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ABSTRACT 

FROM “FROGS IN THE LAKE” TO “LEARNING TO STAND UP”: LAND RIGHTS 

SOCIAL MOBILIZATION IN CAMBODIA 

Sarah Ryan Rose-Jensen, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2019 

Director: Dr. Agnieszka Paczynska 

 

This research examines resistance to forced eviction in two communities in Cambodia, 

Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake. The research asks how mobilization is being 

generated and sustained in a context which might discourage mobilization.  My research 

in these communities demonstrates that residents resist eviction and relocation largely 

because of the harm that it would do to their livelihoods, and that they will continue to 

resist in the face of repression. This contrasts with the dominant non-critical narrative on 

development, which assumes that people will accept displacement if they are adequately 

compensated. I further demonstrate that via engagement in the conflict with the state and 

with the network of civil society, some community members are developing a new 

political consciousness and agency. This new political consciousness and agency is 

leading them to engage in sustained contention against the state. The network of civil 

society, at the transnational, regional, and local levels, plays an important role in 



 

generating and sustaining the mobilization, at a time when repression in increasing and 

opportunities for participation are closing. My research indicates that in order to improve 

outcomes for communities resisting development related eviction, donors should focus on 

strengthening civil society, particularly regional, South-to-South linkages. It also 

demonstrates that, for community members, eviction is a complex issue of livelihood, 

and they will resist relocation plans which do not fully address their economic needs.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

  

 I initially traveled to Cambodia in March 2012 for a class on post-conflict and 

trauma healing with Dr. Al Fuertes. At the time, I knew little about the country other than 

the violence of the Khmer Rouge era and the temples at Angkor. On my second day in 

the country, I made the six-hour-plus bus trip to Koh Kong, where I would eventually 

conduct some of my field research. I was seated next to a school administrator who had 

grown up in the countryside and moved to Phnom Penh as an adult. As the bus left 

Phnom Penh, the urban landscape gave way to garment factories and projects in various 

stages of development – land for sale and marked for development; factories and 

industrial areas under construction and newly constructed; and the sprawling Phnom 

Penh Special Economic Zone.1  Further outside of the city, agribusinesses dwarfed small 

family farms and villages. Signs were in Khmer but also English, Korean, and Chinese.  

My seatmate talked about how the landscape had changed since he was young, pointing 

out where factories and agribusinesses had replaced family farms, pagodas, and whole 

villages. I wondered what happened to the people who were displaced by these 

                                                 
1 “About Us: Business Overview,” Phnom Penh Special Economic Zone, accessed July 15, 2019, 

http://www.ppsez.com/en/about-us/business-overview. 
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businesses – did they go to work for the companies which displaced them? Was there 

work for them? Were they happier or better off since development came? 

 I did not know it, but I was stepping into Cambodia’s eviction and displacement 

crisis. Since 2003, at least 500,00 and up to 800,000 people have been affected the forced 

eviction, out of a population of close to 15 million.2 In many cases, they have resisted, 

using a variety of institutional and noninstitutional forms of protest and contention, 

including demonstrations, legal cases, petitions to government, and blocking roads to 

prevent construction. The extent of the resistance to forced eviction in Cambodia may be 

somewhat surprising given that dissent and contentious collective action have been 

discouraged and harshly punished in Cambodia, historically and in the current era.  In 

most cases, however when resistance occurs, it has met with minimal success. Often, the 

best community members can hope for is improving the outcomes of their eviction, such 

as securing better compensation packages.  

My research examines two communities where resistance to forced eviction and 

displacement was sustained, forceful, and successful or partially sucessful. I asked how 

the mobilizations in the two communities, Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake, were 

able to be sustained and successful in a context where resistance may be taking place, but 

                                                 
2 Daniel Soo, “Cambodians Stand Their Ground against Government’s Land Grabs,” CNA, accessed May 

15, 2019, https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/cambodians-stand-their-ground-against-

government-s-land-grabs-7649718; “Group Warns of Rising ASEAN Land Grab Conflicts,” VOA, 

accessed May 15, 2019, https://learningenglish.voanews.com/a/human-rights-group-warns-of-rising-

violence-in-asean-land-grab-conflicts/3444465.html; “Cambodians March For End to Forced Evictions on 

World Habitat Day,” Radio Free Asia, accessed May 15, 2019, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/habitat-10052015160322.html. Human rights NGO LICADHO 

reported 500,000 people affected in 2015. Since then, it does not appear that accurate numbers have been 

kept. The 800,000 figure has been cited in news reports, but I was unable to locate the document those 

reports cited to verify the higher number. LICADHO is apparently no longer collecting data on how many 

people are affected by forced eviction in Cambodia.  
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where repression of resistance was also common and successful examples or resistance 

were rare. I found that through engagement in the conflict and with a network of civil 

society, some community members were developing a political consciousness and a sense 

of political agency which was, for them, new. A network of civil society working with 

the communities helped community members overcome barriers to participation and 

helped to generate and sustain the mobilization. 

 In Chapter Two I discuss two definitions of development. In one sense, 

development refers to broad changes such as the development of capitalism or the 

development of individual nation-states. In a second sense, I refer to the process of 

development as improvement, that is the project of international development undertaken, 

primarily in the postcolonial states to develop independent economies and governments. 

Processes of development, in both senses, tend to pass over or even disadvantage the 

poorest and most marginal. Eviction and displacement are common outcomes of 

processes of development. This includes displacement of rural people to urban areas, 

where they become informal residents who are also at risk of eviction or displacement. 

 People often seek to resist processes of development which they perceive as being 

abusive or which will result in eviction or displacement. As will be shown in the 

literature in Chapter Two and in the data in Chapter Five, people resist eviction and 

dispossession largely because of the threat it poses to their livelihoods and economic 

stability. In rural farming communities, land is obviously key to livelihoods and 

economic survival. Further, rural farmers often rely on pluri-activity for their daily 

survival – actions including planting a variety of crops, engaging in part time work, and 
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other mean of diversifying their means of production. Relocation and compensation 

packages often do not take this pluri-activity into account, in addition to being inadequate 

in other ways. In urban areas, many poor or marginalized community members work in 

or rely on the informal economy. In both rural and urban settings, dense community 

networks are important for livelihoods and material survival. For all these reasons, people 

resist eviction and displacement. 

Social movement and contentious collective action theories were developed to 

understand and explain resistance, particularly to dispossession and forced relocation. 

This begins with classical social mobilization literature focusing on contentious collective 

action resisting negative impacts of the processes of development in Europe as capitalism 

developed and spread and nation-states developed. Diffusion of ideas, concepts, and even 

people from North-to-South and, increasingly South-to-South contributes to these new 

innovations in social mobilization. New theories and new innovations on theory are 

necessary to understand resistance in new contexts. Contentious collective action in 

postcolonies and the global South has taken new forms and new theories have been 

developed to explain these forms of resistance. In my case, I find that aspects of the 

mobilization which are diffusing from other parts of the South, particularly Asia, are 

playing a key role in generating mobilization. This is important because, as will be 

shown, there are costs to mobilization that must be overcome. 

In Chapters Four and Seven, I discuss the historical and current repression and 

punishment of dissent and collective action in Cambodia which might be expected to 

discourage people from engaging in contention against the state. In instances where 



5 

 

barriers to participation in social movements and contentious collective action are high, 

civil society plays an important role in helping people become and remain engaged in the 

mobilization, despite the costs. In this dissertation I will use a fairly narrow working 

definition of civil society based on my understanding of research participants’ definition 

of angkaw, or organizations, the short-hand term used to cover a wide variety of civil 

society actors, but not the family and personal relationships which some scholars include 

in the definition of civil society. Civil society acts as a space in for people to engage in 

political activity which they are otherwise blocked from. Civil society is also a network 

and people, ideas, and concepts diffuse through the network. This diffusion is key for 

sustaining mobilization and for innovations and growth in mobilizations. 

Further, as people engage in social movements, with civil society, and in conflict 

against the state, some develop a new political consciousness. This consciousness is 

marked by a new understanding of development issues and of the relationship to the state. 

This consciousness prompts a shift from submissiveness or victimhood to articulating 

new critiques of the state and development. The networked structure of civil society 

contributes to the growth and spread of new political consciousness. And, in some cases, 

new political consciousness leads to a new sense of political agency, as people make 

increasing demands on the state.  

 

Methodology and Background 

 The methodology consisted of in-depth interviews with community members and 

civil society actors, participant observation in the communities and with civil society 
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organizations, and document review.  In order to understand the mobilization in the two 

communities, I used a methodology informed by ethnographic, feminist, and 

participatory research methods and ethics. This required extended engagement in both 

communities and allowed me to develop relationships and trust with research 

participants, which allowed me to access “backstage” information.  

I chose to focus on Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake because they are both, at 

the same time, quite typical of cases of forced eviction in Cambodia but also unique, in 

that the resistance to eviction has been at least semi-successful in both communities. 

Areng Valley is in the Central Cardamom Protected Region, Cambodia’s densest 

remaining tropical forest. The area is home to roughly 1,500 people, most of whom are 

Jong indigenous minorities. Community members support themselves though subsistence 

farming, collection of non-timber forest products, and, increasingly, wage-labor outside 

of the community. A proposed, Chinese-funded, built, and operated dam on the Areng 

Valley would displace at least six of the eight villages in the community and flood up to 

20,000 hectares (ha) of farm and forest. Community members resist the dam largely 

because of the negative impact displacement would have on their livelihoods, as well as 

the damage to the traditional culture and way of life in the community. Additionally, 

Areng is ecologically fragile – the region is home to at least 30 nationally and 

internationally protected or endangered species, including several critically endangered 

species. Community members, supported by a network of civil society, have waged an 

extensive campaign of resistance to the dam, using institutional and noninstitutional 

forms of protest, including a months-long blockage of the road into the community. In 
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February 2017, the Cambodian government announced that the dam project was 

postponed or on hold “indefinitely.” This makes the community the first successful 

instance of resistance to a dam in Cambodia. The community serves as model or 

successful example for other communities seeking to resist similar development projects.  

 Boeung Kak is a neighborhood in northern Phnom Penh. The community takes its 

name from the lake which was at the center of the community and was the largest lake in 

Phnom Penh. In February, 2007, a 133  ha area including the lake and surrounding 

community was leased to a private corporation owned by a Cambodian senator who, with 

his wife, owns companies that control 7.4% of Cambodia’s total land in economic land 

concessions.3 In 2008, the corporation began filling the lake and evicting community 

members. Community members, again supported by a network of civil society, waged an 

extensive campaign of resistance to the evictions and for better compensation for those 

evicted. Community members engaged in institutional forms of protest, including 

petitions and legal appeals, as well as noninstitutional forms, including marches, blocking 

roads, and symbolic acts of resistance. Their resistance was semi-successful – the original 

development plans called for the eviction of all 4,000 household in the community. 3,000 

were evicted, with little compensation, but nearly 1,000 fought the eviction, and more 

than 600 households subsequently secured land title. This is in stark contrast to previous 

and concurrent cases of forced eviction in the city, where resistance has been extensive 

                                                 
3 Megha Bahree, “In Cambodia, A Close Friendship With The PM Leads To Vast Wealth For One Power 

Couple,” Forbes, accessed November 29, 2018, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/meghabahree/2014/09/24/who-you-know-inc-in-cambodia-a-close-

friendship-with-the-pm-leads-to-vast-wealth-for-one-power-couple/. 
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but not successful. The Boeung Kak eviction and resistance did set a precedent, as there 

has not been another large-scale, violent eviction subsequently. 

