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PREFACE 

This report has been commissioned by Sida (the Swedish International 
Development Cooperation Agency) as a background study for future 
Swedish development assistance to Cambodia. 

The focus of the report is on village life in rural Cambodia. It points out 
structural, institutional, social and economic issues which need to be ad
dressed by any agent of development active in the Cambodian country
side. The final chapter presents some strategic questions for development 
assistance. 

The report does not state any Sida position. The authors are entirely re
sponsible for the analysis and the recommendations. 

I hope that this study will give some additional insights for discussion on 
development issues in Cambodia. 

Klas Markensten 
Assistant Director General 
Asia Department 
Sida 





Introduction 

This report is the result of a study entitled "Assessment and analysis of 
present knowledge regarding social organization and power structures in 
rural Cambodia". The study was commissioned by Sida as part of the 
agency's planning of a country strategy for Swedish development assist
ance to Cambodia. The appointed study team consisted of J an Ovesen 
(anthropologist and team leader) and Joakim Ojendal (development 
studies). Sida accepted the offer from Ing-Britt Trankell (anthropologist) 
to join the team, since the study was related to the theme of her ongoing 
research project, sponsored by Uppsala University and the Swedish 
Council for Research in the Humanities and Social Sciences. 

The terms of reference stipulated the provision of systematic, 
synthesized information on structural and organizational features of local 
communities and relationships linking different levels of social inte
gration. The study was to be based mainly on the comprehensive review 
and analysis of all (1) existing written material related to the theme of 
study (academic literature and development reports and documents), 
supplemented by interviews with key persons actively engaged in devel
opment work in Cambodia. The study was to be carried out within a 
period of six weeks. The team was to visit Cambodia for three to four 
weeks and to time this visit to partly coincide with that of Sida's own 
mission in October 1995. 

Although the time allotted for the task was clearly insufficient - six 
months would have been more adequate - we decided to accept the as
signment. To our knowledge, this was the first time Sida had decided to 
consult independent academic anthropologists already during the policy 
planning phase of development assistance; we saw this as a very positive 
signal and we hope that eventual future initiatives of this kind from Sida 
will be formulated within a more realistic time frame. 

It should perhaps be emphasized that we have not seen it as our task 
to supply Sida with concrete advice on how to go about specific devel-



opment initiatives. This is the responsibility of Sida's own personnel and 
beyond our field of competence. 

Although our report is mainly based on literary sources, as anthro
pologists we deemed it important to have the opportunity also to gather 
primary data through visits to and conversations with ordinary village 
people. So, apart from brief visits to a number of rural communities, we 
spent a total of eight days in a village in Kompong Chhnang province. 
The field visit was arranged with the practical assistance from the 
research institute Cambodian Researchers for Development (CRD). We 
are grateful to its director, John Vijghen, for support and cooperation, 
and to Chi Sothy and Leng Bunlong for assistance and companionship in 
the field. 

However brief our field visit, compared to normal anthropological 
standards, it was invaluable for our attempt to view the situation from a 
'grassroots' perspective, i.e., to represent the situation in Cambodia from 
the point of view of the rural Khmer popUlation. The pertinence of the 
field visit is also related to the fact that very little anthropological field 
research has ever been done in Cambodia. The study carried out in 1959-
60 by May Ebihara (1968) is still the only existing full-length anthro
pological work on Khmer society. During the years 1970-93 it has been 
next to impossible to conduct anthropological field research on peasant 
life in rural Cambodia, I and research initiated after that period still 
awaits publication. 

The report is divided into three main parts. Part I is conceived as a 
macro-sociological account of rural Cambodia, to provide the general 
national context. Part Il is also fairly general and is an attempt to satisfy 
Sida's demand for synthesized anthropological information on the basis 
of a variety of literature sources. There is a certain emphasis on hist
orical events and processes which we feel warranted, since the con
temporary situation in and of Cambodia is to an unusually high degree 
shaped by the country's ancient, colonial and recent history. In Part III 
we shift the perspective to the local level. Implicitly or explicitly, our 
main focus is the village we had occasion to visit, but we have tried to 

1 This does not mean that no anthropological work whatsoever has been done on the 
Khmer in that period. Judy Ledgerwood's work (1992) in three communities in the 
vicinity of Phnom Penh is the most notable exception. Lindsay French's study (1994) in 
a refugee camp on the Thai border is another valuable recent contribution. In addition, 
significant anthropological research has been done with Khmers in exile in Europe and 
America (e.g. Ang 1982, 1986; Smith 1989; Ebihara, Mortland & Ledgcrwood 1994). 
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take comparative data into account as well. It goes without saying that the 
information (particularly) in this part is in many respects rather rudi
mentary. Part IV is an attempt to open up a discussion of the potential 
relevance of our findings and interpretations from the point of view of 
development policy planning, as well as of the role and possibilities of 
development efforts from the point of view of rural Khmer society. The 
bibliography includes works directly cited or referred to in the text as 
well as other works that we have had occasion to consult in the course of 
the study. 

Our terms of reference suggested, among other things, that we identify 
significant gaps in the present knowledge of rural Cambodia and pro
posed ways of filling these gaps. The text as a whole should be sufficient 
testimony to the rather rudimentary nature of the existing information 
about the daily life of ordinary people in the countryside. We need to 
know more about almost every aspect of rural life, and the best way we 
can think of to contribute to such knowledge is to instigate a number of 
anthropological field studies in different parts of the country, all aimed, 
among other things, at elucidating relations of patronage on village as 
well as inter-village and provincial levels, the nature of people's 
identification with their local community and their culturally shaped 
sense of loyalty towards it, and the sociological role of the cult of the 
guardian spirits. These are factors, the knowledge about which may be 
crucial for the eventual success of future development efforts. And these 
are areas in which our present knowledge is extremely scanty. 

Common to the countries of the former French Indochina has been 
a considerable interest from Orientalist scholars (primarily from the 
fields of linguistics, archaeology, art history and history of religions). 
And common to almost all these scholarly efforts has been a remarkable 
lack of sociological sensitivity and/or interest in relating the data to social 
theory. As mentioned, virtually the only sociologically informed study of 
rural Cambodia is that by Ebihara, carried out 35 years ago. Invaluable 
as it still is, it necessarily reflects the state of American anthropology at 
that period and is thus not fully adequate for addressing all of the press
ing academic and practical questions on the contemporary agenda. 

A tentative and incomplete first draft of the report was submitted to Sida 
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in early December 1995. On the basis of that draft we received useful 
comments and suggestions; grateful acknowledgement is made to the fol
lowing commentators: Hans AntlOv (University of Gothenburg), Kristina 
Bohman (Sida), Anne Dykstra (UNICEF), Samuel Egero (Sida), David 
Roberts (Staffordshire University), Laura Summers (University of Hull), 
Paula Uimonen (UNRISD), Michael Vickery (Universiti Sains Malaysia) , 
John Vijghen (CRD), and an anonymous reviewer from UNPDI 
CARERE. The responsibility for not having incorporated all the points 
made by these reviewers (and thereby mUltiplying possible contradictions 
in the text), as well as for any other omissions and shortcomings, rests 
solely with the authors. 
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PART I: RURAL CAMBODIA TODAY 

The Population and its Living Conditions 

In this first section, we try to give a broad sodo-economic overview of 
rural Cambodia, in order to give the setting in which people live and 
work. 

Demography 
Statistical information on Cambodian demography is rather incomplete. 
The last census was made in 1962.2 This was reportedly a proper head
count census, but even so, its results could be called into question because 
of the limited capability and outreach of the administration. Demography 
is - or perhaps was - politically sensitive since a proper census was/is one 
of the few reliable measures of how many lives that were lost during Pol 
Pot times. 3 With regard to the male/female ratios, very high figures 
were initially given for the female dominance. These have been scaled 
down and are now estimated at just under 60%. The most recent nation
wide estimate - and the most authoritative so far - gives the surprisingly 
low figure of 54-46 in female favour and only slightly higher in rural 
than in urban areas (UNFPA 1995).4 

2 A census, taken with assistance from Vietnamese personnel in 1981, is somewhat 
unreliable. In some areas, everyone was counted, in others only Khmers and not ethnic 
minorities. N evcrtheless, this census formed the basis of UNT AC' s registration of 
voters (David Roberts, pers. comm.). 

3 In connection with the registration process prior to the May 1993 election, one of the 
authors of this report witnessed first-hand how official statistics generally ranged 10% 
below the actual figures in an number of communes. This discrepancy could either be 
due to deliberate manipulation or result from time lag or negligence. 

4 The SESC (Socio-Economic Survey of Cambodia) 1993/94 is the first survey of its 
kind made in the country. It is based on 5,000 questionnaires distributed in 15 of the 21 
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The total population is probably a little more than to million 
(UNFPA 1995). (For a discussion on this subject see UNDP 1994, Annex 
11). The population growth is very high. The net growth rate to is est
imated to be between 2.5% and 3% (UNDP 1994), 44% of the population 
is below fifteen years of age, and 48% is in a dependent age group (i.e. 
belong to the group below 15 or that above 65) (SESC 1993/94). The 
quick shift of the majority of Cambodians into a new generation must be 
taken into consideration when discussing legacies of the Pol Pot era,s 
and the violence connected to this. 

With an average of some 55 inhabitants per square kilometer, 
Cambodia is comparatively sparsely populated in the regional context; to 
compare with its two important neighbours, Vietnam has an average 
density of close to 200, and Thailand 120. The country is unevenly pop
ulated, however. Seven provinces plus Phnom Penh, in a belt from the 
northwest to the southeast, contain some 60% of the population but cover 
only 25% of the country's surface area. In some areas the population 
density reaches close to 200 persons per square kilometer (e.g, Takeo and 
Prey Veng), On the other hand, the outlying provinces in the northeast 
(Stung Treng, Rattanakiri and Mondulkiri), the north (Preah Vihear) and 
the southwest (Koh Kong and to some extent Pursat) are extremely 
sparsely populated, ranging around 5-10 persons per square !dlometer. 

In the district of Kompong Chhnang province where we conducted 
our field study, the district authorities gave the following population fig
ures: Of a total of 63,400 persons, 54 % were females. The average fam
ily size was 5.2. In the commune, the corresponding figures were 55% 
females and an average family size of 4.3. In the village the figures were 
similar: 54% females and an average family size of 4.7. These figures 
tally in general with the national average given by UNFP A, but nation
wide variations among the provinces and districts are certain to be con
siderable, depending upon how military events and the general social up
heaval during the 1970s and 80s affected the various parts of the country. 
While our area had not been badly hit by the war over the last ten years 
(attacked only C!) twice), violent large scale conflict had started already 
before 1970 due to the large military camps that were established in the 

provinces on four different occasions. 

5 We use the name Pol Pot, in accordance with popular Khmer usage (cf. Thion 
1993: 1 RI), not primarily for the man himself, but in a more general sense as a shorthand 
for the perpetrators of the regime of 1975-79 and for the political era which is now 
known as the 'Khmer Rouge', or, officially, Democratic Kampuchea (DK). 
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area. The area was severely hit under Pol Pot, and several villages seem 
to have been totally dismantled and to have served as 'parking grounds' 
for evacuees from Phnom Penh. Overall the district has probably had its 
share of conflicts generating demographic imbalances. No statistics are 
kept on local level of the frequency of widow households. An estimate by 
Vijghen (1991) gives the figure 61, which means almost 30% of all 
households. This is not far from the national average, estimated at 30-
35% (Azad 1994). 

The Ethnic Situation 
Compared to other post-colonial nations, Cambodia shows a relatively 
high degree of ethnic homogeneity. More than 90% of the popUlation are 
ethnic Khmer (Curtis 1989:8). 

The indigenous minorities, who account for no more than 3%, are 
divided into a comparatively large number (allegedly about 30, according 
to Curtis' sources) of mostly very small ethnic groups; only a handful 
number more than 10,000. Common to those groups is that they are 
tribally organized and traditionally subsist on swidden cultivation in the 
hills. Most speak languages belonging to the Man-Khmer family, while 
some are Austronesian (Malayo-Polynesian) speakers. The greatest num
ber of hill tribes (who are collectively referred to as Phnong by the 
Khmer) are found in the mountainous parts of the northern and eastern 
provinces (Siem Reap, Preah Vihear, Stung Treng, Rattanakiri, and 
Mondulkiri). The numerically largest of these are the Stieng and the Brao 
(or Brou); others include the Pear, the Jarai, and the Rhade. The ethno
graphic information on all these groups is extremely scanty; even the 
standard (but now rather dated) work by LeBar et al. (1964) is com
paratively weak on Cambodian minority groups, and very few recent 
studies exist (one is Matras-Troubetzkoy 1974). The recent sales to 
foreign companies of logging concessions in the eastern provinces imply 
a threat not only to the Cambodian ecosystem, but also to the cultural 
survival of the minority hill tribes; this makes both environmentally 
responsible action and academic anthropological research a matter of 
great urgency. Several of the groups also live on the Vietnamese side of 
the border, where their situation has been problematic for some time, 
due to Kinh (ethnic Vietnamese) colonization (Evans 1992; for important 
collections of (ethno )historical information, see Hickey 1982a, 1982b, 
1993). Other indigenous minorities are (or were) found in the 
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Cardamom and Elephant Mountains in the southwest. Most of these 
groups (such as the Kuoy and the Chong) are now heavily Khmerisized 
and hardly distinguishable as separate ethnic groups. 

A more sizable and socially important minority is the Cham. They 
are ultimately descendants of the inhabitants of the ancient Champa 
empire in present-day southern Vietnam. Champ a was originally a Hindu 
empire - like Angkor, which had temporarily annexed parts of Champa 
during the 12th and 13th Centuries - but by the 15th Century most had 
become Muslims. When Champa was defeated by the Vietnamese in 1471, 
a large number of Chams, mostly of the Muslim segment of the society, 
fled into Cambodia. The Cham of today are Muslims; the majority have 
not retained their original Austronesian language, however, but speak 
Khmer. They are mainly wet-rice farmers, but tend towards a more 
diversified cultivation, with vegetables and cash-crops, than the Khmer. 
They are assumed to number about 200,000, most of whom live in the 
central provinces north and east of Phnom Penh. The Cham suffered 
disproportionately under Pol Pot. According to Kiernan (1990:64-65), 
more than one third of the Chams were murdered (compared to about 
15% of the population as a whole), and they were especially persecuted, 
Kiernan says, because of their religion and because of their ethnicity.6 
Today the relation between the Cham and the Khmer seems to be 
friendly. The village in Kompong Chhnang where we worked had a 
Cham village as its neighbour, and we had occasion to talk to a few of the 
Chams. Our impression was that there was a far greater sense of 
solidarity and village community among the Cham compared to the 
Khmer. This may be due to both a socio-cultural tradition in general and 
to the difference in religion in particular (after all, Muhammad was 
much more sociologically minded than Siddhartha Gautama). Although 
the Ch am village had a formally appointed village leader, the real 
influence lay with the religious leaders, the hakkam (equivalent to the 
Khmer achaa). These have at least a modicum of theological learning, 
and the one we talked to even had both a modern copy of the Koran and a 
small collection of old Muslim books, handwritten with alternate use of 
Arabic and the old (Indian-derived) Cham script. The Khmer see the 
Cham as proud and self-assertive, but also as honourable, just, and 
helpful. In our area, the Cham had taken on the task of being butchers, 

6 Thion (1993:170-71), however, argues against ethnicity being a cause of their per
secution (cf. Summers 1981). 
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A hakkam, Cham religious leader. 

thus easing the Buddhist conscience of their Khmer neighbours. Despite 
the atrocities the Cham suffered under Pol Pot, they were in our area the 
only people who ventured into the forest, where they engaged in logging 
on a modest scale and for local purposes only. It was intimated that they 
had a working understanding with the alleged bands of Khmer Rouge of 
not getting in each other's way. To our knowledge, no anthropological 
study has ever been done of Cham culture and society; an older source is 
Aymonier (1891), and recently, Scupin (1995) has provided a historical 
overview. 
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A Chinese population element has been present in Cambodia for a 
long time. Traditionally, the Chinese - who were barred from owning or 
cultivating rice land - have formed the backbone of the merchant sector 
of the country, being located primarily in the towns and cities. Those 
relatively few Chinese who wanted to engage in agriculture have been, 
and are, chamkar cultivators (see below). The Chinese have to a large 
extent been assimilated into Khmer society. It is sometimes said that if a 
man starts becoming a trader, he turns into a Chinese. This comment has 
a double meaning. It indicates the traditional occupational niche of the 
ethnic Chinese, and it highlights the degree to which the Chinese are 
assimilated: Only by choosing the prescribed occupation does one 'come 
out' and reveal one's 'real' ethnicity as 'Chinese'. The 'Chinese' are still, 
however, keeping up their traditional role in Cambodian society, and this 
is reinforced by the considerable inflow of 'Chinese' capital from places 
like Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong. 

The Vietnamese occupy a special position among the ethnic 
minorities in Cambodia, firstly because they for historical reasons are 
seen as a threat to the fragile Khmer national autonomy, secondly because 
they seem to be almost universally despised by the Khmer educated 
elite,7 and thirdly (and this is directly or indirectly related to the first 
two points) because the legal status of ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia is 
controversial; it is as yet unresolved whether they may count as Cam
bodian citizens or should be treated as foreign nationals (Amer 1994: 
222-28). There has long been a considerable presence of Vietnamese in 
Cambodia. The French tended to favour Vietnamese for official and 
domestic appointments (Martin 1994:83) and French military forces had 
used Vietnamese auxiliaries to fight Khmer uprisings (Kiernan 1982a: 1). 
In 1970, the Vietnamese in Cambodia numbered about 450,000, but 
thanks to the official discrimination by the Lon Nol regime, they were 
reduced to about 200,000 in only one year. The Pol Pot years brought 
the next disaster for them; another 170,000 left for Vietnam after 1975. 
"These two exodus, involving approximately 420,000 refugees, left be
hind some 30,000 ethnic Vietnamese in Cambodia, many of whom died 
of starvation, disease or executions between 1975 and 1978" (Arner 1994: 

7 This second point does not necessarily follow from the first. The Thai have 
historically had expansionist designs on Cambodia similar to those of Vietnam, but they 
are not detested by the Khmer, either as a people or as a nation; see also Amer (1994: 
229) on this point. 

10 



218). During the People's Republic of Kampuchea, a significant number 
of Vietnamese immigrated (or returned), but after 1989, manifestations 
of anti-Vietnamese sentiments resurged. Despite international political 
presence and pressure, sporadic armed attacks on ethnic Vietnamese, 
involving both killings and destruction of property, have taken place 
regularly between 1992 and 1994 (ibid.:223-27). As Amer points out, 
these attacks, although they are performed by ordinary people, are not 
necessarily responses to social or economic pressures in the countryside 
but mainly inspired by the propaganda from the elite (ibid.:230). This 
situation still constitutes a problem for Cambodia in terms of democracy 
and human rights, and given the persisting and unwavering vehemence 
with which educated Khmer express their feelings for the Vietnamese we 
cannot, unfortunately, share Amer's hope of solving the problem by con
vincing the Khmer intellectuals and politicians that it is better to speak 
nicely about the Vietnamese (ibid.: 232). The concern in government and 
administrative circles about the encroachment of individual Vietnamese 
into Cambodian territory was expressed as late as at the time of writing 
(Phnom Penh Post, 26.1.96). At the same time, there seems to be a ten
dency among many Vietnamese in Cambodia towards conscious ethnic 
redefinition as Khmer, or at least Cambodians (ibid.). 

