










































































































































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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