 I began the research with civil society actors. Using a snowball sampling method, 

I interviewed staff of organizations working on eviction, human rights, environmental 

issues, and related issues, as well as academics, lawyers, and other experts on the two 

communities and on development and eviction issues in Cambodia. I used semi-

structured interviews with civil society actors to understand the various actions and 

interventions civil society organizations were taking in the two communities and the 

effects these were having on the community and the mobilization. These interviews also 

helped to establish the background and technical information on both communities, the 

planned development, and the conflict over that development, which form the bulk of 

Chapter Four. Within the two communities, I attempted to interview as many people as 

possible, building a snowball sample within the communities, with help from key 

informants. Interviews with community members were semi-structured or unstructured. I 

generally began interviews by asking participants how they learned about the planned 

development and evictions and how they felt at the time.  

 I conducted participant observation in a variety of settings, including meetings 

and trainings organized by civil society actors, religious and cultural events, and daily 

life. The division between interviews and observations in the communities was blurred, 

as I often had conversations which took place as people worked, farmed, or engaged in 

their daily tasks. In addition to adding richness to the data, these observations allowed me 

to triangulate and deepen my understanding, especially when I was able to observe 
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community members interacting with civil society actors. I conducted document review 

of materials produced by NGOs and civil society organizations, government documents, 

and media. Again, these sources allowed me to correct incorrect information and fill in 

gaps, which was key as people’s memories are imperfect and people may misremember, 

conflate events, or present information in a certain light. 

  

Summary of Findings 

 In Chapter Five, I extend the discussion of the two communities and explore in 

depth the reasons why residents in both communities resist eviction, displacement, and 

relocation. In both communities, I find that community members resist eviction and 

relocation primarily because of the potential negative impact on their livelihoods and 

economic survival. Land and home are important site of economic production in both 

communities. Additionally, in both communities, residents rely on the dense networks in 

the community to support their livelihoods and economic and productive activities and 

resist eviction and relocation because it would disrupt those networks.  

In Areng Valley, families are subsistence rice farmers, growing enough in one 

farming season to feed their families for the year but no surplus to sell. Farmers in Areng 

practice swidden, or rotational rice farming, in which fields are left fallow and trees are 

allowed to re-grow in between farming cycles. This requires large plots of land. 

Household in Areng currently control between 10 and 25 ha per household. They also 

grow a variety of other crops and collect non-timber forest products for their own 

consumption and to share, trade, or sell to other community members. As their faming is 
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land intensive and the rely on the forest for support, community members resist eviction 

and relocation as well as reduction in plot sizes, which has been proposed as part of a 

land titling process. While some men in Areng engage in wage labor, particularly 

seasonal migration when they are not actively farming, this is rare for women in the 

community. Women also rely on the dense network of friends and family members in the 

community to support their economic, productive, and household work. Women in the 

community are impacted differently thus have impetus to resist eviction and relocation. 

As a result, women have actively participated in the mobilization against the dam, despite 

cultural norms which discourage women from being active and vocal in society.  

Boeung Kak residents also resist relocation and eviction on largely economic 

grounds, and, as in Areng, eviction and its effects are gendered. As in many urban poor 

communities in the global South, many residents in Boeung Kak work in the informal 

economy. Many more rely on the informal economy in the community to support their 

livelihoods and economic and productive activities. The informal economy in the 

community relies on the density of the urban neighborhood and network. And, again as 

with in Areng, women rely on their personal networks to support their livelihoods and 

economic activities. As a result, women in Boeung Kak form the majority of the 

mobilization against evictions in the community, to an extent that the Boeung Kak 

evictions have been framed as a women’s issue.  

In both communities, the conflict over evictions has resulted in a new set of 

critiques of development and of the state. Community members have come to understand 

that development in their communities would impact them negatively and that issues of 
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abusive development are not isolated to their communities but are actually widespread in 

Cambodia and affect many communities like theirs. They are also developing a new 

understanding that the state is responsible for this abusive development and that they, as 

citizens, can seek to hold the state accountable for those abuses. Many community 

members related that prior to the conflict over development arising in their communities, 

they had little understanding of the state, its role, and their relationship to the state. As 

they have engaged in a protracted struggle with the state for their homes and lands, they 

have developed a new understanding of the state and are articulating new demands 

against the state.  

For some community members, this leads to development of a new political 

consciousness, which leads to a sense of political agency which is also new. This new 

consciousness allows community members to draw connections between the issues facing 

their communities and the larger political structure in Cambodi, and to identify problems 

in their community as being a result of structural issues and the actions of the 

government. Further, some members of the social mobilization are demonstrating a new 

political agency. This sense of their own agency allows them to engage in protracted 

struggles with the state, despite costs and barriers. This, I argue, contributed to the 

success of the mobilization in both communities. As will be discussed in the beginning of 

Chapter Seven, historically and currently, the Cambodian state has been hostile to 

contentious collective action, protest, and dissent. Despite this, mobilization is taking 

place and is being successful in some instances. I find that engagement with a network of 

civil society helped people to overcome barriers and to become and remain engaged with 
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the mobilization, despite costs including imprisonment, physical abuse, and strain on 

their family and personal relationships. 

I examine the network on three general levels: transnational and largely 

Northern/Western, Regional and Southern/Asian, and local Cambodian. While much of 

the focus in the literature on diffusion focuses on diffusion from North-to-South, there is 

an increasing focus on diffusion from South-to-South. I find that aspects of social 

mobilization and movements which have diffused from other parts of the global South, 

particularly other regions of Asia, have been important have been important for 

sustaining the mobilization in the two communities. This includes individual civil society 

actors who have come to the communities from other countries in the region.  

 

Significance 

 There are two primary implications of this research for policy and development 

work. One is that community members may be expected to resist eviction and 

resettlement plans which focus on cash compensation and neglect to consider the 

plurality of productive and economic activities that rural farmers and urban members of 

the informal economy engage in a rely on. The research demonstrates the community 

members resist forced displacement for a variety of reasons.  While this resistance is 

largely related to issues of livelihood and economic stability, these issues are complex. 

Community members rely on pluri-active economic activities and the network of 

informal sector in their communities for their day-to-day survival.  They resist eviction 

because it would disrupt these activities and networks, in addition to family networks, as 



13 

 

well as disrupting other aspects of cultural and social life. Eviction and compensation 

plans, on the other hand, primarily consider two factors: land and the physical home and 

cash compensation. This research demonstrates, however, that people may resist eviction 

regardless if compensation and relocation plans do not address other aspects of economic 

and socisal life.  

The example of the White Building evictions in Phnom Penh is relevant here. As 

the evictions were beginning June 2017, I interviewed several community members near 

their homes at the building. The compensation rate for that eviction was one of the 

highest offered in Cambodia to that point, $70,000 USD.4 People were pleased with the 

cash compensation rates, although some residents alleged it was still too low. Others 

pointed out lack of provisions for people who had been renting or subletting from 

apartment owners and who are not covered by the compensation plan. However, the 

eviction was largely peaceful and people I interviewed were largely satisfied with what 

outcome. What people focused on were concerns about future economic survival outside 

of their dense urban neighborhood and about the social disruptions of the eviction. As 

with in Boeung Kak and other urban communities, many residents of the White Building 

ran small businesses in or near their homes, including beauty salons, small shops, and 

motor bike repair. The compensation rate was fairly high, but not enough to allow them 

to buy homes near the city center. Community members I interviewed were worried 

about being able to run their businesses in less dense Suburban neighborhoods where 

                                                 
4 Interviews conducted with residents of the While Building, summer 2017. See also Sarah Rose-Jensen, 

“A New Model for Urban Displacements: The White Building Evictions,” Greater Mekong Research 

Center (blog), July 8, 2017, https://www.mekongresearch.org/blog/2017/7/8/a-new-model-for-urban-

displacements-the-white-building-evictions. 
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home prices were more affordable. They also expressed regret for the loss of the social 

fabric of the neighborhood. People talked about the school and community art projects as 

well as how much they would miss their neighbors, some of whom had lived in the 

building for a decade or more. While the White Building eviction was peaceful and 

largely uncontested, these narratives indicate the people were still not satisfied. 

Resistance to evictions is still possible, even when cash compensation plans are 

inadequate, if the plans fail to address other aspects of social and economic life.  

The second implication is that in settings where contentious collective action and 

mobilization are discouraged, strengthening civil society may be one means of securing 

better outcomes for community members facing eviction. The research demonstrates that 

civil society appears to play an important role in generating and sustaining successful 

mobilization against forced evictions and dispossession in Cambodia, where evictions are 

common problem. In particular, attention should be paid to programs and activities which 

strengthen linkages and capacities among South-to-South civil society networks, as 

regional networks and ideas and concepts which diffuse from South-to-South appear to 

be playing an important role in the mobilizations being studied here. South-South 

personal relations contribute to engagement and retention of participants in the 

mobilization. Additionally, concepts and tactics diffusing from the South have not met 

with resistance, as opposed to concepts and tactics which have diffused from the North.  

 



15 

 

Plan of the dissertation 

 Chapter Two outlines the relevant literature and theories, including the two 

definitions of development I use and the working definition of civil society which I 

employ throughout the dissertation. Chapter Three outlines the research methodology, 

beginning with a discussion of the rationale behind the methodologies used. In Chapter 

Four, I introduce the two communities, Areng Valley and Boeung Kak and the overall 

context in Cambodia.   

My empirical chapters begin with Chapter Five. There I expand on the discussion 

in Chapter Four of the two communities. I explore the reasons why community members 

resist eviction, which are largely related to issues of livelihood and economic survival. In 

Chapter Six, I outline the shifting relationship of community members to the state, as 

they engage in the conflict and with the network of civil society. They develop new 

understandings and critiques of both the state and development. for some people, this 

leads to a development of a new political consciousness and sense of political agency. 

