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Northeast Thailand (Isan) is the region with the highest rate of
liver fluke infestation, the resulting bile duct cancer, and
consequent deaths in the world. Existing research on
cholangiocarcinoma (bile duct cancer) frequently notes that
men are exposed to more risk than women because they eat
raw fish. Thai public health organizations have campaigned
against this preventable cause of death in the region for many
decades. However, raw fish consumption is still thriving among
men. But the sociocultural motives for men’s enduring
fondness for such foodways have never been seriously
interrogated. In order to understand the phenomenon, we
need to scrutinize male villagers’ culinary culture in the Isan
context. Drawing on ethnographic research in communities
around Ubonratna Dam and Phong River in Khon Kaen
Province from 2019 to 2021, this presentation aims to
demonstrate the way in which Isan masculinity is shaped by
foodways and capitalist transformation. The existing literature
presents the desired image of masculinity under the
dominance of capitalist production as that of a breadwinner
who supports the family and a reassuring figure in state-nation
building. This identity is risk-averse and reliable in the regime
of modernity and the market economy. This presentation
instead sees masculinity in the region as antagonistic toward
capitalist discipline and state-nation building. Masculinity in
raw fish foodways can be highlighted as recalcitrance to
capitalist production. It marks both relish and risky practices in
male homosocial relations. We might say that culinary
practices around raw fish consumption are a form of tacit
resistance to the industrial system of food as well as public
healthcare, which is seen as a component of that industrial
economy.