The National Economy 
At the time of independence, the prospects of economic development for 
Cambodia were fairly promising. In the 1960s, the country had the 
highest surplus of rice per capita in the region (with about 2.5 million 
hectares under CUltivation). The balance of trade was satisfactory; foreign 
exchange derived from export of agricultural surplus in the form of rice, 
fish, and rubber (Summers 1995b:185). The civil war of 1970-75 and the 
Pol Pot regime (1975-78) thoroughly reversed this trend, and the ensuing 
Vietnam-backed PRK regime saw its efforts to reorganize agricultural 
production hampered by guerilla opposition as well as by embargoes on 
aid, trade, and investment by the international community, with the 
exception of the Soviet bloc (ibid.:4). Sweden was one of the very few 
Western countries to provide emergency relief aid inside Cambodia 
during the 1980s (Bernander et al. 1995). In the 1990s, this situation has 
changed radically. In the national budget for 1994, 48% of the total ex
penditure was to be covered by international assistance (Summers 1995b: 
188). 
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When the economic reform started in 1989, the situation was one 
of relative socio-economic equality (people were generally equally poor), 
but since then the socio-economic differences have steadily accelerated, 
both between urban and rural areas and between different segments of 
the latter. As for the urban-rural differences, for example, the average 
monthly income was more than four times higher in Phnom Penh than in 
the rural areas in 1994. 'The expenditure on education and cultural 
services was twice as high in Phnom Penh as in the countryside. The 
same tendency was found with respect to the number of years of 
schooling. Electricity was used by 67% of the inhabitants of the capital, 
but only by 3% of the rural population. The category 'other urban areas' 
scores somewhere in between 'Phnom Penh' and 'rural areas' (UNFPA 
1995). 

In 1993, agricultural production accounted for 48% of the GDP 
and employed 85% of the labour force (IBRD 1994: 1 Off). The industrial 
sector contributed a modest 17% of the GDP, and no significant increase 
in this proportion is envisaged in the foreseeable future. There are few 
alternatives to agriculture as the leading sector in the economy, and there 
is no doubt that the development of the rural areas is the key to a long 
term sustainable development of the country as a whole. The necessity of 
developing the rural areas has been echoed by most plans for devel
opment concerning Cambodia over the last three years (e.g. IBRD 1994; 
Bernander et al. 1995; Ronnas 1995), including the national plan for re
habilitation and development (1994; 1995). In spite of this, the pattern of 
heavy concentration of economic growth around the Phnom Penh area 
has not been broken. 

Economic growth in Cambodia has always had a tendency to re
volve around Phnom Penh. The last years' unbalanced growth, siphoned 
by the UNTAC intervention and subsequent international influx of 
capital, goods and people, is thus a continuation, as well as an amplifi
cation of this trend. UNICEF has long been active in rural development, 
and with the current efforts by the UNDP/CARERE program, the EU 
and the Asian Development Bank, there is hope for a more balanced 
economic development in the country. 

The Village in the Provincial Administration 
On seizing power in 1979 the PRK administration quickly reorganized 
the administrative structure. This structure is largely intact in major 
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parts of Cambodia. It rests on a hierarchy consisting of the following 
levels: Central-Provincial (khet); district (srok); commune (khum); 
village (phum); group (krom). Apart from the (now defunct) level of 
the 'group', this system already existed prior to Pol Pot; it was instituted 
under the influence of French administrative practices (Ebihara 1968: 
509-11). The province is for most Cambodians the focal center of power, 
the district can be described as the lowest executive level, the commune is 
the lowest responsible level, the village chief is the last point of contact, 
while the groups as an administrative level do not exist anymore. This 
chain of command is fairly strictly adhered to and it is quite rare that a 
level is bypassed. 

The provincial level is to a large extent a reflection of the central 
level with courts, line ministries and so on. Each province is headed by a 
governor who is, and has been throughout the 1980s, appointed by the 
central government in Phnom Penh. This system is still in place although 
after the 1993 election, the 21 provinces are governed almost according 

to the election result.s Before 1994 the provinces retained a high degree 
of economic autonomy. With the reform of 1994 all incomes are to be 
transferred to the Ministry of Finance in Phnom Penh for central 
allocation. Onc common complaint is that the provinces get less back and 
that services thus are declining in the provinces. Another is that the mil
itary has customarily supported itself with substantial logging in the 
provinces. 

The strength of the governor's office varies. It depends on the per
son in charge and on his local power base. It is safe to conclude that it is 
easier for the CPP governors to exercise real power due to their superior 
local base. The size and popUlation of provinces vary greatly with the 
highest being Kompong Cham with approximately 1.4 million inhabitants 
to Mondulkiri with just some 20,000. In Kompong Chhnang it is ap
proximately 330,000 which is just below average. 

The district level is the most important level for local admin
istration. Districts do not have the resources to run line ministries as the 
provinces do, but certain persons tend to be responsible for certain areas, 
sometimes arranged in various departments. In district we visited, for 
instance, the Deputy District Chief was responsible for rural devel
opment. Al together 31 persons worked at the office of the district we 

8 The CPP has received slightly more than what they were entitled to according to the 
election results. 
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visited in Kompong Chhnang. The district office keeps statistics, is res
ponsible for security on local level as well as for socio-economic devel
opment. In reality high priority has been given to the security aspect for 
many districts in the rural areas, and development efforts have had 
second priority (of course these two areas are commonly intertwined). 
The security on the countryside seems to become slowly better (with a 
number of important exceptions, notably in Battambang and Prea Vihear 
Provinces), so there is a potential for the district offices to switch their 
focus towards developmental concerns. The District offices meet regular
ly with the provincial authorities and with the commune offices; some
times they meet directly with the village chiefs. The district office also 
supervises the sensitive question of land distribution and administers the 
titling process (the actual titling is done in Phnom Penh). In 'our' district, 
the deputy district chief claimed that 40% of all applications were already 
titled properly, and that the process would be completed by the end of 

1996.9 The authorities like to view realities as if everybody who has a 
legitimate claim on land will have applied for this land. Initially, dead
lines were set on applications for titles. This was subsequently reversed 
(Frings 1994). The villagers apply a different logic. Since one has to pay 
for getting the plot measured, it is suhject to a very careful strategic con
sideration which land one claims. One important but poor villager put it 
quite clearly: "I have claimed my rice land and properly received a title, 
but I have not bothered about the house plot since [getting a title for] it 
costs a lot of money. I have lived here for a long time so nobody will try 
to take this away from me. I bought a fence instead". 

The commune office is next in this 'chain of command'. This is the 
last level which has an office building and a formalised organisation. This 
is also the level which involves quite a lot in day-to-day affairs of the 
villagers and therefore also draws a lot of discontent. Projects like irri
gation schemes and road building are likely to involve the commune 
office. The commune office is officially responsible for the statistics on 
village level and for keeping up the local security via the local militia. 
The administration is currently going through a number of changes. In 
'our' commune, the office was restructured from ten employees a few 
years ago to five in 1995. Three of them were assigned broad respon
sibilities such as security, economy, and religion and culture. 

9 This is far above the national average, but could be explained partly by the relative 
proximity to Phnom Penh. 
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Socio-Economic Conditions in the Countryside 
Traditionally Cambodian society comprised three classes (or levels of 
stratification), namely the royalty, the officials and the peasants, the latter 
of course being the vast majority (and subject to further subdivision, as 
shown below). It was virtually unthinkable to climb up the social ladder. 
Heavy taxation and the fact that there were hardly any means of 
accumulating wealth for the peasants cemented the stratified system 
(Thion 1993:96f). Most peasants were (and still are) subsistence rice 
farmers, very few were traders or craftsmen (Kiernan 1982a:33). Few 
people ever travelled outside their home area. The social structure was 
rigid, but on the other hand land has historically been abundant in 
Cambodia, so when social or economic pressure grew too strong the 
peasants were able to escape the strictures and go and clear new land in 
the wilderness (Thion 1993:215). Thion has suggested that although the 
Cambodian systemic hierarchy is highly evident in political behaviour 
and linguistic usage, it may have been "much less operative than is 
usually believed" (1993:92). This may be ascribed to the "lack of inter
mediary social groups which could relate the nuclear family to the 
national community as a whole. A loosely structured village community, 
drawn together by the wat, was not a strongly binding tie among the 
villagers" (ibid.). Thus, we have a situation in which, "once a person had 
fulfilled his obligations to the State - through tax or corvee - there was 
little constraint on his activities. It is thus likely that a paradoxical 
situation of great anarchic individual freedom prevailed in a society in 
which there was no formal freedom at all" (ibid.:98). 

Even though the late 1950s and early 1960s saw the beginnings of 
some modernization, this was predominantly an urban phenomenon, and 
the rural areas remained, with a few exceptions, basically unchanged. 
The district in which we worked in Kompong Chhnang is relatively close 
to Phnom Penh (one hour by car), but still the district is traditionally 
rural in outlook. The National Road No 5 passes on one side of the 
village with intensive traffic of new cars and fully loaded trucks, but in 
spite of this traders in the little village market claim that business is much 
the same as before and that the increased traffic on the road has not made 
much change. Not many villagers have errands of any kind to Phnom 
Penh, and the products sold to the Phnom Penh market are generally 
picked up by middle-men from the capital. Life in Phnom Penh is gene-
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rally viewed as undesirable or even untenable - how can people live if 
they cannot grow rice? Very few people from the village were said to 
have moved to urban areas. 

In the countryside oxcarts are the main means of transportation for 
agricultural produce. 

Indebtedness and usury have long been recognized as major problems for 
Cambodia's peasants. With a recurrent annual food shortage in 'the 
hungry months' before the harvest (August to November) as the normal 
state of affairs, most peasants are obliged to borrow either rice or money 
to see them through this period, and as the monthly interest rate is in the 
range of 10-20% the peasantry are prone to chronic indebtedness 
(Kiernan 1982a:7 -10). Delvert (1961: 519) cites an official nationwide es
timate for 1952 that 75% of the peasants were in debt, while he himself 
nuanced this opinion and found that in various parts of the country in
debtedness among the peasants varied between zero and 70%. Ebihara 
found that her village was not an area of severe indebtedness, but still 
most peasants had to borrow money in the lean months, and pay back 
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after harvest (Ebihara 1968:328-35). Even when not incurring regular 
debts on loans, most peasants would have to purchase on credit at some 
stage during the year. Traditionally, moneylenders were usually Chinese 
shopkeepers or traders who, though officially barred from owning land, 
were not prevented from exerting control over the Khmer peasants by 
lending money or offering credit. In the comparatively rare cases that a 
peasant family was unable to pay back its loans, the moneylender might 
demand to be paid with the labour of one of the family members, 
typically a young girl who had to work as domestic servant (Delvert 
1961:520). 

Cambodian socialist inclined scholars (e.g. Hou 1982) divided the 
traditional rural popUlation into five different strata (or social classes). 
The 'landlords' were few but influential and derived their income from 
the work of others; their land holdings were 10-50 hectares.1° 'Rich 
peasants' normally owned and tilled their own land (some 10 hectares); 
they sometimes rented out part of their land, or rented additional land 
for themselves. They were owners draught animals and could afford 
good agricultural equipment. 'Middle peasants' normally cultivated 5-10 
hectares of land of which they often rented a substantial part from 'rich 
peasants' or 'landlords'. 'Poor peasants' had small or very small land 
holdings, occasionally less than one hectare. They often used poor equip
ment and normally lacked draught animals. 'Agricultural workers' were 
landless and lived from working on other people's fields or from other 
more temporary occupations. According to Hou (1982:83), in the 1950s 
'middle peasants' comprised about one third of the country's rural 
population, while 'poor peasants' and 'agricultural workers' together 
account for just over 50%. While the class terminology may seem 
outdated, one may recognize these general categories in the contem
porary Cambodian countryside. On the basis of her work in a village in 
the late 1950s, May Ebihara (1990:20) presented a division of the 
peasantry into the following indigenous categories: Neak min, 'people 
who have' much paddy land, a fine house, nice clothes, good food, etc.; 
neak kues6m, 'people with enough', i.e. who have enough paddy fields 
and are comfortably well-off the whole year; neak kr66, 'poor folk' 

10 This is an analysis of the Cambodian peasantry in the 1950s and 60s. Such large 
holdings would be difficult to find today in the rural areas. There are signs, however, 
that larger holdings are reappearing, and close to the towns it is not unusual that 
politicians and military officers have large holdings, perhaps more often referred to as 
estates. 
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with less than one hectare of paddy land who usually have food problems 
by the end of the agricultural year; and neak toal, 'poorer than poor' 
people who lead a hand-to-mouth existence. 

Subsistence and Environment 

Land Tenure 
It has sometimes been stated that in Cambodia all land was privately 
owned prior to 1975 (Davenport et al. 1995: 63). This is, however, not a 
proper apprehension of the complex historical conditions before 1975. 
Traditionally, the territory and the land belonged to the king who was 
considered as the deva-raja, the god-king who mediated between the 
humans of this world and otherworldly divine beings for the symbolic 
protection and well-being of the kingdom. It is also known that the king 
owned vast estates and that these were worked for him by slaves and 
peasants by corvee labour. The nobles who were important with regard 
to political power probably also had big estates. The greater part of the 
population, although subject to corvee labour, is believed to have tilled 
the land, considered as their own by usufruct right, which had to be 
recognized locally by common consensus. Cultivation thus entailed a 
sense of ownership, and cessation of cultivation could after several years 
result in the disqualification of usufruct rights. As opposed to the 
situation in Vietnam, the communal institutions were weak in Cambodia. 
Villages centered around the wat and the officials of the srok (district) 
who were once probably elected by the nobles as intermediary between 
them and the villagers (Thion 1993:25-26). 

During the colonial era the French made several unsuccessful ef
forts to bring about a coherent landholding system based on French land 
law and tax system and on European concepts of private property. The 
intention was mainly to transfer land to new settlers and to new 
enterprises as part of the colonial mission (Thion 1993:29) in accordance 
to the doctrine of mise en valeur (cf. Salemink 1991). The French 
colonial regulations regarding ownership to land, however, remained 
ineffective for a long time for various reasons, among which one has 
been attributed to the vague construction of the traditional Cambodian 
administrative system. It also seems that land had a very low market 
value and that the incentives to invest in land remained low, which has 
been related to other circumstances, for instance the high rate of interest 
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for gold and values other than land itself. This situation basically 
persisted through the colonial era. "The abolition of the feudal regime, 
the law which the colonial authorities passed early preventing the Chinese 
(the wealthy class) from acquiring land, the low level of development of 
local capitalism, which was as much French as it was indigenous, all 
contributed [ ... J to the maintenance of very low market values for land 
and to the prevention of private land accumulation" (Thion 1993:41). 
Figures from 1930 indicate that about 88% of the farming households 
cultivated between 1 and 5 ha of land. In 1962, the situation still re
mained very much the same, with 84 % of farming households working 
plots between 1 and 5 ha, but with the important reservation that a 
greater part was now working the land as sharecroppers or tenants in the 
poor regions (UNDP 1994, Annex 12:2). 

In response to the disastrous situation in the countryside after the 
collapse of the Pol Pot regime in 1979, the Vietnam-backed PRK gov
ernment initiated an even distribution of land among the individual 
peasants. The distribution did not entail individual ownership, as the 
government declared all land state property (Vickery 1986:137-38). The 
government instigated measures towards the collectivization of agri
cultural land (though not systematically of other means of production) 
through the policy of establishing 'solidarity groups' (krom samakki), 
groups of 15-25 families who farmed the land collectively and shared the 
fruits of their labour equitably among themselves (Vickery 1986: 137-39; 
Frings 1993). The creation of 'solidarity groups' was "not only aimed at 
organizing the people in order to increase production, but also at in
doctrinating them to serve the political objectives of the Government and 
to fight its enemies" (Frings 1994:49). Nevertheless, "the krom samakki 
system was particularly important in providing for the welfare of dis
advantaged groups, including widows, the old and disabled, and the 
poorest farmers with neither draught animals nor implements" (Ratner 
1995: 11), and one can only regret that "for circumstantial as well as 
cultural reasons, the measures which were talcen to impose [even] this low 
level of collectivization in the Cambodian countryside remained largely 
ineffective" (Frings 1994:49). 

Following the failure of the collectivization of land, privatization 
was begun in 1986, and it was finalized in 1989 when individual pos
session was made possible. Following the passing of the 1992 land law, 
land is currently being titled to peasants throughout Cambodia. It is a 
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slow process where the rules of the game are not very well established. 
The guiding principle is that the amount of land that was distributed in 
1979-80 is now available to claims of private entitling, irrespective of 
whether the family size has changed in the meantime. While differing 
somewhat from district to district, and from commune to commune, it 
seems that people had normally received between 0.1 and 0.2 hectare per 
family member, which translates into an average of 0.5-2 hectares per 
family. The stronger the district office is, the better this system seems to 
have worked. Far away from the center, arguments invoking customary 
land holdings may be more difficult for the authorities to resist. In many 
areas, conflict over land has erupted. A large number of complaints that 
reached the UNTAC center recording human rights violations were 
conflicts over land (Greve 1993:59-63). Not surprisingly, an element of 
negotiation/corruption over land has appeared in the distribution process. 
Land was - according to the law of the PRK system - state property, and 
this idea still lingers. So, every time a title is recognized, it is felt that 
'the State' gives away property. In many local situations the district (or 
commune, or village) office (and thus the people working there) are the 
state, and the weak separation between state and party in the PRK system 
often makes local authorities unwilling to give away titles; alternatively 
they are responsive to bribes, threats or other pressures. As the district 
officials are also poor, an added insecurity may be envisaged as a result 
of the profound changes in the system. Villagers often complain about 
their lack of land and the alleged corruption in the administration. It 
should be noted that there are legitimate ways of withholding land by the 
district authorities as well. For example, the district may keep some land 
for renting out (or rather, for sharecropping) from which they can 
derive rice for the soldiers at the frontier. Another example is land that 
is kept for 'development purposes', which may, or may not, be a for
tunate disposition on the part of the authorities. 

Even a title is not necessarily a guarantee for the secure access to 
land. A lot of 'selling' of land occurs, e.g. one person claims to be the 
rightful owner of the land and sells it to another person, and this new 
person may encounter problems in his claim to the legal right to the land. 
This typically happens when the principles of traditional and de jure land 
rights collide. Returnees often encounter problems of gaining access to 
land (Ratner 1995: 12), and those who have obtained land as a result of 
UN intervention often have difficulties hanging on to it (Bernander et al. 
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1995:104). Often, to engage in petty trade is the only, or at least the most 
obvious option open to returnees. 

Whether the privatization of land will prove beneficial to rural 
development in Cambodia remains to be seen. Ratner (1995:13-14) 
quotes several development workers to the effect that with privatization 
the farmers take a greater interest in working their land and are more 
willing to invest in it. On the other hand, he also states that "while the 
long term effect of land privatization on rural equity is not yet clear, 
many observers agree that the change is potentially quite detrimental in 
the short and medium term" (1995:11), and quotes Frings (1993) to the 
effect that after decollectivization "inequalities became larger, abuses 
more frequent, and the disadvantaged people were left without anything 
to replace the social security provided by the krom samakki" (ibid.). 

The rural areas of Cambodia are now exhibiting a number of worrying 
features which have been less pronounced in earlier periods: Land con
centration is small, but indebtedness is high. There is a wide discrepancy 
between the price of rice for the producers and for the end-consumers on 
the national market (Kalyanna & Ros 1993). The rural proletariat is 
growing; and the class of peasants that is only just able support itself in 
good years, but falls into debt or lose their land in bad years (which are 
regularly occurring in Cambodia due to rudimentary water control and 
unreliable rainfall) is similarly increasing in numbers. A new element is 
also the relative limited availability of land; in most part of Cambodia 
today, it is not possible anymore to venture into the forest to break new 
land because of the both real and imagined dangers of mines and groups 
of Khmer Rouge soldiers or (ordinary) bandits. 

Agriculture 
Considering that the central plain constitutes 75% of Cambodia's surface, 
and that about 80% of the population still work in the agrarian sector, it 
may be surprising to learn that less than 20% of the total land area of the 
country is cultivated. (UNDP 1994, Annex 2: 1 mentions estimates 
varying between 11% and 22% and suggests about 15%) In general 
terms, moreover, the land is not very fertile. "Dans l' ensemble les sols du 
Cambodge sont pauvres, acides, et depourvus d'humus donc de faible 
valeur" (Tichit 1981:11). Four major agro-ecological systems may be 
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distinguished allowing for great internal and regional diversity with 
regard to soil, irrigation, planting seasons and rice varieties, among other 
things. These consist of 1) the inundated plains around the Tonle Sap lake 
and in the Delta; 2) the alluvial plain; 3) the river banks and levees along 
the Mekong and Bassac; 4) the marshland and lakes behind the levees 
(UNDP 1994, Annex 2:3-4). 