Chapter Seven explores the network of civil society working with both communities. I 

argue that civil society is crucial for the development and sustenance of the mobilization 

in both communities. I explore the network on three levels; transnational and largely 

Northern/Western, Regional and Southern/Asian, and local in Cambodia. While much of 

the focus in the literature on diffusion focuses on diffusion from North-to-South, I find 

that aspects of the mobilization, including a few individuals, which diffused from other 

regions of the South to these communities seem to be more salient for community 

members and to have had more of an impact on the mobilization.   
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2. LITERATURE 

 

The research question was how two social mobilizations against forced eviction 

were being sustained, and in some senses, successful, in a context in which they might 

not be expected to be sustained, much less successful. In this chapter, I outline the theory 

and literature which inform the research.  

In Section Two of the chapter, I explore two different definitions of development: 

the development of concepts and entities, such as capitalism and individual nation-states, 

and development in the sense of a project. The section sketches a basic process of 

development of the state and shifts in capitalism. I argue that while the process varies 

greatly across locations and eras, I argue that there are some common features of this 

process. At various critical junctures in history, as states and structures develop, states 

which previously lacked capacity to exert themselves on the people develop the capacity 

to do so. This results in an array of changes that affect both the people and the land, 

including enumerating people on censuses and issuing them identification cards and 

measuring and enclosing land and issuing land titles. As these processes take place, some 
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people are dispossessed from their land. The poor and marginal are often most negatively 

impacted by these shifts and are likely to be dispossessed. And, in many cases, people 

have resisted these shifts, particularly dispossession. 

I then discuss development in the second sense, that is in the sense of 

development as improvement and of the project of international development. 

Development in the second sense was conceived as a project to develop post-colonial 

states toward independence, economically and politically. While development is often 

conceived of as a good, valuable, and beneficial process, my data demonstrate that 

processes of development may not be beneficial and may even be detrimental to those 

populations that they are intended to benefit – the poor and marginal.  Because of this, 

there is a growing literature which is critical of development. Development in this sense 

often is connected to displacement. Again, the poor and most marginal are most often 

affected.  And, as with development in the first sense, processes of development taking 

place in the global South today are often connected to forced displacement and 

dispossession. And again, the poor and marginal are most often affected. I discuss 

processes of displacement related to development taking place in the global South today, 

including in Cambodia. As with displacement in other eras and locations, people often 

resist development related dispossession and eviction, as they are doing in the two 

communities I consider.  

Historically and currently, some displaced rural people become migrants to urban 

areas. These people often begin, at least, as informal residents or squatters and often work 

or engage in the informal economy in some way. Because of their lack of tenure 
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insecurity, poverty, and other marginalization, these people are at risk of eviction and 

dispossession in urban settings as well. Urban development processes, including 

“development as improvement” and more prosaic development of urban spaces results in 

urban informal and poor residents being evicted and dispossessed. And, again, people 

often resist this dispossession and eviction. 

Across a wide range of eras and locations people have resisted forced eviction and 

dispossession which result from processes of development. In Section Three I discuss the 

specific reasons why community member resist forced displacement and loss of land in 

rural and urban settings. For rural farmers and many urban participants in the urban 

informal economy, home and land are important sites of economic production. In rural 

settings, farmers typically engage in a variety of farming and other productive activities, 

a process which is described as pluri-active.5 These types of farming, including the 

swidden rice farming and other farming in Areng Valley, are land intensive. However, at 

certain times of the year this type for farming is not labor intensive, which allows farmers 

to engage in other productive activities, including, increasingly, wage labor. Pluri-active 

farming and occasional, often informal, labor are connected with the informal sector, 

which is important in urban poor communities as well and is discussed in the following 

sub-section. Community members in Areng and similar communities resist displacement 

because of the threat and challenge it poses to their livelihoods.  

                                                 
5 Michael Levien, Dispossession Without Development: Land Grabs in Neoliberal India (Oxford 

University Press, 2018). 
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Close community networks are often important in rural farming communities, 

allowing farmers to pool labor at harvest times and women to share childcare and 

household work. These networks are another reason why community members in rural 

farming communities including Areng resist displacement and relocation. Additionally, 

in rural communities in many regions of the developing world, patronage-style 

governments dominate. These local patrons are members of the same family, economic, 

and other networks in the communities. This allows even relatively powerless community 

members to exert some form of power over more powerful local patrons – older residents 

invoke their age and rules of politeness, for example, in order to exert pressure on 

younger local officials. As the state develops capacity to exert itself and more fully 

penetrate its territory, this changes. Networks of patronage may break down or shift, 

leaving community members unsure of how to navigate the new relationship and possibly 

at a disadvantage, relative their previous relationship. 

In urban poor communities where people rely on the informal economy, such as 

Boeung Kak, residents also rely on a variety of productive activities to support 

themselves. For many, this means work in the informal sector or reliance on the informal 

sector in some way. This includes small informal businesses that many residents, 

especially female residents, in Boeung Kak run from their homes. The dense networks of 

urban neighborhoods are important for this informal economy. And, as in rural 

communities, women in urban poor and informal communities rely on both land/home 

and the network in the neighborhood for their daily survival and livelihood. For all these 

reasons, urban poor and informal residents resist eviction and relocation. 
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Section Four of the chapter explores social movements and resistance that arise to 

processes of development, particularly related to forced dispossession. I define social 

movements and explore several eras and aspects of social movement theory. As with 

mechanisms of dispossession and displacement, there are similarities and commonalities 

in the resistance that arises in response. However, new eras and settings require new 

innovations on the existing theories. In the case of my research, connections between the 

urban and the rural seen in this mobilization are fairly new in the literature on social 

movements.  

The literature and my own data demonstrate that while grievance is a motivating 

factor for mobilization and contentious collective action, grievance alone is seldom 

sufficient to generate or sustain social mobilizations or movements. Civil society, I find, 

plays a key role in generating and sustaining mobilization, particularly successful 

mobilization. Section Five of the chapter discusses civil society and the role it plays in 

social movements. I begin with a definition of the term civil society as I use it in this 

dissertation. While civil society has been conceived of quite broadly, encompassing 

everything from transnational organizations to family relations, this broadness of the 

concept has also been criticized as being “overgeneralized” to the point that it may not be 

useful.6 I use a far more narrow definition of the term, based on my understanding of how 

many community members used the Khmer term angkaw, or organization.  

                                                 
6 David D. Gow, Countering Development: Indigenous Modernity and the Moral Imagination (Duke 

University Press, 2008), 226. 
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I argue in the chapters below that the mobilization in these communities are 

engaged with a network of civil society at three different levels: transnational and largely 

Western/Northern, region and largely Southern, and local Cambodia. In Section Five of 

the chapter, I outline several aspects and interventions of the network of civil society 

which are important for my research. This includes the diffusion of concepts and people 

across the network, as well as the importance of close personal ties within the network for 

generating solidarity and sustaining people’s willingness to engage with the mobilization. 

I focus on diffusion of concepts from other parts of global South, as opposed to diffusion 

from North-to-South, as regional diffusion of concepts seems most relevant in my case. 

In the final section of the chapter, I discuss the new political consciousness and 

agency that some people engaged with the mobilization and network of civil society are 

developing. I argue that community members transition from being simply aware of 

issues of development in their communities to understanding those issues as being the 

fault of the government and connected to other issues of development and governance. 

Some develop a new sense of agency that they may be able to make demands on the state 

and have the government meet those demands. Solidarity and the network are important 

to developing this new consciousness and agency. New political agency can contribute to 

people engaging in mobilization and contentious collective action even at a time when 

costs are high, as is the case in Cambodia at the time of this research.  
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Development: Two Definitions 

 Development is a complex concept with multiple meanings. While it may be 

confusing at times, I will be using multiple meanings of development throughout the 

chapter and the dissertation. Development in one sense refers to the process or trajectory 

of an entity, such as a state, or a phenomenon, such as market capitalism or democracy, 

through some transition. Thus, we refer to the development of the nation-state in Europe, 

the development of market capitalism during the same period, and the development of 

individual nation-states, such as France. Development also refers to the growth or 

improvement of a country, people, or area – for example, developing rural peasants into 

cash-crop farmers or increasing access to education for the purpose of developing the 

country or the people. Development agencies work in the developing world to implement 

development projects.7  

 

Development as a Process of State and Structure Transition and Changes to State 

Penetration and Capacity 

 Development, in tone, refers to the formation or trajectory of something such as a 

state or of capitalism. There is a vast literature on processes of state formation, including 

                                                 
7 There is a third definition of development related to the creation of infrastructure. Development in this 

sense may also be development as improvement – for example, the development of Boeung Kak Lake 

(development as improvement) involved development (of buildings and infrastructure). I do not use 

development in this sense in a theoretical way in the dissertation, but I will refer to development of 

infrastructure. See Marc Edelman, Peasants Against Globalization: Rural Social Movements in Costa Rica 

(Stanford University Press), 10, accessed June 12, 2019, 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Peasants_Against_Globalization.html?id=fvoCr5a5wRAC on 

different definitions of development. Definitions of developed used by Boeung Kak and Areng residents 

are discussed in Chapter Six.  
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those works which connect these processes to social movements or contentious collective 

action.8 I do not attempt to summarize this literature. Briefly, as states have developed 

and extend their capacity as capitalism develops and spreads. This generates sweeping 

changes that affect the people, including enclosing of common lands and creating 

relationships of citizenship where none existed previously. Enclosure of common lands 

and formalization of tenure often results in the displacement and dispossession of the 

poor and marginal, in addition to other negative impacts.  

“Classical” social movement theories were developed to explain resistance to 

changes in the state and economic/material conditions in the shift from feudalism to 

modernity in Europe. Pahanke, Tarlau, and Wolford describe social mobilization 

literature, in the broad sense that I am using here, as being “transitional” – describing 

transitions from “’premodern’ life, whether feudalism, subsistence, migratory or 

tributary, to market society, both capitalist and socialist.”9 In this section I discuss the 

changes to the relationship between the state and the people as these transitions take place 

– from feudalism to modernity, from colonialism to post-colonialism, from subsistence 

agriculture to market capitalism or “extractive neoliberalism.” 10 I argue, following Marx 

                                                 
8 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States: AD 990 - 1992 (Wiley, 1993); Doug McAdam, 

Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge University Press, 2001); Sidney G. 

Tarrow, Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics (New York, UNITED 

STATES: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/gmu/detail.action?docID=667645; Doug McAdam, John D. 

McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, 

Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings (Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
9 Anthony Pahnke, Rebecca Tarlau, and Wendy Wolford, “Understanding Rural Resistance: Contemporary 

Mobilization in the Brazilian Countryside,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 42, no. 6 (November 2, 2015): 

1072, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2015.1046447. 
10 Nicholas Copeland, “Linking the Defence of Territory to Food Sovereignty: Peasant Environmentalisms 

and Extractive Neoliberalism in Guatemala,” Journal of Agrarian Change 19, no. 1 (2019): 21–40, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/joac.12274. 
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as well as Harvey and Levien, that while mechanisms vary, capitalist accumulation, 

whether primitive, neoliberal, or developmentalist, is closely and probably inherently 

connected to dispossession, generally of the poorer and more precarious classes.11 Marx 

agues that these processes assume different forms between different countries and eras.12 

However, following Levien, I argue that there are similarities across vastly different 

locations and eras, including Cambodia in the current dayHere, I will briefly explore 

some of the “transitions” with which I and the literature are concerned. I argue that while 

the specifics vary across regions and eras, some basic aspects are similar, or to use 

Levien’s term, “resonate.”13 . Levien, writing on the effects of development and agrarian 

change in India, for example, argues that his findings “resonate” for other areas because 

dispossession happens by similar mechanisms in other settings, although the “regimes of 

dispossession” are different in various settings.14 

Imagine a stylized pre-state era. At some previous point – feudal, colonial, in 

conflict, or in the transition out of those periods – state capacity was low.15 In some 

cases, interest in developing that capacity was also low, because the population or the 

                                                 
11 Karl Marx, “Chapter 25: The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation,” in Capital : A Critique of 

Political Economy, vol. 1 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887), 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Capital-Volume-I.pdf; David Harvey, “The 

‘New’ Imperialism: Accumulation by Dispossession,” Socialist Register 40, no. 40 (2004), 

https://socialistregister.com/index.php/srv/article/download/5811; Michael Levien, Dispossession Without 

Development: Land Grabs in Neoliberal India (Oxford University Press, 2018). 
12 Karl Marx, “Chapter 26: The Secret of Primitive Accumulation,” in Capital : A Critique of Political 

Economy, vol. 1 (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887), 

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Capital-Volume-I.pdf. 
13 Levien, 213.  
14 Levien, Dispossession Without Development, 213. 
15 See Richard Lachmann, States and Power (John Wiley & Sons, 2013); Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and 

Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism (Princeton University Press, 1996) . 

This is not to say that states were nonexistent or wholly absent. In the colonial period, for example, the 

state was very much present, but still lacked the capacity of the post-colonial state, in terms of capacity to 

exert power over people and land.  
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land was not valuable. In discussing state capacity, I follow Williams who gives a 

definition of weak states focused on state capacity, in contrast toan international relations 

sense of the idea of weak states.16 He describes this approach as focusing on “capacity 

gaps that create functional holes.”17 Cambodia is still characterized by gaps and 

weaknesses in capacity as a result of the legacy of colonialism and violence in the 

country, which are discussed in greater depth in Chapter Four.18 

Returning to our stylized pre-state situation, people lived in small villages and 

often organized themselves along kinship groups.19 They engaged in subsistence farming 

and related activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering. Land was undelimited, 

though people typically had some understanding of possession or usage rights to land, if 

not a tenure regime. Governance, when it took place, was enacted though local patrons 

and patronage networks. All of these are common features in pre-modern society and in 

less developed parts of the developing world today, including Areng Valley. 

Something shifted to change this.20 These shifts include the development of 

market capitalism, sudden increase of foreign investment, and other factors which may be 

exogenous or endogenous.21 These shifts were massive, resulting in changes to nearly all 

                                                 
16 Phil Williams, “Here Be Dragons: Dangerous Spaces and International Security,” in Ungoverned Spaces: 

Alternatives to State Authority in an Era of Softened Sovereignty (Stanford University Press, 2010), 41. 
17 Williams, 41; see also Joel S. Migdal, Strong Societies and Weak States: State-Society Relations and 

State Capabilities in the Third World (Princeton University Press, 1988), 4–5 on state capacity related to 

function. 
18 See also Sophal Ear, Aid Dependence in Cambodia: How Foreign Assistance Undermines Democracy 

(Columbia University Press, 2013). 
19 Lachmann, States and Power, 3. 
20 This is not the place to explain these process. See Lachmann, States and Power; Chapters 1 and 2.  
21 Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States; Tarrow, Power in Movement; Tania Murray Li, Land’s 

End: Capitalist Relations on an Indigenous Frontier (Duke University Press, 2014); Goodwin, No Other 

Way Out. 
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aspects of life. Tenure and tax regimes require that people, as well as land, be rendered 

legible to the state via identity cards and censuses, for example.22 Scott refers to a process 

via which “raw” people, who were previously less under state control or actively evading 

state control, become “cooked” citizens.23 As will be seen below, close patronage-based 

relationships are replaced with a relationship with the state that is more bureaucratic.24 

For the purpose of this dissertation the shift itself is out of my scope. I am concerned with 

the resulting changes to the interaction between the state and the people, regarding 

development, displacement, and resistance. This is inherently connected to expansion of 

state power and capacity.25  

As with other aspects of development, discussed below, processes of state 

development are closely connected to land.26 Lund describes state power as “constitutive 

of” “the ability to entitle and disenfranchise people with regard to property.” 27  In many 

cases of state formation – feudal Europe, post-conflict Cambodia – common lands were 

enclosed, and poor people risked loss of land and access to common resources. Land has 

to be legible, in that it is measured, tenure is established, and it can be legally sold or 

granted.28  Scott argues that when land was abundant it had no material value and thus 

                                                 
22 Tarrow, Power in Movement, 85; Lachmann, States and Power, 73. 
23 James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed: An Anarchist History of Upland Southeast Asia (Yale 

University Press, 2009); Lachmann, States and Power. 
24 Lachmann, States and Power, 73. 
25 Tarrow, Power in Movement, 85; Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States, 17–27. 
26 Tilly, 44 
27 Christian Lund, “Rule and Rupture: State Formation through the Production of Property and 

Citizenship,” in Rule and Rupture: State Formation Through the Production of Property and Citizenship 

(John Wiley & Sons, 2017), 1200–1201. 
28 James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed 

(Yale University Press, 1998). 
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lack of formal tenure and ownership did not lead to conflict.29 When land became scarce, 

however, it became more valuable. This leads to the state to exert its will over the land 

and the people.30 Turner et al. invoke Scott’s work when discussing development projects 

in Vietnam, which both encourage settling and formalization of tenure while also 

allowing the state to extract resources from the land and natural environment.31 As noted, 

these processes are inherently connected to the development of state power. Throughout 

history, more powerful people have appropriated land from the less powerful, via 

enclosure of common lands, colonialism, and other mechanisms.32 Harvey calls this 

process “accumulation by dispossession.”33   

These shifts and transitions, Pahanke, Tarlau, and Woolford argue “enacted on the 

backs of the peasantry.”34 In many instances, people resisted these shifts, including in the 

current era in Cambodia.35 And, in some cases, this resistance leads to concessions and 

                                                 
29 Scott, 39. 
30 Scott, 39. 
31 Personal communication with experts on development tin Southeast Asia in Washington DC. See also 

Sarah Turner et al., “State Livelihood Planning and Legibility in Vietnam’s Northern Borderlands: The 

‘Rightful Criticisms’ of Local Officials,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 46, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 42–

43, https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2015.1028964.   
32 Saturnino M Borras and Jennifer C Franco, “Global Land Grabbing and Political Reactions ‘From 

Below,’” Third World Quarterly 34, no. 9 (October 2013): 1723–47, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2013.843845; Kurt Schock, “Rightful Radical Resistance: Mass 

Mobilization and Land Struggles in India and Brazil,” Mobilization: An International Quarterly 20, no. 4 

(December 1, 2015): 493, https://doi.org/10.17813/1086-671X-20-4-493; Henry Veltmeyer, “Resistance, 

Class Struggle and Social Movements in Latin America: Contemporary Dynamics,” The Journal of 

Peasant Studies 0, no. 0 (August 16, 2018): 1–22, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2018.1493458; Julia 

Elyachar, Markets of Dispossession: NGOs, Economic Development, and the State in Cairo (Duke 

University Press, 2005), 72. 
33 David Harvey, “The ‘New’ Imperialism: Accumulation by Dispossession,” Socialist Register 40, no. 40 

(2004), https://socialistregister.com/index.php/srv/article/download/5811. 
34 Pahnke, Tarlau, and Wolford, “Understanding Rural Resistance,” 1072.  
35 Lachmann, States and Power; Tarrow, Power in Movement, 85; Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European 

States, 24, 144; Rob Cramb et al., “Alternatives to Land Grabbing: Exploring Conditions for Smallholder 

Inclusion in Agricultural Commodity Chains in Southeast Asia,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 44, no. 4 

(July 4, 2017): 39–40, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2016.1242482. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00472336.2015.1028964
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changes from the state, including voting rights for some citizens, freedom of association, 

and other political rights.36  

 

Development as Improvement 

 Here I turn to another sense of development, development as improvement, 

“progress,” or even “modernization.”37 Development, in this sense, was conceived of as a 

path to independence for the post-colonial states.38  Development typically privileges 

modern and technical solutions to problems of lack of resources, lack of capital, or other 

issues of underdevelopment.39 Prebisch put forward “dependency theory,” which argued 

that the process of development limits the ability of developing nations to develop 

independently and actually allowed for resources to flow from the developing world to 

the more developed countries.40 

The mainstream conception of international development, as it is enacted today, is 

relatively unproblematic. Aspects and outcomes of development are problematized, but 

the concept itself is not challenged. Development, in the sense of improvement, is seen as 

good and a goal in and of itself.41 In Chapter Six I demonstrate that community members 

                                                 
36 Tarrow, Power in Movement, 89; Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge University Press, 

2001), 80, 259; Lachmann, States and Power. 
37 Christopher LaMonica, “Development,” in Oxford Bibliographies: International Relations (Oxford, 

2013), http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199743292/obo-9780199743292-

0079.xml. 
38 LaMonica. 
39 LaMonica. 
40 Raúl Prebisch, “The Economic Development of Latin America and Its Principal Problems,” April 27, 

1950, https://repositorio.cepal.org/handle/11362/29973. 
41 See, for example, the Millennium Development Goals, United National Development Programme, the 

US Agency for International Development, and a host of other international development programs, 

projects, and organizations.  
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in Areng and Boeung Kak have a nuanced understanding and critique of development. 

They welcome aspects of development which they perceive as beneficial but reject those 

aspects which do not benefit or even harm their communities. Community members’ 

understanding of development is more aligned with critical understandings and critiques 

of development.  

In the current era, these processes of state formation, enclosure of common lands, 

and rendering people legible citizens are connected to processes of development in the 

second sense. Development in this sense is connected to the literature on social 

movements, because these movements are often resisting aspects of development. 

