILAND)

Questions for Discussion
1) As the film opens, we are watching a
piece of video art about the Mekong created by the artist, Tarika, who is perhaps
the main character of the story of “The
Line.” But we do not understand this until
we see Tarika and a gallery technician
watching that video. What was your initial
reaction to the video? Why? Do you
recognize the language spoken in it?
2) "The Line” often features actual vertical
lines that visually divide the screen. Where
do you see such lines in the film, and why
do you think the director chose to call
attention to them in this way?
3) In one scene in the gallery, Meena, Kim,
and Teera discuss something they’re seeing on Kim’s computer. What do you think
they are talking about? What does their
discussion reveal about the river or about
their relationship to the river?
4) How is the film within the film related to
animism?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE LINE BY ANOCHA SUWICHAKORNPONG (THAILAND)

Questions for Discussion
5) Tarika tells gallery visitors at one point
that her project addresses “object-oriented
ontology and animism.” Object-oriented
ontology might be described as a theory
that humans are not at the center of
everything — and that they don’t matter
any more than rocks or trees or toaster
ovens. How is this idea related to animism?
6) Suwichakornpong has pointed out that
scientific ways of understanding the river
(measuring rates of flow, counting species,
gauging depths over time) are not the only
way we might think about the Mekong —
that traditional, animist cultures have entirely different ways of assessing the health
of the river. How does she convey this idea
in “The Line"?
7) Throughout the film, a cartographer
appears along the river, but it is unclear
during what time period — it could be the
past, present, or maybe even the future.
Why does the filmmaker include these
scenes? What is this character's relationship to the art gallery and the river?
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE UNSEEN RIVER BY PHAM NGOC LAN (VIETNAM)

Background
According to the director, “The Unseen River” examines the metaphorical
connections between the Mekong River, time, and sleep. Rivers, he says, are
often figures for the flow of time. In this way, characters who journey
downstream and upstream are metaphors for people moving backward into
the past and forward into the future.

In this short film, Mrs. Nguyen travels upstream to visit her former place of work
(an old hydroelectric dam). Her journey can be understood as moving backward
through time — to an event in the past that shaped her subsequent life, just as
the dam blocked and redirected the river.

21

INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE UNSEEN RIVER BY PHAM NGOC LAN (VIETNAM)

Background
In the other story presented in the film, a young couple — Thuc and his girlfriend
— travel downstream, or to the future, in search of a cure for a present ailment
(insomnia). There, a monk tells Thuc that, “the worst thing about not being able
to sleep is not being able to dream.”

“And without dreams,” the director tells us, “it’s difficult to see the past and feel
the touch of the future.” 3

3

Pham Ngoc Lân, “Giòng Sông Không Nhìn Thấy I The Unseen River.” Phamngoclan.com. 27 August 2020.
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INDIVIDUAL SHORTS
THE UNSEEN RIVER BY PHAM NGOC LAN (VIETNAM)

Questions for Discussion
1) The monk claims that, “Dreams are the
only way for us to return to the past, or to
see the future.” What do Mrs. Nguyen and
the Monk dream about? Why is it important that Thuc should dream?
2) The theme of surrendering appears
throughout the short. Who is surrendering
to whom?
3) Mrs. Nguyen had given her lover a puppy
before they parted ways 30 years earlier. In
their conversation, he tells her that the dog
in the film is its descendant. Why does the
dog keep appearing? Does it represent
something?
4) Many years earlier, on the day of the
dam’s inauguration, Mrs. Nguyen learned
that her lover was leaving to study abroad.
What's the connection?
5) The monk suggests that Thuc try fishing
without a hook. Why would this help Thuc’s
insomnia?
Cutest supporting actor?
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COMPLETE ANTHOLOGY
Background
The anthology brings the audience through five different countries: Cambodia,
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam. While each film takes place in the year
2030 and incorporates the Mekong River, each story is unique.
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COMPLETE ANTHOLOGY
Questions for Discussion
1) How does each film address the past and
the future? What do you think the directors
are trying to express about these two
concepts? How does the river affect the past
and future?
2) Money plays a key part in the first three
films: “Soul River,” “The Che Brother,” and
“The Forgotten Voices of the Mekong.” How
do the characters perceive and discuss
money? What does money have to do with
the Mekong River?
3) “The Line” is the only story set in a
metropolitan area. How does the film differ
from the others as a result? How do the
character interactions with the river differ
from those we see in the other stories?
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COMPLETE ANTHOLOGY
Questions for Discussion
4) The young couples in “Soul River” and
“The Unseen River” have very different
problems. How do their problems reflect
their cultures, and their cultures’ general
understanding of the river?
5) “The Che Brother” and “The Forgotten
Voices of the Mekong” focus on family relationships. Is there a connection between
river and family? How might we express
that?
6) How does each story approach religion?
In what various ways does faith figure in
these films?
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