Cambodia is only now approaching the same level of agricultural 
productivity as before 1970. At that period, approximately 2.5 million 
hectares were cultivated, while the latest official figures claims ].9 
million hectares for 1992 with a production of about 2.2 million tons of 
paddy (IBRD 1994:186). This is approximately 10% below self
sufficiency, but with the high population growth, difficulties in in
creasing the area under cultivation, and a constantly unreliable rainfall, 
self-sufficiency is not easily achieved. Within five years, and with the 
present rate population growth, the level for self-sufficiency will have 

reached 2.7 million tonsY The productivity in terms of yields per hec
tare has increased from 1 ton in 1967 to 1.3 tons in 1993 (ibid.). Food 
consumption is equivalent to 260 -290 kg of paddy per inhabitant per 
year. A great number of families, however, are presently failing to pro
duce enough rice for their own consumption (according to Taylor (1994: 
13), around 50%), in particular in parts of the country where the soil is 
especially poor and the populations pressure is high, as for instance in 
Kompong Speu, Kompong Chhnang, and Takeo (UNDP 1994, Annex 
2:15). 

Since 1990, flooding and droughts have affected the harvests every 
year to varying degrees, with peaks of near-disaster in 1991 and 1994. In 
1995, again severe flooding occurred, but still FAO estimates that food 
security is within reach (UNDP 1994, Main Text). 

Two main farming systems are usually recognized as important for Cam
bodia, the rice-based farming system in the flat areas of the plains, and 
the chamkar, the multicropping farming systems along the fertile river
banks and in parts of the Tonle Sap area. 

In the rice farming systems, production varies according to the 

11 Extreme caution should be exercised when applying these figures, as statistics on the 
agricultural production in Cambodia are incomplete and unreliable. IBRD gives in the 
1992 edition of a country analysis the rice production figure in 1988 of 2.074, while the 
1994 edition gives 2.500 for the same year (IBRD, 1992; 1994). The figures are collected 
from the same source. 
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dynamics of the f100d regime, irrigation and water control, as well as 
with regard to rice varieties, planting pattern and planting seasons. This 
gives rise to the existence of several systems of rice-production, listed in 
the table below (UNDP 1994, Annex 2:14-28). 

Systems of Rice and Calender of Cultivation 

Rice system Planting period Harvest period % of total 
rice area 

Lowland rain fed rice June-Oct (transpl) Oct-Dec 85% 
Floating rice May-July (broadcast) Dec-Jan 6% 
Flood recession Nov-March (transpl) Feb-May 8% 
Lowland irrigated Nov-March (transpl) Feb-May <1% 

Upland April-June (broadcast) Dec <1% 

In each of these cultivation systems, a number of rice varieties are 
grown. These differ with respect to yield, resistance to diseases and pests, 
need of nutrients, tolerance for unfavourable climatic and hydraulic var
iations, length of maturation period, etc. (Dennis 1990:225-32). Apart 
from the multitude of local rice varieties, experiments with imported, 
high-yielding varieties have been carried out as part of a number of 
development projects. While such experiments, and research on breeding 
and cross-breeding may eventually result in an increase of productivity, 
it is important to keep in mind the basic ecological wisdom that you do 
not get something for nothing. In the words of John Dennis, 

the introduction of new varieties must procecd cautiously. It is 
important not to replace the risk-minimizing and location-specific 
divcrsity of the traditional varieties with a system that relies on only a 
few relatively stress-sensitive modern varieties [ ... ] [T]he use of higher 
yielding varieties results in the more rapid use of soil nutrients. Unless 
steps are taken to renew these nutrients through a program of organic 
cycling or the use of [imported and thus costly] chemical fertilizer, soil 
fertility will be lowered and the initial increase in food production will 
not be sustainable (Dennis 1990:231-32). 

In several rice-growing areas, subsidiary crops play an important role. In 
Kompong Chhnang for instance, as in the upper part of Takeo, the rice 
cultivation is mainly rainfed lowland rice, produced on poor sandy soils. 
These soils, however, are quite suitable for the sugarpalm tree, which is 
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an important cash crop providing many families with necessary cash 
incomes in an economy known as the 'rice and sugar-palm complex'. It 
has been estimated that the value of sugar production from 20 palm trees 
corresponds roughly to the value of rice produced on 1 ha. 

The second kind of farming system is the chamkar system; the term 
chamkar denotes gardens and cultivation other than wet-rice cultivation. 
The conventional use of chamkar is for the cultivation of vegetables and 
fruit on the banks of the Tonle Sap and the Mekong, Bassac, and other 
major rivers. As opposed to the mono culture of rice, the chamkar is a 
polyculture, composed by a variety of crops grown for the market, such 
as maize, beans, peanuts, vegetables, tobacco, and cotton (Delvert 1961; 
Ebihara 1968; Mysliwiec 1987). The same land is continuously used and 
harvested several times annually. Crops are often ingeniously combined 
in different cultivation schemes by the varying use of space according to 
the shifts in water levels, in order to prolong and extend the growth cycle 
in time to last for parts of the dry season as well. The chamkar system 
originated with the arrival of Chinese settlers, from the end of 18th 
Century to the mid-19th Century. The Chinese were not permitted to 
own or cultivate rice fields of their own, but were given permission to 
rent land on the slopes of the rivers. The Chinese settlers started with 
garden produce of cotton and betel that was exchanged for rice. It is also 
believed that the Chinese brought along and introduced many of the crops 
grown in the gardens today, such as tobacco and soya, as well as some 
important trees like the kapok and the tree variety of cotton (Delvert 
1961:389). Later the cultivation patterns were imitated by other mi
grating ethnic groups such as the Cham and the Vietnamese, the latter 
credited for also having introduced certain local varieties of the mul
berry tree. 

Foraging, Swidden Cultivation, and Plantations 
Even though the Khmer are very much attached to the rice and the rice 
fields, it is also recognized that the forest plays an important role for the 
Khmer peasants, economically, socially, and symbolically - to the extent 
that, as Delvert (1961 :443-445) has put it, "le Cambodgien est un homme 
de la foret", a neak prey. The forest areas of the plain have been, and 
remain, important for social reasons as a retreat in times of need or 
unrest. The forests is inhabited by numerous spirits, both malevolent and 
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benevolent, but nevertheless constitutes a refuge in times of war and 
conflicts, not least today when it serves as a hideout for both bandits and 
remaining groups of the Khmer Rouge, who have 'taken to the forest' 
(teou prey). But products of the forest are also economically important 
in common village life for such essential things as house construction and 
procuring of medicine, as well as representing land for possible con
version into rice fields. 

In the rainy season, fishing in ponds and flooded fields is an important 
factor in the diet. 

Most everyday foraging is not done in the forest, however, but in and 
around the rice fields. A substantial addition to the daily diet derives 
from the gathering of uncultivated vegetable food items and the catching 
of fish, frogs and reptiles. In the villages, women are passing every 
morning, carrying long stems of lotuses which will end up in the soup 
bowl, and in the rainy season, both children and adults are busy catching 
fish (with nets or hooks) in the flooded rice fields. The importance of 
gathering and non-timber forest produce is often underestimated in wet
rice cultures (cf. Ovesen 1993:26-30), because these activities are per-
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formed as a side-line, so to speak, and because of the overwhelming sym
bolic emphasis on the cultivation of rice. 

Rice grown by swidden cultivation is found among the ethnic min
orities, mainly in the northeastern provinces (see, for instance, Matras
Troubetzkoy 1974). It is of little economic importance for the country as 
a whole (though it forms the mainstay of the populations in question), but 
it is worth mentioning that, in contrast to neighbouring Thailand and 
Laos, so far swidden cultivation systems in Cambodia have been largely 
sustainable, 12 in spite of the establishment and expansion of rubber plan
tations in the tribal areas. 13 

The system of rubber plantations that began to encroach upon the 
jungle in Kompong Cham and Kratie during the 1920s was related to the 
attractive 'red soils' in these areas. The plantations were established by 
French settlers and were supported by more or less forced labour pro
vided mainly by landless Vietnamese peasants (Martin 1994:38; Thion 
1993:30). Until the 1960s, rubber production was still an appreciable 
addition to Cambodia's agricultural production, with about 70,000 ha 
under cultivation (Curtis 1989:74). But due to bombing by the USA and 
mismanagement under Pol Pot, production had almost come to a halt in 
the early 1980s. Since then, production has picked up, but for it to be
come economically viable, both substantial replanting and upgrading of 
the manufacture is badly needed (Phnom Pellh Post, 20.10-2.11., 1995). 

Water Control and Aquatic Ecology 
In Cambodia there is an unhappy combination of an almost total reliance 
on rice as the staple crop and a situation of chronically unreliable rain
fall. The dry season lasts from November to mid May, the wet season 
from June to September/October, commonly with a dry spell in July. 
Rainfall is abundant in the wet season, resulting in 1,500-2,000 mm of 
rain annually, but this varies drastically from year to year, and from 
place to place. It is difficult to picture any rural prosperity, or even food 
security, without a controlled water regime of some sort. The harvest in 

12 With the recent sale to an Indonesian company of the logging concession for the 
whole of Rattanakiri province for a period of 50 years (Cambodia Today, 23 Oct. 
1995), this comparatively rare example of a contemporary sustainable system of swidden 
cultivation may rapidly become a phenomenon of past history. 

13 In 196R, when the government had requisitioned some fallow land from the swidden 
cultivators, members of several 'tribes', armed with crossbows, confronted the Khmer 
troops (Martin 1994: 114). 
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1994 is a case in point. The first seed was largely devastated by flooding 
in July, and the attempt to rescue the harvest with a new late seed did not 
work due to lack of rain from mid-August. If no measures are taken, the 
unreliability of the water regime is likely to increase because of the on
going deforestation. 

The problem of the development of water resources is, of course, 
not a new feature on the Cambodian scene. It has long been commonly 
held that Angkor based its (mythological) order and prosperity - and de
pended for its very existence as a political entity - on its water control, 
specifically Large scale irrigation systems (e.g. Ccedes 1963; Groslier 
1974; Hall 1981). The ecological and socio-economic circumstances of 
the decline and eventual demise of the Angkor empire are still imper
fectly understood. The standard ecological explanation (Groslier 1974) is 
that the irrigation system was even more labour intensive to maintain 
than to build, and that the insufficient maintenance of the canals resulted 
in the slowing of the course of water for irrigation. This meant that the 
nutrient silt sedimented in the canals themselves, and soil fertility de
creased. What most likely happened (Groslier 1974: 104-105) was that 
due to increasing encroachment by the Thai, parts of the irrigation 
system were abandoned and allowed to fall into disrepair, which for the 
rest of the system accelerated the process described above. To this must 
surely be added the consideration of the apparent degeneration in the 
political, social, and religious system (Thion 1993:243; Sina 1982: 106). 
In any case, the high agricultural productivity of the area north of Tonle 
Sap that once supported the Angkor empire has declined drastically, and 
today the soils of Siem Reap province are among the poorest in the 
country (Dennis 1990:213-14).The French colonial administration, in its 
efforts to increase agricultural productivity, and thus the country's 
revenue base, supported the early 20th century the construction of fairly 
large colmatage systems. These basically ecologically sound systems 
were constructed with a view to the importance of the annual flooding: 
Canals "were dug through the natural levees of the rivers in order to 
allow silt-bearing flood waters to penetrate behind the levees to 
agricultural land or areas where farmers wished to create new arable 
land" (Dennis 1990:214). 

By the 1960s, most colmatage systems had fallen into disrepair, 
and irrigation consisted mainly of traditional minor systems. In the Pol 
Pot era (1975-79), major canals were dug across the country in huge 
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grid-systems. These were literally thought to irrigate the whole country, 
but since Pol Pot's lack of sociological imagination was matched by his 
ignorance of agronomy, they were built with little overall planning, and 
with no regard either for the necessity of a sufficient population density 
(Grunewald 1990:74) or for the importance of the natural annual flood
ing (Dennis 1990:214-15). On the whole, these schemes now constitute a 
menace to irrigation planning. Some of them, however, are partly usable 
as objects for renovation into middle-sized or even large-scale projects. 
Although major efforts to rehabilitate the agricultural infrastructure in 
general in the early 1980s, no major development work has been carried 
out in irrigation in the post-Pol Pot era. But quite impressive work on 
water supply on the household level has been done, mainly by UNICEF. 

Flooded ricefields, 1995. 

While the Department of Hydrology is responsible for hydrological 
work, it is the Cambodian National Mekong Committee which has co
ordinated the renewed interest in Cambodian irrigation. It has been 
backed up by the regional Mekong Committee which has officially sent 
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'Programming Missions' to Cambodia since 1990 (MS, 1991). The 

Mekong River Commission (formerly the Mekong Committee) is plan
ning a number of large scale irrigation projects for Cambodia. A com
prehensive irrigation study has recently been concluded. Though it is the 
most conservative of all the studies of the country's irrigation potential, it 
still recommends to proceed with a project which will open up 25,000 
hectares of rice land for irrigation (Halcrow 1994: 16). 

John Dennis (1990) recommends some caution with respect to large 
scale irrigation plans. He emphasizes the crucial importance of the natur
al annual flooding for the maintenance of soil fertility and, consequently, 
for high rice production, and recommends as a planning strategy :'not to 

fight the the annual hydrological cycle, but rather to launch an intensive 
program to improve the yield potential of the numerous local rice varie

ties which over the past few thousand years have been adapted to the di
versity of soil, water, and disease conditions existing in [the country]" 
(Dennis 1990:216). The hydrological cycle is important not only for rice 
cultivation, but also for balance of the unique ecosystem of Tonle Sap: 

[T]he unusually large fish population in Tonle Sap depends on a 
unique hydrological cycle that involves the flooding of a vast area of 
scrub forest surrounding the dry-season lake area. There appears to be 
little that man can do to enhance this system of natural production. On 
the other hand, the presence of growing human populations within the 
Mekong watershed threatens to reduce the productivity of the lake. 
Silt eroded mainly from agricultural lands will eventually fi 11 the lake, 
but shorter term threats include pollution, overfishing, and destruction 
of the flooded forest (Dennis 1990:236). 

Legacies of the War 

Cambodia is often spoken about as if the era of war is over and the era of 
development has come. To a certain extent that is, of course, true. In the 
daily life of the majority of Cambodians the war is today of minor 
importance. However, a substantial part of the population are still relying 
on activities which owe their raison d' etre to the war or living in areas 
still suffering under the lingering civil war. 

First and foremost it should be realized that some areas of the 
country are still governed by the Khmer Rouge. Others are under mixed 

or uncertain rule ('the Khmer Rouge govern at night and Phnom Penh 
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during the day'). Still others are constantly threatened by the eruption of 
fighting which, occasionally, comes uncomfortably close to population 
centers. During the dry season of 1995, bands of Khmer Rouge were 
only some 10 kilometers outside Battambang, and the district we visited 
in Kompong Chhnang, right on Highway 5 and only 60 kilometers from 
Phnom Penh, had regular visits by small groups of soldiers. The general 
pattern, however, is that the remote areas - especially forests and 
mountains - are the ones which are plagued by the Khmer Rouge. 

The 'real war' is, however, only a part of the present obstacles to 
development. Fear, mines, bandits, and domestic violence are other 
serious issues which have emerged as direct or indirect consequences of 
the war, and which remain to be overcome. As we have seen above, land 
has previously been plentiful in Cambodia and the Cambodian peasant has 
always been 'rich' in the sense that there has been more than enough land 
available. Even though the 'forest' was always dark and frightening and 
full of spirits, it has also provided the Khmer with an option. Now the 
threatening nature of the forest has got a less spiritual face, and it is a 
violent face. Wherever one goes (and we have, collectively over a period 
of five years, been in ten different provinces in all corners of the 
country), the people point to the rim of the forest and say, "we cannot go 
there because that is Khmer Rouge area". If such statements were taken at 
face value, the Khmer Rouge strength would be not the estimated 12,000 
(Findlay 1995:39), but rather 60,000. This fear and insecurity, and the 
fact that nobody else controls 'the forest' and other marginal areas 
automatically make them 'Khmer Rouge territory'. Certainly, many of 
these remote areas are places which Khmer Rouge soldiers occasionally 
enter, but they hardly inhabit or control them permanently. But the result 
of these popular perceptions is that large tracts of land, previously 
making up the land reserve, are presently inaccessible, a situation which 
increases the pressure on the land to a degree never felt before in 
Cambodia. In other words, even if remaining Khmer Rouge troops 'only' 
number less than 12,000 persons,14 the threat they represent for the 
peasantry nationwide is very real, also because of the vivid memories of 
their large scale atrocities under Pol Pot. Regardless of actual figures of 
Khmer Rouge strength, the perception of the magnitude of the threat 

14 The exact number of active fighting Khmer Rouge troops is notoriously difficult to 
determine, and any estimate is necessarily both politically informed and subject to pol
itical interpretation. 
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should not be underestimated, since this perception is the basis on which 
people act. 

The reluctance to enter the forest is not solely due to the fear of 
small bands of Khmer Rouge or other rogue soldiers, however, but also 
to the more tangible threat of land mines. The 6-10 million mines lying 
around in the Cambodian countryside are still causing 150-200 victims 
every month. The fact that many, perhaps most injuries occur even 
though the victim is aware that he or she is walking on dangerous ground 
adds a further dimension to the continuing mine tragedy. Poverty leaves 
no alternative to cut bamboo, collect firewood, chase frogs or gather 
lotus flowers. 

The level of violence, acerbated by the customary availability of 
weapons, prevailing for some 25 years, has left its marks on Khmer 
society. The further one moves away from major population centers, the 
more difficult it is to rely on 'law and order', and the more there is room 
for violent or semi-violent exercise of illegitimate power. The rural 
areas are thus subject to this kind of threat. It goes without saying that 
besides the threat to physical security, economic activities are hampered 
by the absence of non-violent order and the legitimate exercise of power. 
Typically road tolls, protection money and 'rent' has to be paid by people 
living or moving about in the countryside. A large proportion of Cam
bodian men have, in one way or the other, been active in the war. 
Violence is easily resorted to, and many conflicts that start as trivial 
squabbles finish on a violent note. Violence is also domesticated in the 
sense that weapons are sold in the markets and mines are used to seal off 
private property. Furthermore, soldiers, or former soldiers, knowing no 
other way of living and having no means to sustain themselves are quick 
to turn to banditry or to other extortionary activities. On a larger scale, 
and in a more general sense, military personnel enjoy a privileged po
sition in society which entails that they are generally not likely to be 
contradicted by ordinary people. Surviving has become an art in Cam
bodia, and opposing military officers or even private soldiers is not an 
exercise of that art. 
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PART H: CULTURE AND HISTORY 

Elements of Khmer Culture and World View 

In this section, we present some elements of Khmer world view which we 
believe have some bearing, in different ways, on contemporary social 
issues and problems. These elements are abstracted from our readings 
and observations, and they are presented in a fairly timeless, static and 
abstract form. This does not mean that we regard Khmer culture as static 
and timeless, and we hope this will become clear in later sections. But we 
do believe that such abstracted cultural elements should be taken into 
consideration in the analysis of the situation of contemporary dynamic 
and rapid social change in the country. 