Goodwin argues that revolutions, a type of social movement, take place times of rapid 

societal transition.42 Rapid modernization, such as in postcolonies in Southeast Asia, 

increases people’s sense of relative deprivation.43 These shifts result in “increasing 

tenancy and indebtedness” and increased urbanization.44 In Cambodia, currently, people 

are being dispossessed from their land for a variety of development projects, including 

dams, as in Areng, and urban redevelopment, as in Boeung Kak Lake. Other mechanisms 

of development and displacement include plantations replacing family farms, via a 

process of agrarian transition and resources extraction projects including logging and 

                                                 
42 Goodwin, No Other Way Out, 11, 17. 
43 Goodwin, 18. 
44 Jeff Goodwin, No Other Way out: States and Revolutionary Movements, 1945-1991, Cambridge Studies 

in Comparative Politics (Cambridge ; Cambridge University Press, 2001), 79;see also  Anthony Pahnke, 

Rebecca Tarlau, and Wendy Wolford, “Understanding Rural Resistance: Contemporary Mobilization in the 

Brazilian Countryside,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 42, no. 6 (November 2, 2015): 1069–85, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2015.1046447. 
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mining.45 Again, the process via which people become dispossessed from their land are 

less relevant than the effects on the livelihoods of community members and how they 

react or resist to dispossession or threat of dispossession.  

There is a wide literature examining the effects of development on poor and 

marginalized people, which finds that the poorest and most marginal often do not benefit 

from development, including development designed specifically to aid them. Li finds, for 

example, that development initiative do not even reach, much less benefit, the poorest 

and most isolated rural communities she examines. Levien describes a process of the 

benefits of development skipping over the poorest and instead concentrating land and 

capital in the hands of those who were already more prosperous before the development 

project began.46  

Many scholars have drawn a connection between violence of development and 

dispossession. Development related evictions are common throughout the global South 

                                                 
45 Clara Mi Young Park, “‘Our Lands Are Our Lives’: Gendered Experiences of Resistance to Land 

Grabbing in Rural Cambodia,” Feminist Economics 0, no. 0 (October 4, 2018): 1–24, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2018.1503417; S. Touch and Andreas Neef, “Resistance to Land 

Grabbing and Displacement in Rural Cambodia” (Land grabbing, conflict and agrarian-environmental 

transformations: perspectives from East and Southeast Asia, Chiang Mai University: BRICS Initiatives for 

Critical Agrarian Studies (BICAS), 2015), https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/handle/2292/27607; Jean-

Christophe Diepart and Thol Sem, “Fragmented Territories: Incomplete Enclosures and Agrarian Change 

on the Agricultural Frontier of Samlaut District, North-West Cambodia,” Journal of Agrarian Change 18, 

no. 1 (2018): 156–77, https://doi.org/10.1111/joac.12155; Laura Schoenberger, Derek Hall, and Peter 

Vandergeest, “What Happened When the Land Grab Came to Southeast Asia?,” The Journal of Peasant 

Studies 44, no. 4 (July 4, 2017): 697–725, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2017.1331433; Clara Mi 

Young Park and Margherita Maffii, “‘We Are Not Afraid to Die’: Gender Dynamics of Agrarian Change in 

Ratanakiri Province, Cambodia,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 44, no. 6 (November 2, 2017): 1235–54, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2017.1384725; Ian G. Baird and Keith Barney, “The Political Ecology of 

Cross-Sectoral Cumulative Impacts: Modern Landscapes, Large Hydropower Dams and Industrial Tree 

Plantations in Laos and Cambodia,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 44, no. 4 (July 4, 2017): 769–95, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2017.1289921. 
46 Levien, Dispossession Without Development, 216, 228. 
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today.47 The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner of Human Rights uses the 

term “development-based eviction.”48 Levien refers to a process of “development-

induced displacement.”49 Critical development scholars argue that violence is inherent in 

the process of development.50 Escobar posits that violence is inherent in development; it 

is “not only endemic but constitutive of development.”51 Watts argues that a wide variety 

“postdevelopment” critiques of development derive unity from their shared 

understanding that development is a “flawed” if not “catastrophically failed” project.52  

Much of the literature is focused on rural development issues, both the 

mainstream development literature and the critical. This is likely in part because efforts at 

international development largely focus on rural populations and settings. However, 

similar processes take place in urban settings as well. Velez-Ibanez finds in Mexico as 

processes of development, in both senses, take place, the poor are “excluded from the 

economic and political benefits.”53 These excluded people migrate to urban areas, to 

                                                 
47 Arturo Escobar, “Development, Violence and the New Imperial Order,” Development; Houndmills 47, 
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“better survive their exclusion.”54 Raganathan highlights that “urban improvement” 

efforts should be understood being part of “the state’s capital and spatial accumulation 

projects,” and that these efforts joined together “structural causes of inequality.”55 The 

next section connects both concepts of development – as state and structure formation 

and as improvement – to land specifically to processes of dispossession.  

 

Forced Dispossession and Land Grabbing in the Literature 

 I demonstrated in the previous two sections that processes of development, in 

both the sense of development of entities and concepts like states and in the sense of the 

project of international development, are closely connected with processes of 

dispossession and displacement. In this section, I discuss the literature on land grabbing 

as it relates to my research. The term land grabbing is fairly new, dating to a 2008 report 

on the phenomenon by the NGO GRAIN.56 Borras et al. offer a definition of land 

grabbing which focuses on “control” over large tracts of land and on shifts of extractive 

use of natural resources.57 While the concept is new, the processes included in land 
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grabbing are not necessarily new and are closely related to the processes of development 

and dispossession discussed in the previous sections.   

Borras and Franco, in their analysis of global and grabs and “trajectories of 

agrarian change,” argue that political economy theory and literature “resonate” with the 

current land grab they see in the global South.58 Levien argues for organizing 

dispossession into “socially and historically specific regimes.”59 Different regimes, in 

different “milieux” produce different responses, which he says range from “willing 

compliance to militant and effective resistance.”60 

 Veltmeyer highlights the role of ‘development’ in “land grabbing, 

commodification, privatisation of the means of production and access to natural resources 

such as water, concessions to explore and extract metals and minerals, violation of 

territorial rights and environmental degradation and other such mechanisms of 

‘accumulation by dispossession’.”61 One of the prominent conversations in the land 

grabbing literature has been whether and to what extent land grabbing was or was 

connected process of primitive accumulation or accumulation by dispossession.62 
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However, Hall et al. note that understanding land grabbing in terms of the tension 

between primitive accumulation and accumulation by dispossession was also “potentially 

problematic” because of assumptions about land grabbing, including whether it is, in the 

works of Schoenberger et al., a “unified phenomenon.”63 

 I began this section with two senses or definitions of the term development. While 

components of land grabbing connect to both definitions of development, the connection 

between development as improvement and land grabbing is most relevant here. Edelman 

et al. point out that there is a “long history” to the mechanisms referred to as land 

grabbing, and question how “new” the phenomenon actually is. Land grabbing includes a 

variety of processes and mechanisms grouped together. Byres  described a process of 

“agrarian transition”, by which capitalism, as opposed to subsistence farming, becomes 

“the dominant mode of production in agriculture.”64 Other mechanisms by which people 

are dispossessed today include conservation and eco-tourism.65 As a result of all these 

mechanism, rural and indigenous communities are dispossessed from common land and 

common resources.66 Other scholars have focused on other mechanisms of land grabbing 

and land grabbing specifically in Southeast Asia.67 Early land grabbing literature was 
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fairly narrowly focused on food and agricultural issues. Subsequent scholarship 

broadened definitions and added nuance and complexity.68 However, even this literature 

still lacks some clarity on what constitutes a land grab and considers “disparate 

transactions” under the same heading.69 Further, the majority of the literature is still 

focused on land grabbing in the rural context, often in agrarian areas.70  

For this research, I was concerned with the outcomes of land grabbing or 

displacement, rather than the mechanisms or what constitutes land grabbing. What is 

important here is that while the mechanisms change, but the outcomes are the same and 

are often negative for the poor and marginal.71 Oya argues, based on systematic review of 

land grabbing literature, that the literature has neglected the “socioeconomic impact” of 

land deals. He suggests a shift to focusing on outcomes rather than mechanism.72 In the 
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chapters below I am largely concerned with outcomes, including resistance and why 

people resist.  

The government narrative on the development processes that lead to land 

grabbing and evictions is typically that these processes are taking unproductive land and 

making it productive.73 It has been demonstrated that land grabbing, like other processes 

of development which result in forced dispossession, does not result in poverty 

alleviation or increased employment, at least for the poor and marginal.74 Li, for example, 

finds that while the government narrative is often to move small holder famers into jobs 

to alleviate poverty, small holder farmers are actually better off, economically, than they 

are as wage laborers.75 Negative impacts included increased deforestation and decreased 

access to health and sanitation for those resettled.76 Resettled people did benefit from 

increased access to markets and more children enrolled in school. Nonetheless, as will be 

seen in the literature and in the chapters below, poor and marginal people risk being 

rendered even more marginal when they are displaced from their land and homes. A 

study of livelihood transition in Northern Cambodia undertaken between 2003 and 2018 
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found that “rapid expansion of the market economy resulted in dispossession from land 

and forest resources, an over reliance on cash crops, land commodification and 

concentration, social differentiation, and economic inequality.”77  Community members 

lost or were barred from communal lands, which resulted in decreased household 

livelihoods and standards of living.78 Further, research in Cambodia indicates that land 

grabbing has been motivated by other processes, including money laundering.79 Cramb et 

al. find that states decline to stop land grabs from taking place because the state 

benefits.80 Businesses and corporations are also involved in development and implicated 

in human rights violations related to that development.81 This includes agribusiness 

projects and large infrastructure projects like dams.82   

Land conflict is a growing problem globally and in Cambodia, where 800,000 

people had been affected by forced evictions.83 Issues of displacement and eviction in 
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Cambodia re exacerbated by the country’s history of colonialism and violence.84 As with 

in other post-conflict and post-colonial regions, the displacement of large portions of the 

population and destruction of tenure documents that came along with colonialism and 

conflict smoothed the way for subsequent forced dispossession. It is clear that conflict 

over land exists globally and appears to be increasing in some ways.85 Increasing 

populations and damage to the natural environment have exacerbated the process and will 

likely continue to do so for the foreseeable future.86  

As noted, much of the literature on land grabbing in focused on rural land 

grabbing, and indeed, includes agriculture in the definitions of land grabbing.87 However, 

urban displacements are common and are closely related to rural dispossession. Rural 

people who are dispossessed from their land are, as will be seen below, often not 

absorbed into the new economic structures and entities which replace their previous, 

subsistence way of life.88 Rendered surplus labor, some migrate to cities, many of them 
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becoming urban informal residents and members of the urban informal economy.89 Their 

informal tenure puts them at risk of dispossession in the urban setting as well. Land 

grabbing and forced displacements in urban areas such as Boeung Kak remain under-

addressed in the literature. 