The Hindu-Buddhist Legacy 

In terms of statecraft, ancient Cambodia has conventionally been 
regarded as an 'Indianized', or 'Hinduized' state (Ccedes 1948, 1968; cf. 
Chandler 1992: 11-13). Following contemporary anthropological reason
ing about major cultural influences, we prefer to see the Hindu-Buddhist 
impact on traditional Khmer culture in terms of localization. In the hor
ticultural idiom of Niels MuIder, the idea of localization 

highlights the initiative and contribution of the local societies in 
response to and as the ones responsible for thc outcome of culture 
contact; in other words, it is the receiving culture that absorbs and 
restates the foreign elements, moulding them after its own image. In the 
process of localization, foreign elements have to find a locall'Oot, a 
native stern onto which they can he grafted. It is then through the 
infusion of native sap that they can blossom and fruit. If they do not 
interact in this way, the foreign ideas and influences may remain 
peripheral to the culture (Mulder 1992:4; cf. WoIters 1982). 
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Thus, the 'Indian' character of Khmer culture and society represents a 
localized version of a common Hindu-Buddhist legacy, another localized 
version of which was present and has evolved in India. 

At least since the Angkor period, traditional Khmer society was -
and to a certain extent still is - divided into three strictly hierarchically 
ordered strata (or classes): Royalty, officials, and peasantry. Each of 
these categories were regarded as equally indispensable for the proper 
functioning of the society as a whole. The role of the royalty, and most 
specifically the king, was as a quasi-religious and ritual head of state who 
embodied the well-being of the society and the wealth and fertility of the 
land. 

The immense power of kings to mediate all spiritual and earthly matlers, 
extending even to establishing the agricultural season and regulating 
the water resources, contributed to the concept of unchallenged 
personal and aristocratic cults to Cambodian society. If the only role 
for Cambodian subjects [apart from trying to survive and produce a 
'surplus'] was to prostrate themselves before the omnipotent king, the 
exchange they expected was to receive the protection and security 
which only the supreme authority could assure (Bit 1991: 19; cf. Cccdcs 
1966:103; Thion 1993:97). 

The officials were responsible for levying taxes and corvee labour from 
the peasantry and channeling the surplus to the court and the religious 
establishment for the construction and maintenance of such monuments of 
statecraft as temples and palaces. This traditional Klmler world order had 
little room for a class of professional traders and merchants. The eco
nomic niche for merchants has traditionally largely been occupied by 
women and by people who were not 'pure' Khmer, notably Chinese im
migrants. Already in Angkor times, Khmer women were engaged in 
trade to a significant degree. Thus, Chinese envoy Chou Ta-Kuan who 
visited Cambodia in 1296-97, reported: "In Cambodia it is the women 
who take charge of trade. For this reason a Chinese, arriving in the 
country, loses no time in getting himself a mate, for he will find her 
commercial instincts a great asset" (p.43). Even nowadays, relatively few 
Khmer men engage in trade but in recent years, Khmer women have to 
an increasing degree entered business life in the cities and towns, to the 
extent that the number of Khmer female traders in Phnom Penh is said to 
equal or even surpass that of ethnic Chinese. There is a certain irony in 
the fact that the traditionally subordinate role and inferior cosmological 
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status of women in Khmer culture has in the present economic climate 
made it possible for many of them to assert themselves economically with 
a vengeance. 

Hierarchy and Status in Social Relations 
The all-pervasive guiding principle for Khmer social life is the notion of 
hierarchy. All social relations are hierarchically ordered. The hierarchy 
is primarily expressed in terms of age. An 'elder' (bong) is a person 
who has authority through hislher higher social status. Such status is not 
exclusively a function of chronological age, but is determined as the sum 
total of a number of dimensions including - apart from chronological age 
- gender, wealth, knowledge, reputation of the family, political position, 
employment, the character of the individual, and religious piety 
(Ledgerwood 1992:4; Martin 1994: 11). The social order is felt to depend 
upon everybody observing this status hierarchy and keeping hislher place 
in it. The primary social rule, says Martin (1994: 11), is "be discreet, 
unobtrusive, keep to your station". "In the traditions of Khmer moral 
training, to protest against a parent's decision, to criticize one's boss or 
spiritual master, to rebel against a husband is inadmissible" (ibid.). Not 
only are such acts inadmissible, they are also foolish. "Going up against 
one's superiors is considered futile because losing is inevitable. [As a 
proverb says,] 'Don't hit a stone with an egg'" (Fisher-Nguyen 1994:99). 
According to Martin, the second important social rule - which is partly a 
corollary of the first - is to avoid losing face. Loss of face may be the 
result of not keeping to one's station, or of making a mistake. Thus, as 
Martin somewhat uncharitably put it, "to avoid loss of face means to 
persist in one's errors. Khmers do this with a great deal of elegance, con
cealing their feelings behind the facade of a charming smile. [This] 
manifests a social rule they learned during youth, the second part of 
which is not to cause others to lose face" (1994: 14). These and other 
social rules are also emphasized in a number of Khmer proverbs, in 
which qualities such as humility, discretion, and patience are encouraged, 
while one is warned of showing pride or too readily believing in others 
(Fisher-Nguyen 1994). 

The Cultural Status of Women 
The principles of status hierarchy and the social order are particularly 
manifest in the cultural ideas about gender relations. In general, men are 
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regarded as superior to women. "The wife calls her husband bong even 
if he is younger than she is" (Martin 1994: 11). Even though both men 
and women are expected to show the degree of reserve and modesty 
which their status position entails, the behavioural demands are generally 
much stricter for women than for men, and in particular for younger 
women. 

Women demonstrate their high status through proper behaviour. This 
includes both proper comportment and correct actions. Women are to 
talk slowly and softly, be so quiet in their movements that one cannot 
hear the sound of their silk skirt rustling. While she is shy and must be 
protected, before marriage ideally never leaving the company of her 
relatives, she is also industrious. Women must know how to run a 
household and control its finances. She must act as an advisor to her 
husband as well as be his servant (Ledgerwood 1992:4). 

The ideal rules for proper female behaviour have been laid down in the 
chbap srey, the 'Code for Ladies', one of the several codes which form a 
body of popular literature in Cambodia,15 and the tone of which in many 
ways shows similarities to the rules implied in the Indian (Sanskrit) 
notion of sati. Sati is often assumed by westerners to mean widow 
burning, but the original meaning of the concept is at the same time much 
more general and somewhat less extreme. The Sanskrit word sati ori
ginally means 'a good woman'; 

and because, according to classical Hindu formulations, a good woman 
is one devoted to her husband, sati comes to mean a truly faithful 
wife. [ ... ] Hindus often hold that this quality of faithfulness on the part 
of a wife is largely responsible for her husband's health and welfare. 
By the same token, if he dies before her [ ... ] something appears to have 
gone awry. Hence there is something inherently suspect and 
inauspicious about widowhood - not just in Hindu reckoning (Hawley 
1994:]2), 

but also in the localized traditions of various Southeast Asian Buddhist 
societies, including Khmer (Kirsch 1982; Mills 1995). 

Although the ch bap srey reflects the ideology of gender relations 
among the small minority of prosperous Khmer families, its general im-

15 The content of the chbap srey, like that of other, similar codes, probably dates from 
quite early times; its present formulation is, however, sometimes attributed to the reign of 
king Ang Duong (1847-59; Co::des 1966:202), but more specifically to the authorship if 
the poet monk Krom Ngoy towards the end of the 19th Century. 
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port, if not always its literal text, is well-known throughout the country, 
and it is taught, in part or whole, in many schools. 

The poem is composed of demand after demand, warning after warning 
and instruction after instruction of how a woman must submit to the 
rule of her husband. In the chbap srey, a mother lovingly instructs her 
innocent young daughter how to be a perfect wife. She explains the 
dire consequences if the woman does not live up to the behaviour 
outlined and warns of the qualities of detestable women [ ... ]. 
Cambodian women are champions of tradition and traditional roles 
Women protect their daughters by teaching them the rules of 
acceptable comportment and conduct. Men accept and expect these 
qualities in a wife. Mothers do not want their daughters to suffer the 
status of an outcast. It is the mother's responsibility to ensure her 
daughter's future. Thus, women perpetuate the rules of servility and 
subservience from one generation to the next (Zimmerman et al. 
1994:24, 30). 

It should be emphasized that a literal adherence to the rules of the chbap 
srey is hardly possible in the majority of rural Khmer households. It 
should also be added that for mature women who have successfully lived 
up to their destination by bringing up children and running a household, 
the ideal rules are considerably relaxed in practice. Elder women may 
often be heard quite loudly in public, and their outspokenness seldom 
carries any social stigma. Age is, after all, the primary hierarchical prin
ciple. 

'Conservatism' 
Khmer society has been described as a thoroughly conservative society 
(Bit 1991; Martin 1994). Several Khmer proverbs stress the importance 
of tradition, "including respect for the way things have always been done. 
Trying something new is not encouraged" (Fisher-Nguyen 1994). But 
what appears to a Westerner as conservatism in the sense of unwillingness 
to bring about change is basically a function of the quest for order, for 
restoring and/or upholding the ideal social and cosmological order which 
is a prominent feature of Khmer culture and world view. 

In the sphere of social relations, this quest for order was pursued in 
the traditional system of socialization and education. Khmer socialization 
is an example of the reliance on what sociolinguist Basil Bernstein once 
called 'the restricted code'. As an informant told Marie Martin: "Nothing 
is explained to a child. Unlike the young Westerner, he never goes 
through the 'why' stage; if he makes a mistake, he receives a spanking but 
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never an explanation" (1994: 13). And as for formal education, Martin 
cites a doctoral thesis by Tith Huon: 

In Cambodia, importance is given to recitation rather than to reflection 
and to the diploma rather than to learning. For centuries,16 obtaining a 
diploma - of whatever kind - was considered the guarantee of 
receiving an administrative position. For a young Cambodian, learning 
means memorization. These well-grounded and widespread habits 
explain in large measure the absence of a critical sense so characteristic 
of Cambodians, even intellectuals (ibid.: 14; cf. Thion 1993:98). 

Or, as it is stated in one of the chbap (the 'Code of the People'), "If you 
know work and business and remember them without forgetting any
thing, you can become a high-ranking official, for you have a good 
memory" (quoted by Martin 1994:13). 

As for the cosmological dimension of this 'conservatism', Chandler 
has looked into the semantics of some Khmer words associated with 
order. One phrase commonly translated as order means 'the way things 
are [properly] arranged' and implies to place things symmetrically and to 
rank them correctly, i.e. hierarchically, the way they have been ranked 
before. Another phrase for order (sandap thno'p) means literally 'cust
omary fingers' width measurement', where sandap (,customary') means 
'what has been heard over and over again' (Chandler 1982:53). The op
posite of such notions of order may be summed up in the notion of prey, 
meaning wilderness or forest. As in other Southeast Asian wet-rice 
societies (cf. Trankell 1995), the forest and the wilderness is associated 
with both disorder, danger, and absence of cultivation and civilization, 
while the proper and safe existence is characterized by "what is grown, 
civilized, arranged, predictable, like rice or families" (Chandler 1982: 
54). This 

16 'For centuries' may be a slight exaggeration. Schools issuing diplomas were intro
duced in the cities under the French protectorate (from 1864). In contrast to for example 
Vietnam, pre-colonial Cambodia had not developed an efficient bureaucratic admin
istration based on an educated class of officials (Ponchaud J989:155). But in another 
sense, the statement is quite true, in that it is in itself an example of the very trait it 
purports to descrihe, i.e. that Khmer traditions of 'conservatism' are timeless and un
changing. In the field of gender relations, Ledgerwood (1994) has very clearly shown 
how supposedly static ideas and values in fact vary significantly with contemporaty and 
changing socio-political circumstances, while continually being portrayed as representing 
an unchanging 'tradition'. Her analysis has great relevance also beyond the field of 
gender relations. 
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suggests that to many Cambodians, things, ideas, and people -
societies, in fact - were thought to be safer, and more authentic, when 
they were ranked and in balance, arranged into the hierarchical 
patterns (however ineffectual or unhappy) which they had occupied 
before. Wilderness was to be feared, and so was innovation. [ ... ] 
Cambodians [ ... ] were backward-looking people. [ ... ] By backward
looking I mean only that their social conduct was based on ideas, 
techniques, and phrases which were passed along through time and 
space like heirlooms, with the result that people were continually 
reliving, repeating or 'restoring' what was past - in ceremonial terms, 
in adages, and in the agricultural cycle (ibid.). 

This penchant for looking to the past for models for the present may 
perhaps be labelled 'angkorostalgia'. As Chandler has remarked else
where, "Cambodia is the only country in the world to display a ruin on 
its national flag" (1990: 18). 

Buddhism: The Official Ideology 
Theravada Buddhism had become the dominant religion in Cambodia by 
the end of the 13th Century. Its basic tenets, which in many ways tallies 
very well with the Khmer world view, include the notion of karma. The 
life of every individual is a function of his or her karma, which in its 
turn is the accumulated result of the merits which the person has gained 
in previous incarnations. If you are rich, it is because you have lived me
ritoriously in your earlier incarnations, and if it is your karma to be 
poor, it is because you have committed acts of demerit or neglected to 
gain merits in your previous lives. Among the ways to gain merits is to 
observe the five Buddhist precepts, which instruct one to refrain from 
killing any living being, from stealing, from committing adultery, from 
lying, and from drinking liquor. There are, however, more efficient 
ways of acquiring merits, but these are also (more) costly; they include 
(in order of importance): Financing the construction of a temple; be
coming a monk for a certain period (men only); giving money for the 
repair of the temple; giving gifts (clothes, food and other necessities) for 
the monks at the annual kathin festival; giving food daily to the monks 
(ef. Tambiah 1970: 147). The royal court and the Buddhist establishment 
formed a symbiotic relationship. The monkhood was non-priestly in the 
sense that the monks did not claim to command supernatural powers and 
did not invoke supernatural sanctions. Thus they did not compete with the 
semi-divine status of the king. 
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They relied on the good-will of the people, the attractiveness of their 
philosophy and the uprightness of their own conduct. What they did 
seek, beyond these advantages, was the protection and support which 
the king could afford them and their way of life. For their part, kings 
were by no means unwilling to guarantee such support. [From their 
point of view, Theravada Buddhism] was attractive as a socio-political 
system which provided the people with a perspective within which 
each human existence could be seen as the working out of moral gain 
and loss in previous existences, a scale of moral values in which 
equanimity, peacefulness, and generosity rated low. It also embodied 
an organization of voluntary teachers and moral preceptors (the 
sangha) whose main concerns were strictly non-political and who 
would be economically supported by the people. [ ... ] Thus, it is 
possible that these two interests [of the sangha and the king, 
respectively] more or less coincided: an ideology which needed a 
supportive political power met a political ruler looking for a 
legitimizing ideology (Somboon 1993: 107). 

Classification of People 
About 85% of Cambodia's popUlation are farming peasants. They are di
vided into two general but not always strictly separate categories, neak 
sre and neak chamkar. Neak means person, and sre means rice field, 

so the first category, the people of the rice fields, are the majority of 
Khmer subsistence farmers who cultivate their rainfed paddy fields on 
the plains. The neak chamkar, the riverside farmers, cultivate the fertile 
banks of the Mekong, Bassac and Tonle Sap rivers. The system of 
chamkar cultivation has been described above. The neak chamkar are 
today completely assimilated in the Khmer population, but popular 
opinion ascribes the generally lighter skin of the neak chamkar to the 
fact that, because of their proximity to the river, they bathe a lot and 
therefore their skin becomes bleached by the water. 

A third category, with which the peasants occasionally have con
tacts, is the neak krong, the people of the city. They are the small, more 
or less educated middle class whom the peasants treat with a mixture of 
respect and suspicion; respect because of their relatively more elevated 
social and economic status, and suspicion because they are the ones who 
'eat the country' rather than cultivate the fields, and because they are 
associated with city life which is in many ways felt incompatible, or at 
least at variance with, traditional Khmer cultural ideas and values. The 
same can be said of the barang, the Western foreigners (see Thion 
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1992:239-41 for the etymology and history of this word). The attitude 
towards the barang is today fairly positive since they are generally 
associated with 'development', i.e. with the material gains that foreign aid 
will hopefully entail for the rural communities. 

On the margins of the Khmer world are the neak prey, the forest 
people. They consist of groups of indigenous tribal minorities who live 
largely on swidden cultivation in the forested hills which surround the 
Cambodian plains, mostly in the northern and eastern provinces. These 
people are generally looked down upon as 'savages' by the Khmer, as 
their habitat, as we noted above, is associated with disorder, danger and 
the absence of civilization. 

Also potentially dangerous, but very much present in the daily lives 
of Khmer peasants are the neak ta, the 'ancient ones', that is, the spirits. 
In contrast to the prevailing Western conception of spirits as somehow 
'supernatural' and of doubtful empirical status, the neak fa are real 
living persons in the experience of the Khmer peasants (Forest 1992), 
whether they live in Cambodia or in exile abroad (Smith 1994). Although 
some of the neak fa are spoken of and addressed as 'grandfather' or 
'grandmother', they are not strictly speaking ancestor spirits in the sense 
of representing any specific deceased relative. Rather, they are person
ifications of the common territory of the family or group, spirits of the 
land (Poree-Maspero 1962:6-15). 

The Ontology of Rice 

Considering that the overwhelming majority of the Cambodian popul
ation has been, and still is primarily engaged in wet-rice cultivation, it is 
not surprising to find that Khmer culture and society is highly identified 
with eating rice and with rice cultivation. For the Khmer, to eat is syn
onymous with eating rice, njam bay, and only rice is perceived as the 
filling food proper for human beings. It is the rice which the gives 
strength, energy and force, even to the king himself (Delvert 1961:323; 
cf. Martin 1994: 126), and it is the rice which constitutes the link between 
humans, ancestors, and spirits (Poree-Maspero 1962: 18-26). The con
sumption of white rice is what mainly defines a human being as such. 
This pronounced personal and cultural identification between rice and 
people - the 'ontology of rice' (Hanks 1960) - is common also to other 
areas of Southeast Asia (e.g. Trankell 1995). 

It follows that a meal with little or no rice will not count as a 

40 



proper meal, no matter what other nutritional ingredients it contains. 
This cultural fact is often difficult for foreigners to fully appreciate. 
Thus, even a scholar like Michael Vickery who has lived for several 
years in Cambodia countryside still argues for the superiority of Western 
nutritional rationality compared to the Cambodian 'folk' notion that 
nourishment comes first of all from white rice. Commenting on the 
situation under Pol Pot, Vickery deplores the 'irrational' behaviour of 
the common people: 

[I]t is clear that at times or in certain places there were provisions 
which [ ... J could have provided much better nourishment than the rice 
diet everyone preferred. For example, some people report being 
'forced' to eat unattractive mixtures of corn, water morning glory, and 
banana flowers, all of which are extremely nourishing; and they 
occasionally disdained to eat such things even though they could 
have been taken for consumption (Vickery 1984:85-86). 

Vickery is right, of course, as to the nutritional argument, but it is 
curious that it never seemed to occur to him that what was at stake was 
not only nutrition, but primarily the assault on human dignity that was 
implied by the fact that the regime deprived ordinary people of rice. 

Violence and Victimization 
At least since the war, the level of violence in Khmer society has been 
alarmingly high. This deplorable state of affairs has led Khmer social 
psychologist Seanglim Bit (1991) to look for an explanation in terms of 
cultural traditions and national character. He posits a Khmer so-called 
warrior heritage to account for the pronounced violence that permeates 
contemporary Cambodian society. While many of his observations are 
both acute and valuable, we agree with Thion (1994:36-38) that the 
concept of warrior heritage itself is neither fortunate nor adequate when 
applied to the Khmer. Insofar as it makes sense to speak of a 'warrior 
society' at all, we would argue that the label should be reserved for such 
societies - like the Beduin Arabs or the Pakhtuns of Afghanistan, for 
example - in which it is customary for the individual (male) to defend his 
property, family, and honour by means of armed force, and in which 
such force may be legitimately harnessed by a clan leader, a chief, or a 
king for the defense of the community or for the conquest of people or 
territory. 
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This situation, obviously, does not pertain to Khmer society. It is 
rather the case that among the Khmer there is no cultural tradition for 
reconciling contrary opinions (or even for the acceptance of the existence 
of contrary opinions). Nor are there any socially accepted behavioural 
rules for resolving conflicts. To the extent that conflicts stem from con
trary opinions, it follows that one opinion is perforce more correct than 
the other; and the one who holds the incorrect opinion will have lost face 
if his or her mistake is publicly exposed. And, as we mentioned above, 
the loss of face is to be avoided at almost all costs. So when Khmer men 
resort to violence - when young men form gangs of armed bandits, or 
when a husband beats his wife (almost) to death - they are not 'warriors' 
who assert their culturally legitimate power, but rather impotent human 
beings who act out of frustration because their 'cultural heritage' offers 
no other way out of a humiliating, conceptually or socio-economically 
difficult, situation. In most situations, an act of violence is preferable to 
the loss of face. 

Since violence is the execution of coercive power backed by phy
sical force, and since physical power - in Cambodia, as in many other 
societies - is inextricably linked to political and economic power, it 
follows that there is a certain systematic relation between, in the one 
hand, individuals and groups that are socially and economically vul
nerable, and on the other those that have been or are likely to become 
victims of physical violence - poor wives and widows, internally dis
placed persons, amputees, prostitutes, etc. This (in the literal sense) 
vicious circle of victimization is one of the most serious problems that 
development efforts has to deal with, and it is one of the most difficult 
ones to solve since it has so complex cultural and socio-economic causes. 
The problem is further accentuated by the national historical experience 
of Cambodia; 'punishing the poor' (Mysliwiec 1988) has been the ex
pression used for the country's international political situation in the 
recent past, and this situation is in many respects mirrored internally in 
the society. 

As for victimization, Lindsay French's very illuminating analysis 
(l994a) of the perception of and social attitude towards amputees pro
vides a case in point. When doing fieldwork in a refugee camp on the 
Thai border, she imagined initially 

that the amputees would constitute a kind of inexorable reminder of 
the war, but that their physical presence would also generate some sort 
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of compassionate Buddhist response. What I found was strikingly 
different. Amputees [ ... ] elicited not a generalized anxiety about war 
but a quite specific anxiety about personal safety: people were afraid 
of them. Amputees, in particular young male amputees, had acquired a 
reputation for violence, extortion, and theft, and tended to be given a 
wide berth. Amputees were almost universally looked down upon, but 
rarely regarded with compassion (French 1994a:74). 

The reasons for this unexpected attitude are complex and relate both to 
individual bodily experience and cosmological classification. The indi
vidual reaction of amputees was often one of shame, anger, and a sense of 
impotence, and they frequently seemed "overcome by an overall sense of 
incapacity and worthlessness; in some fundamental way they had been de
valued by the loss of a limb" (ibid.:81). This state was expressed by loss 
of samattaphiep, a word which carries connotations of 'capacity' and 
'competence' as well as 'courage'. Thus, "serious physical disability often 
carried with it a sense of diminished mental capacity" (ibid.). Not only 
was the physical accident and the resulting amputation a function of the 
individual's karma, but the resulting handicap has cosmological con
comitants: 

[D]isabled people occupy a lower position on the Buddhist hierarchy 
of merit or virtue. Theravada doctrine is quite clear about the 
diminished karmic status of the crippled or handicapped, and the 
vinaya law limits ordination [as monks] to men who are complete 
and whole in body, as well as being free of debt, disease and mental 
deficiency (ibid.:84; emphasis added). 

The value placed on the idea of wholeness and completeness also extends 
to the level of social relations. The Khmer social universe focuses on the 
nuclear family, and not to belong to a whole nuclear family is to be a 
socially incomplete, or even socially disabled person. The fear of several 
amputees, attested to by French (ibid.:80), of losing their place "in the 

most basic institution of social support for Cambodians, [their] own 
family", is an indication of the association which the Khmer make be
tween physical and social completeness andlor deficiency. This idea is 
especially pertinent with respect to the conception of the socio-cosmo
logical position of widows. A woman without a husband is in a certain 
sense equivalent to a person missing a limb. This adds a further dimen
sion to the localized idea of sati, mentioned above. If such a woman is 
furthermore poor (i.e. economically deficient), all evidence indicates that 
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her karma must be terribly bad, and the shame that this entails 
contributes further to her marginalization within the community. 

Elements of Cambodia's Social History 

The history of Cambodia is the subject of a large number of works. The 
most general and comprehensive is that by David Chandler (1992). Laura 
Summers (1995a) has provided a concise overview which also contains a 
valuable and detailed summary of recent years' political developments. In 
the following we have tried to single out such elements that we found 
most pertinent to our interest in the daily life of the rural population. 

Angkor and After 
For historians of Southeast Asia in genera1, and of Cambodia in parti
cular, Angkor holds a peculiar fascination. This fascination is shared at 
least by the urbanized part of the Khmer popUlation themselves. They are 
"conscious of being the descendants of the builders of Angkor", even if 
they "do not know [ ... ] in which century Angkor Wat was built" (Martin 
1994: 12, 13). Among historians, opinions are still divided as to the 
nature of this splendid kingdom - the material ruins of which is now a 
World Heritage monument - as well as to the reasons why it ceased to 
exist in the mid-15th Century. Conventional histories cite two contri
buting factors to the fall of Angkor. The first is bad management of the 
military-pre-industrial complex. Thus Hall blames "royal megalomania, 
showing itself in increasing extravagance in building and in wasteful wars 
of aggression [which] undermined the economy" (Hall 1981:146). The 
second factor is the shift in religion. Hall agrees with C<~des (1963: 107) 
that the conversion of the population to Theravada Buddhism from the 
mid-13th Century was "the most potent factor in causing the collapse of 
the old culture" (ibid.: 135). The argument is that Buddhism, with its 
refusal to grant any human being (and thus the king) semi-devine status, 
and its ideology of karma as the determinant of individual destiny and of 
the individuality of merit-making, eroded the supreme and absolute 
power of the king (deva-raja), as well as his status and credibility as 
guarantor of the prosperity and fertility of the realm. 

This second explanation does not appear overly convincing in itself, 
given the fact that Angkor was defeated by the equally Theravada 
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Buddhist Thai kingdom of Ayutthaya. Groslier (1974) has proposed an 
explanation in ecological terms, which we cited earlier. The conversion 
to Theravada Buddhism may enter into the total picture, but we believe 
that placing too great an emphasis on the religious ideology as such is to 
overestimate the theological sophistication of the peasants. 

Peasants, on the other hand (and in contrast to some military and 
religious historians), are fairly sophisticated in matters of economic sur
vival. If the labour and production demands on the peasantry, as well as 
conscription to military service, became gradually more intolerable as 
the productivity of the land gradually decreased, and as the autocratic 
power of the king over the peasants was simultaneously challenged, it is 
likely that many decided to just pack up their houses and move. Land 
was, and has always been, rather plentiful in Cambodia. "When dis
satisfied with local conditions, Khmer farmers, who do not bury their 
dead in the ground, could easily dismantle their house, load it on an 
oxcart and move elsewhere" (Thion 1993:226; cf. Delvert 1961:198-99). 
With a diminishing labour force, adequate maintenance of the total irri
gation system became increasingly impossible. If this was what happened 
to a significant degree during the final century or so of Angkor, it en
tailed the detriment of the hypothesized 'hydraulic civilization' and 
eventually made the Angkor empire a relatively easy conquest for the 
Thai army. 

For the following four centuries, Cambodia as a politically auto
nomous entity led a precarious existence as a kind of buffer state between 
its politically and militarily more powerful neighbours, (present-day) 
Thailand and Vietnam, both of whom regularly encroached upon Khmer 
territory. Khmer rulers were for most of those 400 years obliged to se
cure the 'autonomy' of Cambodia by appealing for military support from 
either Thailand or Vietnam - or from both more or less simultaneously. 
Typically, rivalling factions of the royal family sought support in either 
Thailand or Vietnam. Among the reasons for the feebleness of post
Angkor Cambodia is also the relatively underdeveloped nature of the ad
ministrative apparatus. In sharp contrast to the 'Sinicized' Vietnamese 
state, with its thoroughly bureaucratized administration, 'Indianized' 
Cambodia lacked an administratively efficient corps of officials to me
diate between the royal court, with the king as the symbolic embodiment 
of the nation and its well-being, and the mass of peasants, in their turn 
hardly organized socially beyond the level of the individual household. 
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The Colonial Period 
The glory that was Angkor had steadily deteriorated since the 15th 
Century, and when things began to seriously fall apart in the mid-19th 
Century, the king Norodom consented to the country becoming a French 
protectorate in 1863. L 7 Thus, it has been said that "in effect the French 
protectorate saved Cambodia from probable absorption by the kingdoms 
of Siam and Vietnam" (Martin 1994:33; cf. Osborne 1983:63-64). While 
this is undoubtedly true with respect to Siam, the threat from Vietnam 
had in effect been forestalled by the French occupation of parts of 
southern Vietnam in the late 1850s (Vickery, pers.comm.). 

The French colonial presence lasted until 1953, and it may safely 
be said that "few projects of real benefit to the Khmer people were 
carried out during the entire ninety years" (Martin 1994:32). For the 
French, the economic benefits of colonialization were marginal. A few 
rubber plantations, worked by forced (slave) labour of mainly Viet
namese but also Khmer and tribesmen, yielded some revenue, and public 
works schemes - mainly roads and railways - were realized, as the 
French colonial minister stated in 1917, "at the expense of the popUlation, 
exploited beyond all limits" (quoted in Martin 1994:39). Even though 
right from the beginning of the protectorate there had been continuous 
political ferment among the peasantry, which had erupted in a series of 
rebellions (1866, 1867, 1872, 1876-77, 1885-86; Kiernan 1982a:I-3), 
Cambodia was rather quiet compared to the colonial situation in Vietnam, 
for example, and the Khmer peasant population seemed at the surface 
acquiescent about French rule. The couple of isolated outbreaks of 
peasant resistance in the early 20th Century (1916, 1923) are usually 
regarded as having had no serious political consequences (Vickery 1986: 
6-7). This, however, does not mean that the peasants were by and large 
satisfied with their situation. 

Monthly reports from French residents show widespread rural 
violence and disorder, which, because it made no direct challenge to 
French control, seldom rose into the 'political' portions of the reports. 

17 The nature of this 'consent' is a matter of interpretation. A common view is that the 
French prevailed on the king to accept protectorate status (Curtis 1989: 12).More detailed 
historical research, on the other hand, has pointed out the inability of the king to make up 
his mind whether to give in to Siamese pressure or to prevail upon the French, as well as 
to the initial reluctance of the French to become permanently involved in Cambodian 
affairs (Chandler 1992: 140-42; Martin 1994:29-33). 
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It is clear, however, that to most villagers the perpetual harassment of 
bandit gangs [ ... ] was far more real than any benefits brought to them 
by the French (Chandler 1993a:155). 

From the 1930s, colonial rule had been more firmly established, and the 
French, for their part, were largely to leave the inhabitants of Cambodia 
- like those of Laos - to their own devices in terms of planned economic 
and social development. The main attraction of Cambodia was as a quiet 
colonial backwater, inhabited by gentle, smiling people, and as a rich 
source of scholarship for archaeology, art history, and history of reli
gions - as well as a source of wealth for antique dealers and their locally 
looting middlemen. 

One ingredient of the colonial system which was to have a lasting, 
and in many ways detrimental, effect on traditional Khmer society was 
the introduction of the French educational system. In pre-colonial times, 

various official posts were bought by the rich, who managed to 
recover their outlays by further extracting from the peasantry. 
Generally from the same area as their administrative subjects, their 
appetite for gain was checked by a type of inherent self-regulatory 
mechanism: because of kinship ties, the mandarin had to maintain a 
certain decency, and could not cross certain limits without worrying 
about possible revolt. [ ... ] With the new system of recruitment via 
diplomas, officials tended to become irresponsible, being satisfied 
merely to implement orders coming down from above. Very much in 
line with French administrative practice, authority was concentrated in 
the capital, and the provinces had very little say in decisions 
concerning them. In the time of the protectorate, the official's chief 
concern was merely to submit to sanctioned orders without undue 
display of imagination. [ ... ] Contact with the French led to Western 
role models displacing traditional ones, thereby widening the chasm 
between the 'educated' class and the peasantry (Ponchaud 1989:155--
56). 

Independence 
At the time of independence, the French induced system of private pro
perty of land had largely been established in the countryside. But by then, 

a clear deterioration began in the conditions for small farmers [ ... ]. 
Increasing monetarization of the rural economy. combined with 
extortionate interest rates, pushed small peasants off their insufficient 
land. At the same time, the process of social differentiation accelerated, 
particularly as some people accumulated small herds of oxen. In this 
way they could make more profitable use of larger land areas, employ 
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seasonal workers at the busiest times, and lend draft animals to [other] 
peasants [ ... ]. The deterioration of conditions in the countryside would 
have been far more brutal had not the country been so sparsely 
populated and had not free land been available (Grunewald 1990:74). 

Along with this socio-economic deterioration, the moral order had begun 
to decline. The symbolic and cosmological significance of the king had 
gradually been undermined, and when Sihanouk decided formally to be
come a politician instead of trying to remain a king in the traditional 
sense, the ground was prepared for widespread popular mistrust and dis
illusionment with the rulers of the country.I8 The situation was acer
bated when general Lon Nol, with the blessing of the USA, was allowed 
to take charge of the government in 1970. This also entailed a return to 
the unbroken tradition of 1431-1953, of vagaries of foreign and inter
national political decisions shaping the living conditions of subsistence 
farmers in the countryside. Thus, to mention only one example, when 
American bombings along the Vietnamese border (beginning in early 
1969)19 had displaced thousands of peasants, "Washington could not aid 
them without recognizing their status as displaced persons, thus admitting 
that Khmer civilians were bombing victims, which the Department of 
State had denied" (Martin 1994:126). Apart from such more spectacular 
misfortunes, socio-economic differences among peasants continued to 
increase under Lon Nol, followed by growing social tensions. Officials 
and merchants managed to progressively accumulate land, while im
poverished peasants increased their indebtedness to (mainly Chinese) 
money-lenders. Both this and the military situation in the eastern pro
vinces resulted in the uncontrollable influx of people, many of them 
destitute, into Phnom Penh. 

The Pol Pot Period 
The widespread social disaffection among the peasantry provided a fertile 
ground for the emergence of socialist or communist poJitical movements 
during the late 1960s and early 1970s. The spontaneous Samlaut uprising 

18 The fact that Sihanouk's political party won the elections between 1955 and 1966 is 
not necessarily an adequate measure of the degree of popular support for the regime, but 
rather the result of its power to suppress competing parties by force and fraud. 

19 This coincided in time with the opening of the infamous casino in Phnom Penh, 
which was to become the symbolic death warrant of Sihanouk's credibility. The simul
taneity of the two events may also serve as a symbol of the chasm between the capital 
and the countryside. 
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in 1967 had already given an indication of the revolutionary potential of 
the peasantry (Kiernan 1982b). A small group of French educated in
tellectuals ideologically committed to the improvement of the socio
economic conditions of the peasants by revolutionary means gradually 
crystallized around Saloth Sar, later to become known as Pol Pot 
(Kiernan 1985; Chandler 1993). By 1972, significant areas of rural Cam
bodia were de facto in the hands of the Communist Party of Kampuchea 
(CPK), of which he was the leader, and which was to become popularly 
known as the Khmer Rouge (Red Khmers). By early 1975, the CPK had 
become sufficiently powerful to launch a major attack and succeeded to 
occupy the cities of Phnom Penh and Battambang. This signalled the 
commencement of the Pol Pot era in Cambodia, four years of the most 
radical and possibly the most intensely brutal revolutionary experiment 
in modern history. 

The literature on the Pol Pot period is considerable (see, for 
instance, the bibliography in Chandler 1993), and we cannot here go into 
historical details. Apart from the terrifying question of how the re
volutionaries could be induced to kill, directly or indirectly, more than a 
million of their compatriots, the anthropologically most interesting aspect 
of this period, well analyzed by Fran~ois Ponchaud (1989), is the para
dox that it entailed onslaughts on most of the core institutions of Cam
bodian society, and at the same time it was a "revolution [that] bears the 
stamp of Khmer culture" (Ponchaud 1989: 152). Pol Pot continuously 
made references to the purity of Khmer culture and to his attempt to 
restore it by purging it of corrupting foreign influences. The dramatic 
evacuation of Phnom Penh is a case in point: The urban way of life of the 
educated elite was foreign to Khmer culture which was based on rice 
cultivation. 'You don't need education to cultivate the rice fields', and 
'The rice field is the university' were among the slogans when the city's 
inhabitants were transported into the countryside and ordered to till the 
fields; occasionally, wearing spectacles was enough to get you summarily 
executed. The abolition of money (and the blowing up of the National 
Bank) was another measure to eliminate foreignness: Real Khmer had no 
use for money, rice and fish were the traditional means of exchange. 

The search for the roots of Khmerness went even further. Pol Pot 
and several of his comrades had spent time visiting the indigenous min
orities in the Northeast, and they promoted a Rousseauean picture of 
these people as uncontaminated by bourgeois society and culture, who by 

49 



politically innocent example would teach the revolution to the Khmers 
(cf. Ponchaud 1989: 160; Chandler 1992:80; Thion 1993:88). The revol
ution thus reversed the hierarchical relation between the center (Ph nom 
Penh) and the periphery (the forests in the mountains), and rallied the 
powerful and potentially dangerous forces of the marginal areas for the 
resurrection of the pure Khmer culture. 

Other revolutionary measures were more difficult to reconcile with 
indigenous Khmerness. One was the reversal of the hierarchical relation 
between elder and younger and the purported promotion of equality 
between the sexes. The reversal of the age hierarchy not only affected the 
living elders, but also the neak fa. It was not a question of ceasing to 
'believe' in the neak ta, but of depriving them of the power they trad
itionally held over the life of (younger, i.e. living) people. Thus, 
Ponchaud (1989: 168-69) cites testimonies by young soldiers having at
tempted to kill neak ta. 

The foundation of Khmer social life, the nuclear family, was also 
attacked. It was the ambition of the party, or the angkar (,organization') 
as it was customarily called, to position itself in the place of the family. 
This was sought accomplished, among other things, by the establishment 
of mobile working cadres and assigning family members to different 
cadres. Kinship terms were decreed as the proper way of addressing re
presentatives of the angkar, and marriages were arranged by the 
angkar between young people within the cadres. In spite of the ex
tremely harsh working conditions in the cadres - ten hours of manual 
labour per day, excluding obligatory physical exercise - what many 
survivors afterwards said they found most repulsive and demeaning were 
the obligatory communal meals. Not only was the food mostly of inferior 
quality - thin rice porridge instead of cooked rice and thus fit for ani
mals rather than for human beings - but being forced to eat in the 
company of non-kin was the ultimate denial of the right to some human 
dignity. 

Another cornerstone of traditional Khmer society, the Buddhist 
sangha, also came under attack. Having initially been favourably dis
posed to the Buddhist establishment, and having succeeded in recruiting a 
considerable number of monks for the cause of the revolution, Pol Pot 
eventually came to realize that the sang ha constituted an unacceptable 
ideological alternative to the revolution and that could not be tolerated by 
a movement that was founded on the idea of totalitarian control. Classical 
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Marxist rhetoric could be used for dressing up the arguments, but the 
real issue was the exclusive ideological power of the angkar. 

People's Republic of Kampuchea 
The nightmare named Pol Pot ended with the Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia in early 1979 and the establishment of the People's Republic of 
Kampuchea (PRK). The fact that the United Nations and the international 
community (with the obvious exception of the Soviet Union) refused for 
ten years to grant legitimacy to the PRK government and to recognize the 
Khmer Rouge must by hindsight count as one of the major scandals of 
recent international politics, understandable but hardly forgivable. 

Considering that the deliverance of the Khmer was effectuated by 
their hereditary enemy, the Vietnamese, the accomplishments of the PRK 
regime were impressive and may be ascribed both to the physical, ma
terial and mental exhaustion of the people, and, not least, to the de
termination and competence with which the government went about the 
rehabilitation of the country. "Nearly all Cambodians welcomed the 
Vietnamese at first" (Chandler 1992:229), and it is now widely recog
nized that "the policies of the PKR regime [were] humane, pragmatic and 
unoppressive" (Vickery 1983:225). Both immediately and in the long 
nm, however, the PKR regime was up against rather formidable odds. 
The countryside was devastated by agricultural mismanagement and 
forced relocations of the population. 