 There has also been less focus on resistance to land grabbing, particularly 

successful resistance. Scholars of land grabbing have called for more focus on resistance 

and successful resistance to land grabbing.90 Baird and others note that resistance to land 

grabbing may take place but that resistance is not necessarily the only or the inevitable 

outcome and that in many cases, communities fail to resist land grabbing.91 Some 

scholars find little resistance to land grabbing in Cambodia, however my research and the 

work of Baird indicates that resistance is taking place and is successful in some cases.92 
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Whether people resist seems to depend in large part on the impacts on their livelihoods, 

in addition other aspects such as opportunity structures. Baird, looking at mainland 

Southeast Asia, finds that people may be more likely to resist when land grabbing had a 

direct impact on “local livelihoods”, again, in keeping with what I find in the two 

communities I examine.93  Li argues that when people resist land grabbing they are 

attempting to “back-stop economic strategies”, rather than trying to preserve their 

“ancient way of life”.94 This is in keeping with what I find in Areng Valley, where 

community members are more concerned with impacts on livelihood than on traditional 

culture and way of life.  

What literature there is on resistance tells us that engagement with NGOs and 

civil society appears to play an important role in successful esistance.95 Temper, 

examining successful resistance to land grabbing in South Sudan, found that the 

combination of a US-based NGO providing support on research and advocacy, plus 

“local democratic activism” led to successful resistance to land grabbing.96 Temper 

discusses the importance of transnational advocacy networks and access and connections 

to the international or transnational sphere as being important for successful resistance, as 

I find in my data.97 While she draws on Keck and Sikkink’s work on transnational 
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advocacy networks (TANs) which is focused largely on North-South diffusion of social 

mobilizations, Temper argues, as I find, that “South-South alliances” are important for 

generating successful resistance to land grabbing.98 She notes, in addition, that while 

Southern activists and networks may be dependent on Northern organizations and 

networks for support, especially material support and access to the international, 

Northern organizations are depended on their Southern partners and local groups for 

access, information, and logistical support on the ground and that Southern and Northern 

groups may have very different goals and focuses.99 Baird, examining two cases of 

successful resistance to land grabbing in Cambodia, find something similar. In one case, 

he finds that an NGO mediated successful resistance. In another, he ties success of the 

resistance to an activist who had been exposed to anti-eviction resistance in Thailand and 

anti-dam resistance in Cambodia. This evidence, while limited, corroborates what I have 

found in these Cambodian communities: aspects of social movements which diffuse via a 

Southern civil society network seem to be important in generating and sustaining social 

movements against eviction and other abuses which are success.  

Again, the processes are similar to processes in other locations and eras, but with 

crucial differences.100 Edelman and Leon argue that there has been a lack of historical 

perspective in the literature on land deals. They say that “Each new cycle has had to take 

not account and is profoundly shaped by pre-existing social formation and local and 
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regional particularities,” including “formal and customary land tenure, historical 

configurations of class relations, family networks, gender and settlement patterns, 

environment features, actual or potential infrastructure, state policies, international 

treaties and agreements, well as forms of insertion in markets, among many other 

elements.”101 Because processes shift, new analyses and new theories are required in new 

settings. I am providing an analysis of one such new setting: Cambodia, given its history 

and current climate of discouraging contentious politics and collective action.  

 

Urban Migration, Informal Tenure, and Dispossession 

The next question is what happens to rural poor people who are dispossessed from 

their land. In classical Marxist theory, displaced rural peasants would become the urban 

industrial proletariat. However, in the developing world, this is not the trajectory that 

development has taken.102 According to Chatterjee, rural poor who are dispossessed via 

mechanisms of “primitive accumulation” are not likely to be absorbed into “new 

capitalist sectors of growth.”103 Instead, they are displaced to urban areas where they 

often become informal residents.104 Their informality, poverty, and other marginalization 

puts them at further risk of being displaced. As I show in Chapter Five, many community 

members in Boeung Kak are former rural residents who were displaced and resettled in 
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the city. Many work in or are engaged with the informal economy on a daily basis. 

Veltmeyer argues that the process is deliberate and that entities including the World Bank 

have “pursued a strategy of encouraging the rural poor to migrate to the cities and urban 

areas” in order to “search” for wage labor and the supposed economic benefits that come 

along with it.105 The effect is to “encourage” rural-to-urban migration among the poor.106  

Roderick argues that industry is “far less labor-absorbing today” than in the 

European transition to modernity, meaning that those who are dispossessed from rural 

communities cannot be absorbed into urban labor pools. In some cases, economic growth 

has come without a corresponding growth in jobs.107 Araghi refers to a “state-sponsored” 

process of “deruralization” via enclosing economic zones. Those who are displaced from 

urban to rural areas, may turn to informal dwellings and informal labor as a strategy to 

minimize their losses and marginality.108 Li argues that people are rendered surplus as 

“their land is needed, but their labor is not.”109 Baird found in Laos, and Kenney-Lazar in 

Vietnam, that large-scale agribusiness did not fulfil its promise in terms of providing 

employment for local people impacted or displaced by plantations.110  
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 The urban poor become squatters and members of informal economy.111 The 

result of these processes is that some rural poor populations displaced by development 

becoming informal urban dwellers.112 Informal residents are at risk of eviction and 

dispossession because of their lack of secure tenure.113 As with in the case of rural 

dispossession, lack of tenure documents and other disruptions due to colonialism and 

conflict exacerbate the process, as people cannot document tenure even if they may have 

tenure. Springer points to the legacy of the Democratic Kampuchea (DK)114 regime in 

Cambodia as a reason why evictions in the country, which are often decried as illegal, are 

actually often legal, despite the violence of the process of evictions in the country.115 
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These evictions and dispossession are often a result of development projects or 

“improvement” projects in the global South, not just in Cambodia.116  

   

  

Economic and Material Reasons for Resistance in Rural and Urban Contexts 

.   

In Chapter Five, I discuss the reasons why residents in both Areng and Boeung 

Kak resist dispossession. As I show there, community members resist eviction and 

relocation for largely economic and material reasons. For poor and marginalized people 

in the global South, land and home are the site of economic production and thus key to 

economic stability and survival. In both rural and urban poor communities in Cambodia 

and globally community members typically engage in a variety of productive and 

economic activities. These activities are frequently connected in some way to informal 

work or the informal economic sector, particularly in urban communities. Community 

members also often rely on a close network in their community to support their economic 

and material life. This is especially true for women in both Areng and Boeung Kak, who 

also form the bulk of the social mobilization in both communities.117 These networks also 
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include patronage networks, which are the primary means of governance in many 

communities, at least before the changes discussed in the previous section take place.  

The research is focused on Cambodia, so I have a focus poor, marginalized, or 

precarious people in the global South. I often refer simply too poor and marginalized 

people. I also utilize the term subaltern, development by Gramsci, but which scholars of 

and from the developing world have used to apply to populations in that region.118 Nair 

suggests that subaltern studies focuses on communities, rather than classes in the Marxist 

sense.119 Guha argues that, for the subaltern, land is “the fundamental basis of life and 

social production.”120  There is also a focus on informality, in both work and dwelling, in 

much of the work on the subaltern.121 Because of the focus on community and the 

importance of land and displacement, I find the concept of the subaltern useful here. In 

the sections below I will discuss relevant aspects of life for the poor, marginal, or 

subaltern in rural and urban communities which make land important for those 

communities and which are why they resist displacement. I will begin with pluri-activity 

in the rural areas.  
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Rural process: Pluri-Activity and Networks 

 In rural farming communities around the globe, including in Areng Valley, people 

tend to engage in a multiplicity of productive and economic activities to support 

themselves. As will be seen in the following section, this is also the case in urban poor 

communities as well. Batterbury  refers to “productive bricolage,” or a diverse array of 

productive activities, while Levien uses the term “pluri-active” to describe the same 

concept.122 While farmers may focus on one crop – rice in Cambodia and many parts of 

Asia – they also farm other crops, often in smaller “kitchen gardens.” In Khmer, there are 

two terms – chamkar, or rice field, and suon, which indicates a smaller garden growing a 

wider variety of crops, usually directly adjacent to the house.123 In Areng, as will be seen 

in the cases, community members farm rice for their own consumption. They also farm 

other crops, raise animals, hunt, and collect non-timber forest products (NTFPs) all for 

their own consumption and to sell or trade.124 Community members are also increasingly 

relying on wage labor, including part time work and temporary labor migration. Many 

urban informal and low-income workers are also engaged in farm work at some point of 

the year.  Farming families, in return, rely on the wages of urban laborer’s for support.125 

As the empirical chapters show, these flows of migrating and part-time workers help to 
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maintain and build the connections between the rural and the urban which are key to this 

mobilization and some others. All of these activities are key to the material and economic 

stability and survival of the family.  

 Community members who rely on pluri-active means of supporting their 

livelihoods resist displacement or dispossession because it could limit their ability to 

engage in these activities, and thus their survival in general.126 Li finds in rural upland 

communities, that previously, community members controlled large plots of land and 

were relatively autonomous in their livelihoods.127 A shift to cash-cropping and reduction 

in plot size changed this, forcing people into either wage labor or poverty.128 Reducing 

the variety of crops they grew also left farmers more vulnerable to disaster.129 Levien 

found that in a community where people were displaced for a development project, 

poorer families lost more land relative to their richer neighbors and suffered food 

insecurity as a result.130  

Again, effects of displacement are gendered and women are impacted differently 

than men. McAllister finds that women in rural Laos resisted dispossession that would 

result in them becoming wage laborers because they saw it adding to their responsibilities 

at home and as farmers compared to men, who saw the wage labor as a benefit and were 

less likely to resist the displacement.131 Women were also more concerned by potential 
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future food security brought on by farming less rice, a concern that women farmers in 

Areng shared. These concerns are related to labor markets. While it has been noted that 

women’s labor is increasingly commodified in Southeast Asia, in some cases more than 

men, McAllister’s work in Laos and my research in Areng indicate that women perceive 

that they would be disproportionately negatively affected by dispossession and a shift 

from subsistence farming to other means of generating income.132 

In rural farming communities such as Areng Valley, people often rely on the close 

networks in the community for aspects of their economic and material support and 

survival. Li describes a sharing economy among family members in rural communities 

which provided variety to the diets of many and calories to those less able to farm for 

themselves, such as the elderly.133 The sharing economy also reinforced the networked 

ties in the community.134 In Areng Valley, as will be seen, community members rely on 

each other for help during busy farming times. Younger family memgers supply food to 

older family members who no longer actively farm, as Chea and Srey Mao do for his 

mother. Chea’s mother, in turn, supplies the families with fruit which she grows, as well 

as providing childcare and cooking for her grandchildren on a regular basis. Women 

particularly rely on a network of family members and friends to help balance their 

farming with family responsibilities, for example, pooling their efforts to share childcare 

or cooking responsibilities.135 Thus, community members resist forced eviction or 
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displacement because it would disrupt these networks, which are key to their economic 

survival and stability.  

 Pluri-activity and subsistence farming are connecting with informal sector work. 