Almost at once, nearly everyone began moving. [ ... ] [H]undreds of 
thousands of Cambodians crisscrossed the country looking for 
relatives, returning to their homes, trading, or seeking refuge overseas. 
l ... ] Amid so much disorder, most of the 1979 rice crop went untended, 
and by the middle of the year a famine had broken out (Chandler 
1992:229). 

Despite (or because of) the Vietnamese efficiency with which the PRK 
regime conceived and implemented its measures of reconstruction, it 
failed to ensure the confidence of the majority of the Khmer population. 
Even after the trauma of Pol Pot, most people "were not prepared to 
entrust Cambodia to foreigners or to endure more socialism" (Chandler 
1992:231), and it certainly did not help that the foreigners in question 
happened to be Vietnamese. As for socialism, it had been acceptable when 
Sihanouk had proclaimed it in the 1960s as a variant of Buddhism (see 
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below), but in the guise of collectivization it was anathema to the Khmer 
cultural value of individualism (and besides too reminiscent of recent 
experiences of communal production and consumption). Thus, as we 
mentioned above, the laudable initiative of the solidarity groups (krom 
samakki), even if it contributed temporarily to the well-being or even 
survival of a number of vulnerable families and individuals, it was event
ually countermanded by the widespread opinion that nothing of Viet
namese origin could possibly be acceptable for the Khmer. 

Such opinions also led numerous Khmer to become victims of their 
cultural prejudices and flee across the Thai border. Vickery (1990:298) 
has pointed out that the majority of the post-1979 refugees were fleeing 
neither from starvation nor political oppression, and he has argued that 
the refugees were mainly members of the urban bourgeoisie whose flight 
was in a utilitarian sense 'unnecessary'. Vickery has further suggested 
that the whole refugee situation was created as a scheme aimed at dis
crediting the PRK regime, engineered by the USA and partly endorsed 
by Thailand and the UNHCR (ibid.:307-13). Be that as it may, from the 
point of view of the refugees, their decision to flee can hardly be reduced 
to a bourgeois luxury problem, and the problems that those of them face 
who have now become returnees are often very real indeed, having to do 
with the difficulties of finding or repossessing agricultural land, coping 
with scorn or disdain from those who stayed on, and becoming re
integrated into the society. 
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PART Ill: THE ORGANIZATION OF RURAL SOCIETY 

Family and Household Organization 

Kinship 
Kinship among the Khmer is conventionally recognized as cognatic, i.e. 
descent is traced through both males and females (Ebihara 1968; 
Ledgerwood 1992). Several features of the Khmer kinship system are 
identical to that of the Thai. What the Thai and the Khmer kinship system 
have in common, apart from a cognatic descent ideology, is a tendency 
towards matrifocality among the rural population, a tendency which 
stems from the influential socio-economic position of the adult woman 
(wife/mother) in the household - which bestows upon her the duty to 
provide for her family - and from the preeminence of uxorilocal res
idence, i.e. the preference that a newly married couple should live with 
or nearby the bride's parents. These traits have by some anthropologists 
been taken as indications of matrilineality. Thus, Jacques Nepote (1992) 
has argued that a matrilineal dimension fundamentally pervades the 
Khmer kinship system and significantly influences other features of 
society, but that this matrilineal bias has become obscured by other socio
political factors. This opinion is seconded by Marie Martin: 

The latest research on Khmer kinship confirms the eminent role of 
women, directly and through the intermediary of an older brother. 
Traditionally, the uterine uncle intervened in important familial 
decisions and marriages, an he received part of the inheritance. Even 
today, a woman has a privileged place. When she marries, she keeps 
her maiden name. She governs the household, raises the children, and 
holds the purse strings (Martin 1994:25). 

It is curious that Martin (an anthropologist) takes the avunculate (i.e. the 
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emphasis on the familial position and role of the maternal uncle) as 
evidence of female status. But such observations on the role of women 
have occasionally been (wrongly) interpreted as a social relic of a lost 
civilisation where women held political power, and as proof, or at least 
indications that Cambodia and Khmer culture once in the past constituted 
a matriarchy. These views have been expressed for instance by contemp
orary intellectuals and administrative officials in Phnom Penh as well as 
by scholars of the history of Cambodian society. Despite the fact that the 
idea of a past matriarchy among the Khmer has been firmly rejected by 
anthropological scholarship (Ledgerwood 1995), it is understandably at
tractive for a number of reasons. One is related to the particular reading 
and use, in socialist and communist regimes in East and Southeast Asia, 
of the 19th Century anthropologist Lewis Henry Mot'gan's evolutionary 
theory of human societies, which formed part of the Marxist ideological 
praxis (cf. Evans 1992). In this context, many of the aboriginal peoples 
in Indochina - some of whom happened to reckon descent matrilineally -
gained ideological significance as natural examples of primitive 
communism. The ethnographic data on the 'savage tribes' in Indochina 
was created by the French colonial presence, mainly the military and the 
Catholic mission. Just like the French (and later the Americans) had made 
use of these 'savages' for their own political purposes, so did Pol Pot (as 
we mentioned above). Another reason for the attractiveness of the idea of 
a former matriarchy lies in its propaganda value. In arguing for greater 
gender equality, a Khmer female intellectual with whom we discussed the 
matter, reproached the present regime for disregarding the lessons of 
history, and claimed the influence of a former matriarchy on the 'true' 
Khmer culture. She based her arguments on linguistic evidence as well as 
on representations of the femininity in Khmer iconography and legends 
(cf. Ledgerwood 1994: 124-25). The linguistic evidence was of the type 
of extension of kin terms for appellation and address of officials in the 
bureaucracy and military. Thus, the term mee, which means mother, is 
frequently used in various constructions of the sense of chief, head, or 
leader, as in mee toeup, the commander of the armed forces, mee 
phum, the village chief, and mee srok, the chief of the district. Such 
expressions, of course, have no more to do with female power than, for 
example, the English expression 'necessity is the mother of invention'. 

But even if we cannot lend scientific credibility to the matriarchal 
fantasy, it is important to draw attention not only to the often precarious 
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situation of especially poorer Cambodian women, but also to the potential 
source of developmental and innovative power that Khmer women re
present. In present day Cambodia, many women do not hesitate to voice 
the opinion that they are violated in their rights and that they are not met 
with the kind of respect and appreciation to which they are entitled by an 
ancient cultural heritage. No matter the factual nature of this heritage, 
their cause should not be neglected. 

Daughters and sons are not only equally recognized in the kinship 
system, they also have equal rights to shares in the property and in
heritance. The traditional system of use rights of land in Cambodia made 
it possible for the land to be inherited within the family of cultivators. 
The transfer of land to children was often made by parents after the mar
riage of children, with equal parts transferred to daughters and to sons. It 
was common for the son-in-law to move in with the family of the wife 
and to work for the father-in-law for a certain period of time before the 
married couple established its own household. Among the rural Khmer 
popUlation, there is, as we mentioned, a preference for uxorilocal re
sidence, that is, a married couple will prefer to live with or nearby the 
wife's parents, insofar as it is practically feasible. Due to the traditional 
matrifocality in the rural society, younger daughters usually inherited the 
better part of the rice fields, as a compensation for caring for parents in 
their old age. Differences with regard to matrifocality exist within the 
society, with more emphasis on virilocality among the Sino-Khmer part 
of the population as well as within the higher strata of society where 
more emphasis is also given to the male line. The spirits of the mother
and-father, neak mee-da, play an important role in the kinship system. 
They are worshipped and commemorated, and though not individually 
remembered, they are part of the moral community and consulted at life 
crises. 

All relations are hierarchically ordered along the elder-younger 
dimension, bong/pqoun, and the kinship terminology is extensively ap
plied to all relations in society, as a way to conceptualize and order social 
relations. In all these aspects the Khmer kinship system is similar to other 
cognatic kinship systems in the region, as for instance among the Thai. 
There are, however, some differences which are noteworthy. One is that 
the nuclear family, and the importance of the focal couple seems to be 
more stressed among the Khmer. On the whole, what may appear slightly 
surprising from a comparative ethnographic perspective is the absence 
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among the Khmer of formally structured, functional kin groups beyond 
the nuclear family. Even solidarity between parents and married children 
is not institutionally formalized, and cannot be taken for granted in all 
situations. 

Marriage 
Most marriages are arranged by the families, for it is considered the duty 
of parents to arrange the marriage of their children. During marriage 
negotiations a go-between is appointed who will have to contact not only 

Every fold in the dress has to be in the right place when the couple pose 
for the wedding photograph. 
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the two families involved but also the spirits of both parties to ensure 
their acceptance of the new relationship before the alliance is made. 
Traditionally marriages were arranged while the children were still quite 
young, and this seems still to be the case in large parts of the rural 
society. 

The parents of the bride are entitled to economic compensation by 
the groom's side as an appreciation of their efforts to bring up the girl. 
The bride-price, or the 'milk money', as well as the residence of the 
future couple are part of the negotiations. Family position, reputation and 
wealth will affect the bride-price, but also more specific circumstances as 
for instance the position of a daughter within a sibling group. The oldest 
daughter is entitled to a better price, being the one who 'opens the door', 
as is the youngest, being the one 'closing the door'. This phenomenon is a 
reflection of the importance of hierarchy and the concern for age and age 
groups within the kinship system, as it is in the society in general. 

The hair-cutting ceremony at the wedding. 
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The wedding is a major event, both for the young couple and for their 
families. It is an ostentatious occasion, and the invited guests are obliged 
to bring presents of money which will help cover the expenses. The 
various ceremonies - which may vary in number and degree of elab
oration (see Ebihara 1968:474-87) - are directed by an achaa20 . The 
most important of these is the ritual hair-cutting of the couple. After the 
performance of this ritual, the guests are lavishly entertained with food, 
drink and music. 

Gender Relations 
As in many other parts of Southeast Asia (Atkinson & Errington 1990), 
gender relations in Cambodia are complex and intriguing, often contra
dictory and ambiguous. Women and men in Cambodia are considered as 
basically equal in their human capacities. Accepting this, Ledgerwood 
(1994: 122) further suggests that the socio-religious system is perceived as 
a system common to both women and men. This is contrary to the dis
tinction made in some earlier studies on gender relations in the same 
culture area, where the prestige system is taken to consist of one for 
women and another for men. Gender relations are, however, embedded 
in the social organisation and should therefore be interpreted as a systems 
of signs rather than as inherent biological or social differences ascribing 
subordination to women. Although all relations in Khmer society are or
ganized hierarchically (Ledgerwood 1992:3), the symbolic markers of 
place within society that take precedent are age and sex. People usually 
refer to one another by kinship terminology which reflects the age and 
sex of the person who is referenced. This is only relative though, and 
symbolic markers also include a range of other factors such as wealth, 
reputation of the family, political position, employment, the character of 
the individual, and religious piety (ibid. :4). This means that it is im
portant to recognize that other dimensions of the social relations may 
take priority and influence gender relations, such as rank and social 
status, high birth, age, as well as personal character and refinement 
which are often interpreted as signs of personal force and 'energy' and a 
therefore sign of good karma. 

There is a number of social phenomena in Cambodia today that are 
recognized as gender related and which leave many women in difficult 

20 This word is the common Khmer form of the Sanskrit achariya and refers both to a 
layman priest of the Buddhist congregation, to a ritual specialist of the spirit cults, and to 
anyone with special spiritual or literary knowledge. 
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situations and entails a great deal of suffering on their part. The instab
ility of marriage relations, the prevalence of domestic violence, the social 
marginalisation of single women in the village communities along with 
the migration to urban areas - to mention but the most serious - are all 
perceived as due to social ruptures for which the war is most often 
blamed. The demographic imbalance for certain age groups, along with 
the general and extensive poverty and the undermining of village 
solidarity have left many women and their children vulnerable and un
provided for. 

The problem of domestic violence (Zimmerman et al. 1994) could 
perhaps be better explained if the relative lack of social influence of 
husbands are taken into serious consideration, as the undermining of male 
authority in the sphere outside home and hearth. When internalised, the 
power structures from the public sphere of the wider society are likely to 
affect also the more intimate world belonging to the family sphere of 
social relations. Cambodian gender ideology has found a rich and sym
bolic representation in literature as well as in the iconography that is part 
of the more conscious model of gender relations in society and part of 
common socialization and upbringing and thus strongly sanctioned (cf. 
Bit 1991). We found some of these ideas expressed for instance in the 
chbab srey and the chbap pros, the moral codes for women and men, 
where men and husbands in the ideal world should be respected and loved 
by women as 'the master of our head'. Men thus become not only power
ful metaphors, but also dangerous beings. When they feel their ideal 
superior status threatened by mundane economic and social conditions, 
they may take the precepts of the moral codes literally, and if they have 
not been taught to handle the world in any other significant language than 
that of the gun, the stick, or the fist, the situation ensues of widespread 
domestic violence, to which Zimmerman's study (1994) has attested. 

Women in Cambodia, as elsewhere, are, however, not only vul
nerable, but also inventive, and as such often successfully coping with 
changing social structures (for instance in market relations). In this en
deavour earlier strategies and models become reinterpreted, molded and 
recycled for a possible future. In this context we may ask in what way it 
would be possible to explain and understand issues of domestic violence 
and its prevalence in Cambodia given the fact that womens' productive 
capacities are highly valued and important to every household. Married 
women have a strong position with regard to decision making and house-
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Young women dig and buy potatoes from the owner of the garden in 
order to take them for sale to a nearby market town. 

hold economy as the keeper of family wealth in most families. During 
fieldwork, for instance, we observed that every household was in this 
sense a female-headed household. Observations on Khmer women as re
sourceful and not hesitant to make use of whatever capacities they have, 
should be related to the fact of the matrifocal bias that social life in 
Cambodia seems to have favoured in general. Womens' participation in 
work and economic production, in the rice fields as in the market, give 
them a lot of both social experience and social influence, though not in 
any sense social independence. 

Widowhood 
During our stay in the village, we observed that a considerable pro
portion of the village community did not participate in the temple fest
ivals or in other rituals and life-crisis events celebrated in the village. 
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Thus the majority of the households with single women were not present 
and did not participate through children or other relatives. DUring inter
views with poor widows, these women mentioned several reasons for not 
participating, but it was apparent that their lack of whatever little surplus 
in terms of rice or cash put a severe limit to their participation, but also 
other, less material factors - the shame of being poor, the relative ritual 
impurity associated with the position as a widow or abandoned wife _ 
were important in limiting their social life in the village and their active 
participation in village affairs. 

The term 'widow' is applied locally to include also single or un
married women with children and women who are abandoned or di
vorced, the so called 'part-time widows', memei pdei leng. The way 
these women are treated in the village suggests that they are in a way 
'degendered' and therefore depersonalized and made socially invisible. 
The invisibility of these women and their families was manifested as a 
social fact in several ways. It turned out that officials were unwilling, or 
unable, to give the names and the directions to the homes of widows. The 
names of these single women were not remembered, and it was suggested 
that to visit their location implied 'security problems'. The few single 
women we were advised to talk to turned out to be special in the sense 
that they were supported by their comparatively wealthy kinsmen or that 
they had a relatively important position in the society, for instance as 
schoolteacher. Such socially recognized widows, on the other hand, were 
able to suggest other persons, and in this way more and more women 
were added to our list of what has become known as female-headed 
households. It was, however, also obvious that the respected women did 
not want to be mixed up in the same category as their more unfortunate 
fellow widows; they did not mind accompanying us to the house of a 
widow, but after having briefly introduced the team for the interview 
they would excuse themselves and leave. 

If we take into consideration that households of poor widows 
constituted about onc third of the village population and contained a large 
number of children and young persons, the implications for the peace and 
development process are important. Most of these women, moreover, 
were returnees and had been given poor land that yielded little. Their 
houses and gardens were located in the periphery of the village, where 
they lived more or less as social outcasts, with the shame of poverty and 
without proper means of basic subsistence or adequate social conditions, 
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and with not even a minimum of participation in public life and decision
making. 

Division and Exchange (~f Labour 
Although it has been said that the sexual division of labour is not very 
strict in rural Cambodia, and although what principles of division of 
labour that may obtain are now often contravened by practical necessities 
(Ledgerwood 1992:93-96), certain patterns are clearly discernible 
(ibid.). In the sphere of rice cultivation, both men and women cooperate 
on most tasks, but there is a pronounced tendency that men should do the 
ploughing and women should take care of transplantation. The problems 
that widow households face in finding and/or paying for male labour for 
ploughing have often been commented upon (e.g. Ledgerwood 1992.27; 
Klaassen 1995:7). The fact that ploughing is in principle considered an 
exclusively male activity has sometimes been explained with reference to 
the required physical strength, an explanation which is clearly in
adequate, and contradicted by the mere fact that occasionally women do 
plough. But the thing is that they ought not to do it, because - and this is 
a point which has so far not been sufficiently, if at all, discussed - there 
should always be a man in the household to take care of such male tasks. 
According to the localized Cambodian version of the idea of sati, widow 
households ought not really to exist at all. They are an anomaly which do 
not belong in the ideal Khmer social order. The regrettable empirical 
fact that widow households may presently number about 30% of all 
households in the country does not alter the cultural fact of their being 
out of place. This cultural-historical circumstance of widowhood adds a 
further cruel dimension to the plight of poor widow households. In our 
limited experience, even if a widow can pay for male labour for 
ploughing, neighbours are often not very keen to help. 

A married woman, on the other hand, has potentially a relatively 
favourable position in the household. As we have mentioned, almost all 
rural Khmer households are female-headed, in the sense that most 
decisions pertaining to household affairs are ultimately made by the wife 
in the family, who is in general responsible for running the household 
and for its economy. While many decisions are made jointly by the hus
band and wife, the latter usually has the last word. This is true not only 
of fairly trivial matters of everyday expenditure, but also with respect to 
strategic decisions such as what fields to plant with what kind of rice, 
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what kinds of vegetables to grow, what price to sell them at, whether to 
take loans, whether to buy or sell land, or what other agricultural invest
ments to make. As one of our informants put it, "We usually agree on 
decisions, but J am the one who has the right of veto". 

A housewife sells ice from the family's stall in the local market. 

We have earlier noted the tendency for Khmer women rather than men 
to engage in trade. This is a trait which is also found on the most modest 
scale in the villages, and in terms of division of labour it may be 
generalized in saying that women tend to manage activities most closely 
related to the domestic sphere in and around the house, while men 
manage more external relations. Thus, in a couple living mainly on com
mercial activities,21 it is typically the wife who is in charge of the stall in 
the market, while the husband takes care of deliveries and transportation. 
In the most general terms, we may say that the wife is stationary while 
the husband moves about. This, incidentally, is a pattern congruent with 

21 This is often the only, 01' at least the most obvious, option for returnees, who either 
have no access to land or have not managed to keep what (sometimes poor quality) land 
they have been allotted. 
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the rule of uxorilocal post-marital residence - the husband moves to the 
wife's house at marriage. The greater mobility of men is also seen in the 
often reported fact that during relatively slack periods in the agricultural 
calendar, the husband may leave the village to seek employment else
where. For people in the vicinity of Ph nom Penh or other cities, this 
typically means going to the city to find work as a cyclo driver or con
struction worker. The economic importance for the household of such 
activities may not be great; out of his earnings, the man has to pay board 
and lodging and maybe rent for the cyclo, and most of the attractions of 
city life are not for free. But then the man has perhaps little incentive to 
save his earnings, since he is supposed to hand them over to his wife in 
any case. 

Village Organization 

Village Leadership 
In the village, the chief is the only person employed by the state. He (or 
very rarely she) has normally no office or any special facilities and gets a 
very minimal salary. The village chief is usually a peasant among others 
in the village. He coordinates, or rather coordinated, a number of groups 
(krorn) in the village, a system used for grassroots contact which now 
largely seems to have stopped functioning. The same is true of a number 
of other bodies previously active in the village, such as the People's Party 
Committee and the Women's Association. Large village meetings were 
common during the time when large parts of the work was collectively 
arranged. By now also these meetings have virtually ceased to take place. 
Thus, after the 1993 election the political life in the villages has become 
less democratic, at least in terms of popular participation. 

In the absence of any system of local elections, the structure of 
village leadership is top-heavy. When asking a commune chief what were 
his primary responsibilities towards the people, he answered without 
hesitation, "to inform and implement new directions". The language used 
reveals an authoritarian approach to the relation with the villagers: "We 
command them to clear bushes near the railway and it is their duty to 
follow". Even if it is for a good purpose, this is not a very effective way 
to deal with the villagers, especially not if one is committed to a demo
cratic and participatory development strategy. Participation has not been 
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encouraged and most requests find difficulties in being realised due to 
either bureaucracy or lack of available resources. We met a number of 
seemingly good development ideas originating from the farmers (or 
from farmers and commune office workers) who had abided by the rules 
and sent a request up in the system, but they had received no reply, or, 
alternatively a negative reply. Direct participation in decision-making 
processes is thus quite weak. The reasons for this is in the first place to 
be sought in cultural perceptions of power and authority, and secondly in 
the legacy of the centralist socialist system from the 1980s. The 
'democratization' of Cambodia has so far resulted in a 'partial demo
cracy' , i.e. democracy on the national but not on the local level. 

Many commune and village chiefs complained that it is impossible 
to govern nowadays: "The villagers do not do as we tell them". This re
calcitrance has several sources. One is the democratic system which is 
diffusing the power center and giving an escape way for the ordinary 
citizen from all uncomfortable orders. The commune chiefs claimed that 
they often meet the argument that "There is someone else saying that we 
do not have to obey you. We go to them instead". In other words the 
public servants who, of course, are mainly recruited from the CPP, are 
also perceived as belonging to and being agents of that party, rather than 
being non-political public servants. An increased awareness of issues of 
human rights and law and order of course gives the villagers added 
strength in refusing to obey the orders of the commune office. 

A second reason, cited by commune office officials, for villagers' 
refusal to comply with orders from the commune was the monetarized 
relations which are currently permeating Cambodian villages. "How 
much do you pay me?" is a reply when trying to mobilise people for 
public work. During the PRK, in the kram samakki system, 'working 
points' were rewarded for different kind of jobs, working on ones allo
cated rice field as well as public works. Therefore it was no problem for 
the commune chief to get public work done. Now the commune chief 
does not have that levy over people, nor do they have any resources to 
pay for public works. As a result even the most urgent and sometimes 
even very profitable public works remains undone. Public work that is 
not paid for will simply not be carried out. 

Thirdly, the general poverty is equally disastrous for long term 
planning and investment. We encountered quite a few situations where, 
had the people had a little capital to invest, or some extra time to prepare 
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for the future, it would certainly have paid off. Usually, people knew 
this, but they could just not find even that little room to manreuvre. This 
ranges from simple things such as buying a little fertilizer (everybody 
knows that it pays off) to three days of common work on a collapsed 
irrigation dike. We witnessed an irrigation system which had fallen into 
disrepair, basically due to an originally undersized gate. The reparation 
costs were calculated at less than 5,000 USD and the benefIt could be as 
much as 50,000 USD annually! The villagers had applied to the pro
vincial authorities but received no reply, and they were unable to marshal 
the money themselves. In the months just before the harvest, as many as 
75% of the village population have to borrow money at usury rates (20% 
per month). 

Fourthly, the absence of public social services is aggravated by the 
rudimentary sense of solidarity in the village as a whole. For example, 
we talked to a lady who had recently become a widow. She was skilled in 
sewing and had a small business, but it seemed impossible for her to find 
someone who would help her with baby-sitting, even for a short period 
of time: "1 cannot even get the neighbours to help look after the child 
while I work". She saw, bitterly, no way out but selling the little land she 
had. To us this seems like the beginning of a trajectory leading to 
absolute poverty. 

Finally, some 'Food for Work' assistance had reached the village. 
This is a concept where people work on tasks for the common good, such 
as roads, schools or ponds and gets rice as salary. This may avert starv
ation, and bring about the construction of necessary infrastructure, but it 
does not promote empowerment on village level. Instead of help to self
help it becomes the undermining of self-help. Already accustomed to 
getting rice as compensation for their efforts, people have become very 
reluctant to work for the common good without pay, even on irrigation 
schemes which would directly improve their own conditions. 

Is Rural Cambodia a Village Society? 
The process of destruction of Cambodian society over the last 25 years 
has inevitably increased the vulnerability of large groups of people. In 
Cambodia today, the village is not, as in neighbouring Vietnam or in 
China, an acting political entity. The common picture is that the tradi
tional social cohesion and self-help mechanisms in the villages that were 
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destroyed under Pol Pot are now slowly returning to normal. There is an 
element of wishful thinking in this view, for it is questionable whether 
such a 'normal', traditional social cohesion on village level ever existed 
in the first place. It is less questionable, however, that the deterioration 
of social solidarity appears to be continuing still, and that it is reinforced 
by the liberalization of the economy and the consequent monetarization 
of most social relations beyond the nuclear family. 

Several commentators have noted that village solidarity was never 
very strong in Cambodia (Vickery 1986; Ledgerwood 1992; Frings 
1994). 

Village and family organization, especially if compared to that of China, 
Vietnam or India, was extremely weak. Khmer villages were not 
cohesive units, as in Vietnam, dealing collectively with officials; and 
beyond the nuclear household, families easily disintegrated. Extended 
family did not exist, records of previous generations were not kept, 
ancestors were not the object of a religious cult. Corporate discipline 
over the individual by extended families or by village organization was 
weak, and once a person had fulfilled his obligation to the state -
through tax or corvee - there was little constraint on his activities 
(Thion 1993:98). 

Some of the reasons for the alleged individualism and relative inde
pendence of Cambodian peasants may have been the combination of self 
sufficiency and relative abundance of land, making village organization 
superfluous. The implementation of private land holdings, the sacredness 
of private property, and the introduction of the Napoleonic Code, are 
mentioned by several scholars as factors contributing to Khmer peasant 
individualism (Hu Nim 1982; Hou Youn 1982). The absence of com
munal land, the small number of traders and craftsmen, the lack of a 
systematic division of labour, and the non-existing village committees or 
organizations are other explanations mentioned in this connection. 

Despite such observations, most scholars and development planners 
keep thinking in terms of villages and of how the solidarity of the village 
community may be strengthened. We believe a new kind of thinking is 
warranted. Anthropology has for long taken for granted that the organi
zation of small-scale, subsistence-oriented rural societies is based on 
kinship, and that kinship is universally recognizable and founded basic
ally on descent. It is only fairly recently that this assumption has been 
questioned in the light of empirical evidence (which has been available 
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for a long time). In the same way, it has been taken for granted that the 
village is a universal feature of rural societies. It is about time that this 
assumption is subjected to a similar kind of scrutiny, and Cambodia 
provides a good case. When we asked our research assistants in the field 
(who had previous experience of social science work in rural areas) what 
defined or constituted a 'village' (phum), the answer (after a brief 
reflection) was "the presence of a temple (wat) and of a village chief'. 

French geographer Jean Delvert (1961: 198-220) has provided a 
detailed discussion of the nature of Cambodian villages. He points out that 
the village in the colonial (and post-colonial) period has been primarily 
an administratively created unit which is not exactly congruent with the 
Khmer notion of phum. "Le mot 'Phum', dans son sens populaire, est 
pratiquement intraduisible en fran~ais" (Delvert 1961:202), and neither is 
it directly translatable as 'village' in English. In Khmer, the word phum 
denotes inhabited space in the rural areas in general, and for the peasant 
it means his home area in a loose sense rather than a specific agglom
eration of houses or a bounded organizational entity. Even if we can 
observe that Cambodian peasants tend to live in houses that are arranged 
in neat rows along the road (for the convenience of colonial and post
colonial administrations), we are not necessarily entitled to assume that 
such physical concentrations correspond to any socially or culturally sig
nificant entity, let alone to a moral community. Such eventual corres
pondence is always a matter of empirical investigation, and in the Cam
bodian case it is not found. 

The Village in Development 
This skepticism with regard to the village as a socio-cultural reality 
tallies with the results of some recent research in other parts of Southeast 
Asia, notably Thailand (e.g. Kemp 1988; Vandergeest 1993; Hoadley & 
Gunnarsson 1996). In the case of Thailand, the gist of the argument is 
that prior to the state administrative reforms of the late 19th century, "it 
would be hard to point to any organization resembling a modern village 
in the sense of comprising a definite territorial entity, an administrative 
unit of agricultural production, or even a place of residence for the rural 
population" (Hoadley & Gunnarsson 1996:ix). For Cambodia, much the 
same argument applies, with the important modification that here it was 
not a national government but a foreign colonial power whose admin
istrative needs were initially catered for. 
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The Royal government of today, however, has the same need, and 
the colonial creation of 'villages' has therefore persevered. When our as
sistants characterised a village by reference to its headmen and to the 
temple, they were, in our understanding, being quite clear about the 
composite nature of the concept. The headman part refers to the admin
istrative system imposed from outside the local popUlation, while by the 
temple part reference was made to the local conception of a moral com
munity. The conceptual conflation of these two separate dimensions may 
serve to hamper our understanding of what is going on in the Cambodian 
countryside. But it is a conflation that is constantly made, not only by the 
government, which may see a positive advantage in doing so, but also by 
foreign development agencies and NOOs. Thus, the government has 
recently announced a programme for the establishment of 'Village De
velopment Committees', and the idea is enthusiastically endorsed by 
UNDP/CARERE, among others. The committees are to be elected ac
cording to Western-inspired 'democratic' procedures, and the gender 
aspect is taken into account by the recommendation that of the seven 
members of each committee, at least three shall be female. The idea is 
that the Village Development Committee will act as a grassroot repre
sentative vis-a-vis the communal, district and provincial authorities by 
channelling ideas, wishes, and suggestions about local development 
efforts. When such grassroot ideas win the formal and financial approval 
of the authorities, the committees will administer the allocated funds and 
oversee their proper use. There is no doubt that this is an excellent idea, 
provided it turns out to work the way it is conceived, and we may only 
hope that villagers will behave as 'democratically' as this scheme pre
supposes them to do. The way we see it, however, there are good reasons 
to believe that the committees and/or their individual members will be 
just as susceptible to pressures and favouritism as any other official or 
unofficial body or individual, and the government and the development 
agencies may have another instance of possible 'corruption' to reckon 
with. 

Non-Governmental Structures 

Household Cooperation 

We have noted the relative absence of formal organizational structures 
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beyond the level of the individual household, and, indeed, beyond the 
nuclear family (e.g. Delvert 1961: 199ff; Ebihara 1968:92, 1990a: 17-20; 
Thion 1993: 98). Thus, if in a formal, organizational sense it may be said 
that every household is an island, we should take a look at the possible 
ways in which these separate islands are connected with one another. 

One institutionalised kind of household cooperation was, and pro
bably still is, the smaller or larger cooperative groups formed by neigh
bours and kinsmen during the busy periods of the agricultural year. The 
institution is referred to as provas dai and it 

operated on the basic principle of reciprocallabor exchange between 
familicslhouseholds. For example, several men might form a plowing 
team to work on one another's fields in turn, while groups of women 
did the same for transplanting, therehy completing arduous tasks more 
quickly and easily than could family members alone (Ebihara 
1990a:18). 

This sort of arrangement presumably works best between households of 
relatively equal social and economic standing and, as we have indicated 
above, our impression was that the poorer, widow-headed households 
were mostly excluded from this form of cooperation. The best mechan
ism that has been attempted so far for advancing proper socio-economic 
cooperation on the local level is still the krom samakki model intro
duced by the PRK government but, as we mentioned, for ideological and 
cultural reasons this had to be abolished. 

Patronage 
In peasant societies in Southeast Asia (Scott 1977) and elsewhere (Wolf 
1969), so-called patron-client relations are often described as important 
functional relationships which cut across, supersede, or take the place of 
'official' (kinship or administrative) structures. Such relationships are 
described as dyadic (i.e. involving two parties - individuals or families -
only), vertical (Le. hierarchical, the patron being superior to the client), 
and many-stranded (Le. the relation pertains to more than sphere -
economic, social, political - of life). According to Thion (1993:98), 
patron-client relations formed "the backbone of the traditional political 
structure" in Cambodia. "It has been noted that this system, both through 
the effects of its functioning and the psychological categories it implies, 
prevents the rise of a global political consciousness. Only factional 
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groups may emerge from personal linear loyalties" (ibid.). The role of a 
patron is to offer physical protection as well as economic assistance and 
moral support in times of such needs. The obligations of the client are to 
assure political loyalty and occasionally to supply labour for the patron. 
The archetype of the patron-client relation in Cambodia is, of course, the 
relation between the king and his subjects. 

Since so little anthropological field research has been done on rural 
Cambodia, particularly after Pol Pot, there is next to no empirical evi
dence as to the preponderance of relations of patronage in the Cambodian 
countryside today. Lindsay French, who did research in a refugee camp 
on the Thai border, reports that in the camp, "where resources were 
scarce, security was a significant concern, and protection could not be 
guaranteed by either community solidarity or the rule of law, patronage 
flourished from the highest to the lowest levels of the politico-admin
istrative structure" (1994b: 163). One cannot expect to be able to gather 
significant information on such a comparatively sensitive and visually 
non-spectacular phenomenon as patron-client relationships in the course 
of a short stay in a village, but our scattered observations did indicate 
networks of this kind behind such events as marriage celebrations and 
temple festivals, as well as loan and credit arrangements. Among the 
aspects which need to be further researched is the degree to which hori
zontal relations, that is, relations between several clients of the same 
patron emerge, and in that case, what is the social and economic import 
of such relations (cf. Scott 1990:61-62). Scott & Kerkvliet (1977:443, cf. 
French 1994b:163) have suggested that certain political conditions are 
especially conducive to the existence and promotion of systems of patron
client relations. These conditions are the persistence of marked inequal
ities of wealth, status and power which are afforded a certain legitimacy; 
the relative absence of effective impersonal guarantees such as public law 
for physical security, property, and position; and the inability of either 
kinship units or traditional village community to serve as effective vehi
cles of personal security or advancement. It is hard to think of a country 
that fits these conditions as well as Cambodia.22 Given that these con-

22 The analytic description of these conditions also contains the recipe for the dis
mantling or defusing of patron-client relationships: Promotion of economic, social and 
political equality; adequate enforcement of civil and criminal laws; creation of kinship and 
village solidarity. Unfortunately, the combination of privatization of land, economic 
liberalization, absence of state fiscal control and inability to ensure discipline within the 
armed forces and police does not seem conducive to the attainment of these goals. 
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ditions still prevail, we have reasons to suspect that the attitude towards 
the Village Development Committees will conform to this pattern. As a 
well-informed observer put it, the (members of the) committees will 
probably become the new patrons (John Vijghen, pers. comm.). 

The Role of the Spirits 
Another area where a lot more empirical field research is needed is on 
the concrete social significance of the 'worship' of, or the attention paid 
to the neak ta, the guardian spirits. The general pattern of belief in 
Khmer spirit cults seems to resemble that known from the neighbouring 
Tai populations of Thailand and Laos (Tambiah 1970; Trankell 1995; 
Ovesen 1993). But whereas in the latter, the spirits symbolically re
present actually existing social bodies - house groups, lineages - the 
nature of the Khmer spirits with respect to their possible social ground
edness and role is not entirely clear. The works of Ang Choulean (1986) 
and Alain Forest (1992) are important in having cleared the ground in 
terms of the belief system, as is, of course, the magisterial work by 
Poree-Maspero (1962-69), but the embeddedness of the beliefs in the 
social universe still remains to be studied in the field. 

There are indications that the various kinds of neak fa may be the 
'guardians' of the kin group and/or of the family land. Social entities 
such as kin groups wider than the family/household are very weakly 
articulated in contemporary rural Cambodia; a working hypothesis may 
be that today only the cult of the neak fa is what socially constitutes these 
various entities. In the absence of any major unifying principle in the 
village community, the attention paid to the continuous well-being and 
good-will of the neak fa constitutes a focal area of activity in communal 
life in the village. 

Similar uncertainties and lack of information apply to the social 
role of the various 'religious officials' of the non-Buddhist (or extra
Buddhist) practices, collectively known as achaa, but locally distin
guished according to the specific domain of their specialist knowledge -
as diviners, funeral specialists, marriage specialists, etc. We could ob
serve that these people were generally respected in the village, but we do 
not know very much about their potential for spiritual, let alone social 
influence and leadership. 

Appeal to the neak fa is made in cases of illness, for which regular 
medicine - indigenous or modern - has proved insufficient. In such case, 
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a diviner (achaa) is consulted, and when his diagnosis has confirmed the 
necessity of invoking the neak ta, a 'shamanistic' seance is prepared. The 
achaa presides over the seance, while the invocation itself is performed 
by another kind of achaa, a spirit medium. Each neak ta is summoned 
by means of a specially made little altar, a square fashioned from a bana
na stem and adorned by candles and incense. The summons are made to 
the accompaniment of music, and it takes about 45 minutes for each 
neak ta to make his or her appearance. 

Invocation of the spirits, neak ta, for the curing of a sick man. 

That the neak ta are indeed living persons with histories and destinies 
comparable to those of humans is evinced by the fact that they not only 
suffered greatly, but even were sometimes defeated at the hands of Pol 
Pot (Ponchaud 1989: 168-69). During our research we encountered a case 
where one of the neak ta had indeed become an 'internally displaced 
person', in that, after Pol Pot he had not been repatriated together with 
the villagers to Kompong Chhnang, but still resided in the mountains in 
the north of Siem Reap where he was lonely and miserable. He was 
invoked to cure an elderly man who was partly paralyzed, and he agreed 
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to help on the condition that he was given new Chinese clothes because he 
suffered from the cold in the mountains. After the medium and the 
family had discussed the request the family agreed. Already the next day 
the old man was dramatically better and able to walk. 

Buddhism 
Although Buddhism is supposed to be non-political and encourage people 
to take refuge in the virtues of the dhamma and the teachings of the 
Buddha as a way to became more detached from the world, the lessons, 
for example, of the ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka should have convinced us 
that it is futile to believe religion to be a source of spirituality only. Bud
dhist monks have fully participated in various political conflicts. In spite 
of the 'eternal' ideas, religion, like other institutions in society, is bound 
to interact with the social conditions of change in society and will inevi
tably change in the course of such interaction. Likewise, the temptations 
to tap this source of spiritual power and knowledge have been irresistible 
for all pre- and post-colonial regimes in Cambodia. In reviewing the 
history we note that monks have frequently been part of rebellions and 
have participated in demonstrations, uprisings, and war. In addition to 
the list of colonial peasant rebellions mentioned in chapter one, there 
were rebellions led by monks in 1896, 1909 and 1916 (Yang Sam 1987: 
40-41). Crucial to the development of later events was the extent to 
which Buddhism was used and mobilized for the legitimization of what
ever the political regime in power. In order to avert communism, prince 
Sihanouk thus promoted Buddhism in order to define his own particular 
way of socialism, as different from other kinds of socialism, because it 
was supposed to build on Khmer culture and ideas of morality with re
gard to concepts of collectivity, equality, mutual support and national i
dentity (Somboon 1993:137). He tried to promote his own policy of na
tional reforms as well as foreign politics, where the policy of neutrality 
was said to be in line with the Buddhist doctrine of the Middle Path.23 

The profound changes that tlle Khmer society underwent in the 

23 "We are socialists loo.] but our socialism is inspired far more by Buddhist morality 
and the religious traditions of our national existence than by doctrines imported from 
abroad. [ ... ] The progress we have made in the secular domain has not in any way 
caused us to neglect our religion, to which we have consistently devoted our fullest 
attention [oo.] a harmonious national development could not be realized unless our 
religion progressed at an equal pace with our national polity - just as a cart cannot roll 
unless it has two wheels" (Zago 1976: 112). 
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process of modernisation also affected religious practice, however. In 
spite of the state support it was noted by observers in the late 1960s that 
"Khmer Buddhism is more a sociological dimension than a spirituallibe
ration and for this reason it is all the more susceptible to contemporary 
social change [ ... ] if we see things as they really are, we cannot deny that 
belief in Buddha-Dhamma-Sangha is losing ground every day" (Zago 
1976:115). The political failure toward the end of 1960s of Sihanouk 
after the Samlaut peasant uprising had consequences also for Khmer 
Buddhism. The failure of Buddhist socialism was blamed on the former 
King. He was accused of having violated the teachings of the Buddha by 
ordering the execution of his enemies from the Free Khmer Movement 
(Somboon 1993:138) and by having caused a suicide epidemic by opening 
a state casino where people's loss of money and property resulted in 
family tragedies (Martin 1994). 