Martinello argues that informality, including “[i]nformal markets, petty trade, simple 

commodity production, forms of bartering within the community, links of reciprocity and 

mutuality, and labour cooperation,” all of which community members in Areng and 

Boeung Kak engage in, represents obstacles to “generalized commoditization of social 

reproduction.”136 Informality, for the poor, can be a means of protecting their means of 

production and autonomy.137   

 As the empirical chapters show, prior to the onset of the conflict over land and the 

subsequent social mobilization in the two communities, governance was primarily 

conducted via local patrons, who were members of these same close networks.138 Popkin 

describes this type of relationship as “multistranded,” meaning that there are multiple 

linkages between people in the same network.139  Relatively more powerful patrons were 

parts of, and depended on, the same networks as relatively powerless community 
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members.140 This meant that community members could use other relations to help 

navigate patronage systems to minimize disadvantage. In Chapter Six I discuss the 

shifting relationship of community members to the state. Previously, community 

members could use family networks or shaming to apply pressure to local patrons who 

are relatively far more powerful. Relationships have shifted in both communities as the 

conflict over land developed. In Boeung Kak, particularly, where local officials have left 

the community or been replaced, community members are struggling to navigate a new, 

more bureaucratic, and, community members perceive, punitive relationship with the 

state.  

 This network of local patronage tends to break down or shift as the processes 

discussed in the previous section – enclosure of common land and shifts to commodity 

production – take place. Li describes this process in Indonesia, as local patrons were 

replaced by their superiors with leaders more aligned to the central state government.141 

As demonstrated in Chapter Six, in both Areng and Boeung Kak, community members 

perceived that subsequent to the conflict over land and the beginning of the social 

mobilization, local government official became more hostile to community members or 

were replaced by officials who were not members of the community, and thus not 

members of the same patronage networks. In Uganda, Martinello found that “expansion 

of state intervention and institutions in rural affairs” shifted land to being a political issue 
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and an issue of political patronage, as opposed to the previous patronage networks which 

functioned if not to the advantage of the poor, at least not to their full disadvantage.142 

 For all these reasons – the importance of pluri-active economic and productive 

activities, the importance of networks, and patronage within those networks – rural poor 

farmers facing dispossession and eviction have tended to resist that. Below I will discuss 

that resistance in more depth, but first I will explore how these issues manifest in the 

urban context.  

 

Urban process: Informality and Migration 

 Urban poor people also resist forced displacement for similar reasons.  As with in 

rural communities, urban residents and workers often rely on a variety of strategies to 

support themselves. Many engage in and rely on the informal economy for their source of 

paid work or other support. In Boeung Kak, for example, many female community 

members run small informal businesses in or near their home, including small shops or 

offering services such as hair styling. Some female residents sew piecework for garment 

manufacturers at home, in the informal economy. Many men in the community work as 

drivers in the informal sector, shuttling goods and their neighbors to and from markets 

and other locations in the city, not far from the neighborhood.  

The informal sector and the density of the urban neighborhood is key, in all these 

instances, for economic and material survival. Again, as with in rural communities, 
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women in urban poor communities, including Boeung Kak, rely heavily on the network 

of the neighborhood to allow them to pursue economic activities as well as to care for 

their families. Community members thus resist eviction because of the damage it does to 

those networks.  

As discussed, in many cases displaced rural poor people become urban poor 

people.143 Urban poor people risk eviction and risk losing their livelihood or suffering an 

economic decline as a result. As also noted, rural-to-urban migration often seasonal. 

Migrants to urban areas return home for busy farming times like harvests. This is one the 

reasons that some have argued that there is a less clear divide between the rural and the 

urban today than in the past.144 This has implications for social movements. Sobreiro 

argues that because of the networks connecting the urban and the rural, migration 

contributes to “scale shift and diffusion.”145 Movements which are both urban and rural 

are rare and currently there is not a large body of literature on these movements. 

However, there are examples. Sobreiro finds in Brazil that rural-to-urban migration 

contributed to the growth and sustenance of rural indigenous mobilization.146 As with the 

other cases, in part because state capacity was weak, governance was previously carried 

                                                 
143 Nair, Undervalued Dissent, 105; Bayat, “From `Dangerous Classes’ to `Quiet Rebels’”; Elyachar, 

Markets of Dispossession. 
144 Neil Brenner, “Theses on Urbanization,” Public Culture 25, no. 1 (69) (January 1, 2013): 85–114, 

https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-1890477. John Dale pointed out, however, that if the rural-urban divide 

exists anywhere, it does in Cambodia. However, I argue that this divide is weakening and increasingly 

porous.  
145 Thaissa Sobreiro, “Can Urban Migration Contribute to Rural Resistance? Indigenous Mobilization in the 

Middle Rio Negro, Amazonas, Brazil,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 42, no. 6 (November 2, 2015): 

1244, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2014.993624. 
146 Thaissa Sobreiro, “Can Urban Migration Contribute to Rural Resistance? Indigenous Mobilization in the 

Middle Rio Negro, Amazonas, Brazil,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 42, no. 6 (November 2, 2015): 

1241–61, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2014.993624; see also Veltmeyer, “Resistance, Class Struggle 

and Social Movements in Latin America.” on a similar process in Bolivia. 



54 

 

out via patron-client relationships of people engaged in the same dense neighborhood 

networks. As with the rural case and as demonstrated in my data below, community 

members knew how to navigate these networks and relationships to their advantage, or at 

least minimal disadvantage.  

 

Social Mobilization and Resistance 

  

In this section, I explore the literature on social mobilization, social movements, 

and contentious collective action. this literature explores resistance, particularly 

resistance to the shifts generated by processes of development discussed in the previous 

sections. These shifts, including development of the state, enclosure of common lands, 

and rendering people “citizens,” often do not benefit or are to the detriment to poorer and 

more marginal people. Because of this, resistance sometimes arises to these changes. In 

Cambodia, communities have resisted forced evictions. Touch and Neef find that in rural 

cases, Cambodian “peasants” have used a variety of tactics to resist forced evictions and 

dispossession, including institutional and noninstitutional means of protest.147 Urban 

communities have resisted forced evictions as well, though there has been less academic 

focus on these communities.148 
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Social movement theories were developed to explore and explain resistance that 

arises at these moments of great transition. Melucci defines a social movement as “a form 

of collective action (a) based on solidarity, (b) carrying on a conflict, (c) breaking the 

limits of the system in which action occurs.”149 According to Touraine, there is an 

“almost general agreement” that social movements are “a special type of social 

conflict.”150 Noninstitutional protest, or contentious collective action, is, according to 

Piven and Cloward, the only means available for the poor and marginalized.151  

Resistance, including contentious collective action arises in period of great 

transition, such as those discussed in the first section of this chapter, as states and 

intuitions develop. Tilly, Tarrow, and their colleagues developed a theory of contentious 

politics to explore resistance that arose in these moments of transition. Contentious 

politics takes place when “collective actors join forces in confrontation with elites, 

authorities, and opponents.”152 This theory sought to unite several connected phenomena, 

including social movements and rebellions. According to Tarrow, this approach considers 

a wider array of actors and focuses more on the interactions between these actors.153  

These theories generally focus on the role of the state and interactions between 

the state and the people. People join movements and revolutions, according to Goodwin, 
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only when they find the state responsible for the abuses or negative effects they are 

suffering.154 Goodwin focuses on revolutions, which he defines as a type of social 

movement. He argues that revolutions take place in societies experiencing periods of 

transition, such as those discussed in the previous section.155 He finds that while 

“economic grievance” plays a role in motivating people to join revolutionary movements, 

these movements only took place and were successful when people understood that the 

state was to blame for the problems in the country and in which the state also engaged in 

violent repression.156 Further, he argues that movements may take place at point when 

opportunities for political activity and participation are constrained or in the process of 

being constrained, which is in tension with some of the work on contentious politics.157 I 

find that in Areng and Boeung Kak, community members are building a new political 

consciousness and agency that is helping them to remain engaged in the mobilization at a 

point of increasing costs.  

One key aspect of contentious politics models is the development of and role of 

new repertoires of contention. Previous repertoires of contention were parochial in 

scheme; segmented, without continuity between actions; and in particular, seeking to 

address a specific grievance and sometimes a specific individual.158 New repertoires, in 
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contrast, were cosmopolitan, modular, and autonomous. Cosmopolitan movements were 

concerned with issues that affected multiple localities or were directed against entities 

that affected multiple localities.159 Modular repertoires could travel or diffuse to other 

settings, and were effective in those settings.160 Tarrow gives the examples of the 

barricades, which diffused from Paris to Genoa, which are still used in Paris today, and 

which was used in Areng, as discussed in Chapter Four.161  

Cohen and Arato distinguish between the ‘“resource-mobilization” paradigm’ the 

‘”identity-oriented” paradigm’.162 In a “resource-mobilization” paradigm, such as 

contentious politics models, the emphasis is on “organization, networks, allies,.. cycle of 

protest, and a reform atmosphere” in the emergence and success of movements.163 The 

contentious politics model emphasizes the role of opening and closing opportunity 

structures in terms of allowing or constraining resistance. In the beginning of Chapter 

Seven I discuss the historical and current climate of repression of contention and civil 

society and the current narrowing of opportunities for political participation which I see 

between the 2013 and 2018 elections. I demonstrate that mobilization and contention in 

Cambodia are being sustained despite a current climate of closing opportunity structures 

and increased repression. Goodwin, again on revolutions, finds that increased repression 
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and violence results in increased opposition in some instances, rather than decreasing 

it.164  

Other social movement theories, such as New Social Movements (NSM) theory 

focuses on the importance of identity, or what Cohen and Arato call the “identity-

oriented” paradigm.165 NSM theories describe movement in post-industrial societies for 

rights and identity, as opposed to economic issues, which previous theories focused on. I 

find, however, that members of these communities are very much focused on economic 

issues and economic survival. I find that while people are in the communities and 

mobilization(s) I am looking at are developing new identities, such as activist or citizen, 

those identities do not seem to play a very important role in generating and sustaining 

people’s engagement with the mobilization. Thus, I find the new social movement 

literature is not particularly salient for the mobilization I am examining in Cambodia.  

While there are consistencies in the processes of development and the resistance 

that arises, mechanisms of displacement and dispossession vary greatly across eras and 

location, as does the resistance that arises. This necessitates continual innovation in 

theory for new contexts. Both Schock  and Della Porta have argued for the need for new 

theoretical frames to connect the literatures and explain new types of contentious 

collective action arising in the current era.166 The social mobilization I am examining 
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166 Donatella della Porta, “Political Economy and Social Movement Studies: The Class Basis of Anti-

Austerity Protests,” Anthropological Theory 17, no. 4 (December 1, 2017): 453–73, 
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connects both rural and urban communities in a way that is relatively new in the social 

mobilization literature, or at least in the literature on Southeast Asia.167 My research can 

make a contribution here, as I apply existing theories to a new context of a rural and 

urban social mobilization in Cambodia. 