The Lon Nol regime made frequent use of Buddhist rituals in order 
to create the impression of a mutual protective relationship between the 
sangha and the state for nationalist purposes (Zago 1976:119; Yang Sam 
1987:41, 50). As Lon Nol declared war against communism and the 
Vietnamese, Buddhism once more became central to the warfare, as 
teachers and monks were recruited to speak at meetings held in the mon
asteries in order to convince the peasants of the dangers of communism 
and to warn that with communism there would be no place for religion 
(Yang Sam 1987:53). However, it seemed that in the very beginning of 
the war, the Khmer Rouge had more success than the Lon Nol in the 
propaganda machinery, which furthermore seemed to have contributed to 
the unholy alliance between Sihanouk and the Khmer Rouge at this stage. 
The popularity of the prince and the involvement of the monks helped 
them to recruit huge numbers of young people to their army, especially 
during the time when Sihanouk appealed to Beijing for support (Yang 
Sam 1987:56). Both sides thus used the monks for their own purposes. 

The communist criticism against Buddhism also influenced the 
public. It was claimed by the Khmer Rouge that the monks did not 
contribute to the production and therefore represented a waste of com
munity resources, and that the excessive use of wealth and resources for 
religious rituals could find better use in the development of the country. 
The policy against the monks before 1975 differed, however, depending 
on the area. Some of the methods practised were extremely effective in 
separating the monks from the village communities. After 1975, how-
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ever, the Pol Pot regime intensified and unified its persecution of the 
Buddhist establishment. The regime almost eradicated the sangha and 
has been accused of committing 'genocide of a religious group' (Boua 
1991:227). Not only were monks derobed, or killed if they did not 
manage to escape, but the devastating effects also on temples, statues, 
relics and libraries are overwhelming. 

With the Vietnamese invasion, the Buddhist sangha was reinstalled 
with the help of leading Theravada Buddhist monks from Vietnam in 
September 1979 (Yang Sam 1987:79ff; cf. Vickery 1986:161-62). Since 
then, the sangha has undergone changes in its organisation as well as in 
the religious practice. Buddhist Associations for the laity had become in
creasingly popular during the post-war era. The Association of Buddhist 
Youth in Cambodia, for example, which was founded in Phnom Penh in 
1971, had a number of special committees for the education of children 
and youth, such as Sunday class instruction for secondary school students, 
for informal meetings for students, and for radio broadcasts (Zago 1976: 
] 11). Due to the heavy loss of monks under Pol Pot,24 the Sangha has 
not been able to recover in terms of education. Initially only men over 50 
were given permission by the PRK government to become ordained in 
order not to drain the society of important male labour during the re
construction period (Yang Sam 1987). 

Several Buddhist NOOs are presently active in development in 
Cambodia. Among them are the Krom Akphiwat Phum in Battambang 
and Buddhism for Development. Although these and other organizations 
perform valuable services for the social development of the country, we 
believe, however, that Swedish and international development agencies 
should be wary of trying to mobilize them for their own purposes. The 
mistakes of all previous Cambodian regimes should not be repeated by 
the international community. Like any other 'great' religion, the basic 
tenets of Theravada Buddhism is subject to varying and sometimes 
contradictory interpretations. On the one hand, Buddhism represents an 
ethos of non-violence and compassion, but on the other hand it pro
mulgates the rather merciless law of karma, according to which your 
present life situation is the cumulative result of deeds in your previous 
incarnations. So, if you are poor, if you have a violent husband, or if you 

24 In the late 1960s, there were ahout 65,000 monks and novices in the country's more 
than 3,000 wats, while by 1979, the numher was down to less than 100, most of whom 
lived in exile in Vietnam (Keyes 1990:60), 
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have lost a limb in a mine accident, it is because of your karma, and 
there is very little you or any others can do about it. 

Internally displaced persons may find temporary refuge on the temple 
grounds. A new temple building is under construction in the back
ground. 

Despite this rather non-social ideology, the village temples are important 
as physical manifestations of the local society as a moral community. 
Today, construction and reconstruction of temples is going on all over 
the country, financed to a large degree by donations by ordinary people 
in the countryside. Considering the overall poverty of the peasantry, it is 
remarkable how much money is voluntarily given for the purpose of 
temple construction and maintenance. But it should be kept in mind that 
donations to the temple is one of the foremost ways for the lay individual 
to gain merits. In areas with a large proportion of internally displaced 
persons, these can often be seen to seek refuge and temporary accom
modation on temple grounds, the temple being the temporary symbolic 
center of the community which for these people no longer has any 
material existence. 
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Our stay in the village in Kompong Chhnang coincided with the 
annual kathin festival which is a major occasion for the laity to present 
both food and new robes to the monks. The festival was a major event 
for many villagers, and although the temple was situated about three 
kilometers from the village, the procession counted about 100 people. It 
is noteworthy, however, that apart from the (elderly) male lay officials 
(achaa), it was mostly women who joined the procession and took an 
active part in the celebrations. This is in accordance with the general state 
of affairs in Buddhist Southeast Asia, and it has also been noted by 
Ebihara (1968). Ebihara explains that since women occupy a lower reli
gious status than men they have to work harder to gain merits, and since 
food is in any case the main contribution of villagers to the temple, this 
"seems to account for the preponderance of women noted at various 
religious observances" (1968:397). 

Our presence at the festival gave us the opportunity to note how the 
hierarchical order of the secular society is mirrored in the ceremonial 
arrangements at the temple. When the congregation meet in the vihear, 
the sacred space is arranged in such a way that the relative purity and 
position of the members of the congregation is clearly expressed. After 
the achaa, the layman leader of the Buddhist congregation, had invited 
the monks to partake of the gifts of rice and food, the meal took place 
according to the following arrangement: The monks were seated along 
the northern wall of the vihear, facing the lay members of the con
gregation. The abbot and the senior monks were placed closest to the 
Buddha image at the eastern main wall and were followed in line by the 
mature monks, down to the youngest novice who sat next to the entrance. 
The senior monks were facing the achaa and the old and respected male 
members of the congregation, followed by the respected elder women, 
housewives and younger women in that order, the latter surrounded by 
their children. When the monks had finished eating, the meal was con
tinued by the lay-people, who in a technical sense are eating the left-overs 
of the meal presented to the monks. The festival was marked by a rich 
display of food as gifts to the monks. In front of each monk there was a 
table laid with eighteen different dishes of cooked food, fresh fruit, con
diments, and cakes to accompany the rice. It is important to note that the 
food is by no means intended as a feast for the monks alone, and there 
\vas nothing in the behaviour of the monks that suggested indulgence. The 
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Feeding the monks at the kathinfestival. 

food given to the monks are ultimately intended for the departed rel
atives, and the celebration of the kathin was an opportunity for villagers 
to make merits which could be transferred to the departed ones, as well 
as for expressing a feeling of community among the living. This was in 
itself thought of as important, and considering that almost every indi
vidual lost a number of family members and relatives during the Pol Pot 
period, it is easy to imagine the psychological need for the comme
moration rituals. 
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PART IV: IMPLICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT 

Development World View and Khmer Society 

In anthropology and related social sciences, the notion of agency has 
lately surfaced as a major theoretical and methodological issue. The 
notion implies, very briefly, an increasing attention to the fact that people 
are not only passive elements of a structurally determined social and 
cultural order, but also play a consciously active role in the shaping and 
changing of their present and future social and cultural conditions. In this 
sociological sense, the term agency does not immediately resemble the 
more conventional, militarily institutional meaning of the word, as used, 
for example, in the concept of an 'intelligence agency'. A rapprochement 
of the two senses of the term may, however, take place within the 
conceptual and institutional framework of (a) development agency. 

Agency meets 'Culture' 
We shall not here attempt anything like a systematic ethnography of 
something called the development world view, but only point to a few 
elements in the thinking and rhetoric of development planners. We do 
this for two reasons, which together are related to 'crucial and strategic 
issues which should be taken into consideration in the context of long
term development cooperation', mentioned in our Terms of Reference. 
The first is that a study which involves power structures in rural Cam
bodia cannot afford to ignore the fact that development planning and the 
presence of development agents in a country necessarily has an impact on 
relations of power and influence in both rural and urban sectors of the 
society. This is fairly obvious and needs no further elaboration. The 
second reason is that on a number of scores, what we take to be a de vel-
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opment world view seems to run counter to a number of the elements of 
traditional Khmer world view that we outlined above. Here, we may be 
brief and just note a series of ostensible contradictions: 

While the political system since Angkorian times has been the 
province of the elite, one aim of Swedish efforts is a higher degree of 
popular participation in political decision-making processes. 

While social relations in all sectors of society have been ruled by a 
strict and pervasive hierarchy, development should promote democracy 
and relative equality. 

The attainment of equality is deemed especially important in the 
sphere of gender relations, where traditional Khmer culture has favoured 
the ideological subordination of women. 

Development is per definition a process of change that will make 
the future significantly different from the past, whereas the 'con
servatism' of Khmer culture takes its model for the perfect society from 
a (mythologized) social order in the past. 

While development stresses the ability of people to determine and 
change their own future situation through concrete actions, Buddhism 
teaches that destiny is a result of the individual's karma and that a 
person's positive actions create merits which will be beneficial only in 
future incarnations. 

The Semantics of Development 
As for the way people may be classified, the indigenous neak categories 
are supposedly not deemed particularly relevant for development (or 
even emergency relief) purposes. Development (and emergency) cat
egories are much more situationally political economic and socio
economic and include (partly overlapping categories, such as) refugees, 
returnees, amputees, poor people, internally displaced persons (IDP), 
extremely vulnerable individuals (EVI) , and female-headed households 
(FHH). All these are, of course, assumed to be highly relevant categories, 
which it is necessary to identify in order to alleviate particular problems 
of the various parts of the population. 

Although we to some extent share that assumption, we would point 
out that there is a risk that in identifying such categories, it is felt that 
their situation and their problems have also been diagnosed. While, for 
example, female-headed households, in the sense of households where an 
adult male is permanently absent, often have specific problems connected 
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to the availability of male labour power in the agriculture, such problems 
are most often related to the economic standing rather than the gender 
composition of the households. Furthermore, there is a sense in which 
almost all Cambodian rural households are female-headed: Generally, the 
wife in a household is the one who makes all economically important de
cisions on behalf of the household. This decision-making power is norm
ally accepted by the husband. The development meaning of a female
headed household thus reveals a gender bias in that it is generally as
sumed that if a man is present, he will automatically be head of the 
household. In the Khmer context, it would be more adequate to talk about 
'widow households', since the term widow (memei) also includes un
married mothers, divorcees, and women whose husbands have abandoned 
them, temporarily or permanently - in short, those people who are sup
posed to be 'targeted' by the development notion of a 'female-headed 
household' . 

Development classifications and associated actions sometimes seem 
to bestow their agents or agencies with an inflated sense of executive 
power and control over reality. Thus, refugees and IDPs should be re
patriated and resettled, and this is assumed to happen almost necessarily 
through the good office of international organizations. While the Swedish 
aid evaluation mission of 1994 made the valid point that people should be 
encouraged to return home also on their own initiative, such repatriation 
is still classified as 'spontaneous' (Bernander et al. 1995: 10). A family we 
talked to in Kompong Chhnang had recently returned from four years in 
Battambang; the time of their return was decided by the fact that relatives 
in the village had organized a small business enterprise at the local 
market and secured a plot of land on which to build a house. The family 
in question had relied on the agency of their relatives rather than on that 
of an international organiz1tion but, even so, their move could hardly 
count as spontaneous in the prdinary sense of the word. 

The development worild view is, almost by necessity, imbued with 
optimism. Thus, despite Cambodia's enormous problems, says the Swe
dish evaluation mission, 

it is difficult to leave Phnom Penh without a sense of optimism. The 
energies manifest in the bustle of commerce, the constant movement of 
people and goods in the capital and provincial towns, hold promise for 
a future in which the people, through enterprise and resourcefulness, 
will finally shape a peaceful and better destiny (Bernandcr et al. 1995:3-4). 
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Whether the difficulty in not being optimistic is a function of a world 
view in general, or the result of an ideological commitment to a liberal 
market economy, or of an implicit analysis of the concrete situation, is 
unclear. But the mere fact that things are obviously happening on the 
economic scene - i.e. that rampant liberalization and unrestrained greed 
loom large - should hardly be sufficient cause for optimism for an 
organization which is committed to direct its main assistance towards 
alleviating the situation for the rural poor. 

Central to the development world view is the notion of develop
ment itself. The word development (as in economic, industrial, or psych
ological development) has been with us for so long that we tend to forget 
that it is really a metaphor drawn from biology. But it is important to 
bear in mind that this "metaphor does not merely illuminate, but is 
constitutive. The end state and the nature of the process is, partly at least, 
predefined or prescribed" (Hobart 1993:7). Just as the end state of an egg 
is the chicken (or frog, or crocodile), the outcome of the development of 
nations is teleologic ally assumed to be a state of modernity. It may be 
that, whether we like it or not, this is the way the world goes, ir
respective of international development efforts, but it deserves to be 
mentioned that the process is not necessarily as 'natural' as our biological 
metaphor leads us to believe. Development is, indeed, a question of 
agency. 

Incompatible World Views? 
Are the Khmer world view and the Development world view incom
patible? It may look so from the way we have described the two. But we 
have to bear in mind that our account of the 'Khmer world view' is a 
synthesized product of a number of cultural traits and values, culled from 
a period of more than five hundred years and emphatically not meant as 
even a partial empirical description of a static Khmer culture at any 
specific point in time, most certainly not of the present. What we have 
tried to do is to extract a small number of cultural traits which may be 
more or less present or dominant in various contexts, because we believe 
that an awareness of such traits may come in useful in a number of 
situations of attempted planned social and economic change. It is im
portant to remember that no 'culture' or society (least of all the Cam-
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bodian) is ever static and unchanging, and we share Hobart's (1993:6) 
critique of development theories that treat the local culture or society as 
an obstacle to change rather than as facilitating it. 

All international development assistance implies to some extent the 
imposition of foreign cultural elements and values. According to the 
thesis of localization (cf. above), these elements, in order to become 
firmly implanted, must strike a cord in the local culture. In contrast to 
'natural' historical processes of culture contact and diffusion, devel
opment assistance implies planned social and cultural change. This, in 
turn, means that the agency of development might become more geared 
towards conscious efforts at localizing the development world view than 
has hitherto normally been the case with international development or
ganizations. Such eventual attempts at the localization of development 
assistance would probably mean that the agencies would have to rethink 
some of the assumptions and premises that have so far been taken very 
much for granted. 

The phenomenon of patronage is a case in point. The pervasive ex
istence and importance of patron-client relations has almost unanimously 
been deplored by development planners as an obstacle to accomplish a 
more democratic direction of the political and economic development in 
Cambodia. The report from the recent Swedish assessment of needs and 
possibilities for development cooperation even goes so far as to treat 
patronage under the heading 'corruption' (Sida 1996: 16-17). It is true 
that patron-client relations gain in importance in the relative absence of 
effective impersonal and formalized guarantees for physical security, 
property, and position (cf. Scott & Kerkvliet 1977), and that such ab
sence is conducive to power usages within the relations of a kind which 
we would label corruption. But it is also true that the historical reality of 
Cambodia has never included an all-embracing system of political and 
economic administration, and that people in all sectors of the society have 
therefore looked for more powerful and influential patrons to hook 
themselves on to, and/or loyal and dependent clients to support their base 
of economic power and political influence. This aspect of Khmer political 
culture is deeply ingrained throughout all sections of the population, and 
merely to denounce it as corruption is to take the collective historical 
experience of the Khmer less than seriously. In contrast to formalized 
and impersonal mechanisms for the exercise of political power and con
trol - which we see as one of the preconditions for democracy - patron-
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client relations are as-yet-not-depersonalized social, economic and polit
ical relationships. They are necessarily unttqual relationships, but they are 
not necessarily oppressive ones. In ordd to work, the rights as well as 
the obligations on both sides of the relation need to be well understood by 
all parties. 

Considering the highly personalized nature of even the highest 
levels of the present, democratically constituted political establishment,25 
there is little chance that the phenomenon of patronage will diminish or 
disappear from the Cambodian scene within a foreseeable future. There 
is perhaps a greater chance that by equating patronage with corruption, 
Swedish assistance may run the risk of being accused by the political 
establishment of interference in Cambodian affairs, in the same way as 
Prime Minister Hun Sen recently accused the USA and France (Phnom 
Penh Post, 15-28 Dec. 1995). By thinking of themselves less as 'donors' 
and more as 'patrons', Swedish development agents might find a way to 
localize their efforts in Cambodia. 

Our choice of the title, with its oblique, or even antithetical, 
reference to John Donne, is meant to indicate, in a shorthand manner, 
one of our main points: Just as no man is an island in the sense of being 
completely cut off, or isolated, from his fellow men, every man is an 
island in the sense of being a physically separate organism. And while no 
Khmer household exists in social and economic isolation, the nature of 
the individual household's relation to others is not grounded in any terra 
firma of easily recognizable organizational structures but depends on the 
social navigational skills and vicissitudes of the agents. And just as in 
culture-historical contacts between societies, oceans have often been less 
of a barrier than continental contiguity, so the kinds of networks that 
Khmer households may form part of are conducive to a perhaps greater 
flexibility with respect to community formation than is generally found 
in societies based on more transparent organisational structures. 

This does not mean, however, that Khmer society is lacking in 
structural principles which influence and to some extent govern people's 
lives. But these structures are on a level different from that of social 
organization in the sense of identifiable social groupings such as cor
porate descent groups and the like. The rather befogged notion of a 
'loosely-structured society' which earlier anthropology applied to the 

25 Thion (1994:43-45) goes so far - tongue in cheek - as to compare the pattern of con
temporary political organization to that of the Mafia ... 
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Thai is equally unhelpful in the Khmer case. Another of our main points 
is that Khmer society is certainly structured, maybe more tightly 
structured than many others, but that the structures are cultural and 
ideological rather than immediately social organisational. In the most 
general terms, the structural principle that governs most social relations 
is that of hierarchy. This principle the Khmer shares with for example 
the peoples of the Indian subcontinent, with whom they are supposed to 
share a common culture-historical background. But while in India, this 
principle is manifested directly in the formation of hierarchically or
dered social categories and groups, among the Khmer the principle 
works more like a template for a variety of both organisational and cos
mological representations. 

With respect to the allegedly pervasive conservatism of Khmer 
culture and behaviour, it may be said that as a result of their historical 
experience, the Cambodian rural population may appear inactive and 
overly conservative. But another way of comprehending this alleged 
conservatism is as a maximization of security rather than of economic 
gain (cf. Scott 1976). Security is sought, among other things, by engaging 
in socio-economic power relations of the kind classified as patronage. 
Any agents of a development project should thus prior to its commence
ment ask themselves whether, or which, power structures and patron
client relations are being challenged by it, and whether the project, and 
the people participating in it, will be able to endure that challenge; and 
whether the development gain will outweigh the insecurity it might 
bestow on its 'beneficiaries'. 
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