 

Civil Society 

Definitions 

 In this research, I examine a network of civil society in Cambodia working on a 

variety of social issues, including environmental issues, anti-eviction, women’s rights, 

human rights, youth issues, organized labor, and other issues. As discussed in Chapter 

Seven, civil society is womehwat weak in Cambodia, as a result collective action and 

dissent are being violently repressed historically and in the current era. Nonetheless, the 

network of civil society which I discuss is taking shape and growing, and as will be 

demonstrated, it is encouraging development of new political consciousness and agency 

in those engaged with it.  

In much of the literature it is clear that grievances such as development-forced 

eviction are seldom on their own enough to motivate and sustain contentious collective 

action and social mobilization.168  Civil society and the support it offers can make the 

                                                 
167 Sobreiro, “Can Urban Migration Contribute to Rural Resistance?”; Veltmeyer, “Resistance, Class 
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Movements: A Partial Theory,” American Journal of Sociology 82, no. 6 (1977): 1212–41; Charles Tilly, 
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crucial difference. In cases where the government does not meet the needs of the people, 

civil society can often step in to fill those gaps. At the same time, when there is not space 

for political participation, civil society becomes a space for political action.169 I found in 

my research that many research participants reported that they were not even aware of the 

possibility of resisting the evictions or the government in general prior to engaging with 

the network of civil society that is the subject of Chapter Seven. Civil society appears to 

play a key role in generating and sustaining people’s engagement with this mobilization.  

Civil society covers a wide array of associational and political activities. Cohen 

quotes Touraine, arguing that civil society is “the locus of the ‘light side’ or collective 

action,” that is, of social movements.170 I use Scholte’s definition of civil society as “a 

political sphere where associations of citizens seek, from outside political parties, to 

shape the rules that govern social relations.” Civil society shapes that space and allows 

mobilization to develop.171 Following Gramsci and Dagnino, I view the space and work 

of civil society as being political. In times and locations where states do not fulfill their 

obligations to the people, such as Cambodia, civil society is a “proper arena for political 

struggle.”172  Returning to the concept of the subaltern, discussed earlier, Tandon extends 
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the argument of civil society as a space for political activity and argues that civil society 

allows for the subaltern to express views that has been “hitherto inaudible and 

unarticulated.”173  

The general concept of civil society is so broad that it can be applied to a range of 

entities and relationships, from international NGOs to the ties between neighbors. Cohen 

and Arato offer a definition of civil society which includes family, social movement, 

voluntary associations, and public communication.174 Gow areguesthe concept of civil 

society has been “overutilized and overgeneralized” to the point that the concept stops 

being useful.175 I specifically reject Cohen and Arato’s inclusion of the intimate and 

family sphere in definitions of civil society. I find that while family and personal 

connection are important in the social mobilization, I see them as being apart from civil 

society, though they are connected to it. 

Instead, I focus on focused on alternative political space and a network of civil 

society organizations and actors working in that space. This is not an attempt to redefine 

civil society. Rather, it is a working definition which reflects my understanding of the 

definition employed by community members and research participants. The Khmer term 

angkaw refers, technically, to an organization.176 The term has become an accepted term 

for NGO. While more educated research participants working in NGOs may use angkaw 

                                                 
173 Rajesh Tandon, “The Civil Society-Governance Interface: An Indian Perspective,” in Does Civil Society 
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174 Cohen and Arato, Civil Society and Political Theory, ix. 
175 Gow, Countering Development, 226. 
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fairly narrowly or “correctly” to refer only to NGOs, community members, who generally 

have lower formal education and literacy levels, use angkaw to refer to a wide array of 

civil society actors and organizations. NGOs and international bodies such as the United 

Nations Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNOHCHR) and the 

World Bank are all referred to as angkaw. Community members often referred to or 

considered independent activists and researchers, including me, to be angkaw as well. 

Local and voluntary organizations, if they had some official structure, would be referred 

to as angkaw, but the network ties between neighbors and family members would not be, 

being more a feature of daily life. Community members also made clear distinctions 

between angkaw and government-sponsored organizations. For example, the Cambodia 

Youth Movement 157, commonly known as the 157 Group, is an ostensibly volunteer 

organization engaged in charitable activities, including building schools and health 

centers in Areng. The group is widely understood as closely tied to the ruling party and 

the military, specifically Prime Minister Hun Sen’s son Hun Manet.177 Community 

members in Areng refer to the 157 Group as tio hien, soldiers/military, not as angkaw. 

Thus, in my working definition of civil society I focus again on the political space and 

the network of organizations and actors working in that space.178 

Civil society it itself is not necessarily a good and can reinforce existing 

inequalities. Civil society, in some settings, reinforces rather than challenges norms. 
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Some social movements, particularly those described as “new social movements” 

(NSMs), such as the women’s movement, actually “target” aspects of civil society or the 

domain of civil society, rather than the state or aspects of state or economic relations 

because civil society in an effort to affect civil society itself.179 This does not seem to be 

the case with the network of civil society around land and evictions in Cambodia because 

it challenges norms of society, including around women’s and youth engagement in civil 

society and political life.  

   Civil society is a network and civil society functions through networks.180 Hassan 

and Staggenborg describe a “social movement community,” the “networks of individuals, 

cultural activities, institutional supporters, and alternative institutions as well as SMOs 

and other actors that support movement goals.”181 In Cambodia, I examine a network that 

includes the communities studied as well as organized labor, women’s organizations, 

youth and environmental groups, and a wide range of other civil society actors. Keck and 

Sikkink describe networks, specifically transnational advocacy networks, as “voluntary, 

reciprocal, and horizonal patterns of communication and exchange.”182 These networks 

include: 

(1) international and domestic nongovernmental research and advocacy 

organizations; (2) local social movements; (3) foundations; (4) the media; (5) 

                                                 
179 Cohen, “Strategy or Identity,” 667.  
180 Melucci, “The Symbolic Challenge of Contemporary Movements,” 735; Tarrow, Power in Movement, 
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churches, trade unions, consumer organizations, and intellectuals; (6) parts of 

regional and international intergovernmental organizations; and (7) parts of the 

executive and / or parliamentary branches of governments.183 

Keck and Sikkink’s very inclusive concept of an advocacy network may be in tension 

with their understanding of the network as also reciprocal and horizontal. Some of the 

actors they include have inherently more power than other actors in the network. Keck 

and Sikkink also make the argument that the networks are separate from civil society.184 I 

would argue, rather, that civil society functions via the network, and civil society actors 

make up the network, so they two cannot be separated.   

 Questions are often raised of whether and to what extent civil society actors, 

particularly from the global North, influence, drive, or even create mobilizations and 

movements in the global South. In Chapter Seven, I present community members’ views 

on this. Community members assert strongly that the mobilization in the communities 

comes from the communities. Civil society actors, they assert, supply needed resources 

which helped generate and sustain in the mobilization. These resources include tangible 

resources such as funding and meeting rooms, but also less tangible resources such as 

access to these networks, the international system, and international resources.185  

 In Chapter Seven, I discuss both the close personal networks, which I also found 

to be key for generating and sustaining mobilization, and the aspects of the networks 

which allow people to network across the rural-urban divide and to learn and share with a 
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variety of others.186 While presence of civil society actors in both Areng and Boeung Kak 

seems to have played an important role in the early generation and possibly the success of 

those mobilizations, as will be shown in Chapter Seven, the presence of those civil 

society actors was incidental or accidental. While Keck and Sikkink do not highlight the 

accidental nature of the engagement, they discuss a similar situation in Sarawak, 

Malaysia, where an existing network, including a Westerner living in the community, 

was able to mobilize the community quickly to oppose logging and gain international 

attention.187 This is similar to the situation in Areng, where a Western activist was in the 

community when the dam issue began and he worked to educate and mobilization 

community members, as well as to connect them to international civil society actors.  

 Networks build solidarity and can allow movements to develop and spread.188 

Social mobilization diffuse key concepts, such as human rights, democracy, and 

citizenship, to new parts of the globe.189 These concepts, which according to Keck and 

Sikkink are carried by network actors, have a role in sustaining social mobilization.190   

As will be seen in the data, community members are developing new understandings of 

the role of the state and their relationship to the state. These concepts – citizenship, 

democracy, structural violence – are key to these new understandings. As will be seen in 
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Chapter Seven, these concepts do not diffuse evenly and are sometimes contested by 

community members, who find them irrelevant, unattainable, or simply of less concern or 

utility when compared to other issues, such as retaining land and securing land tenure.  

 Much of the existing literature focuses on concepts which diffuse from North to 

South. However, increasingly, we understand that this transmission may be contested, 

rather than passive.191 Further, it is apparent that both concepts and people are diffusing 

via South-South lines and that these concepts and ideas are having an effect on the 

mobilization. Robins, examining a slum dwellers network that was diffusing from India 

to South Africa, quotes an Indian activist who argued that the goal of the network was to 

create a network and linkages to foster solidarity and “fight the isolation and 

disempowerment engendered by conditions of poverty.”192 Tsing finds that stories which 

diffuse, in her case from Brazil to Indonesia, built solidarity because they “augment 

budding conversations about the possibilities of political agency.”193 I argue that via their 

engagement in the conflict and with the network of civil society, some members of the 

communities and the network are developing a new political consciousness and agency, 

discussed below, which is allowing them to engaged in sustained contentious collective 

action against the state despite costs and closing opportunities to do so.  
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New Political Consciousness and New Political Agency 

 

 I argue that as community members and others involved in the social mobilization 

engage in conflict with the state and with the network of civil society, they are 

developing what has been described as a new political consciousness. They shift from 

being aware of the problems of development in their communities to understanding those 

problems and issues of development as a political issues and as connected to other issues 

of development in other communities.194  This political consciousness is evidenced by the 

understandings of and critiques of the state and of development that are discussed in 

Chapter Six, in which many community members relate the shift in their understanding of 

maldevelopment as not an isolated issue but which is connected to the state.   

In Chapter Six, I outline new critiques and understanding of the state which 

emerge as community members engage in the social mobilization and in conflict with the 

state. Community members may have been previously aware of issues of under- and 

maldevelopment in their communities, but lacked deep understanding of the issues or the 

root causes. They develop a new understanding of these issues and their relationship to 

the state via their engagement in the conflict over land and with the network of civil 

society. They learn to hold the government responsible for the abuses and problems 

related to development in their communities and engage in contentious collective action 
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against the state to fix those problems.195 This new political consciousness both reflects 

and is evidence of the new understanding of the relationship to the state discussed in 

Chapter Six.196 Political consciousness, according to Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 

“represents a shift from a victim perspective” to “discontentment and withdrawal of 

legitimacy,” that is, a shift in understanding of the situation and an exertion of agency, in 

the form of withdrawal of legitimacy.197 Bairle describes a  new political consciousness 

which allows previously “submissive” people to “challenge[s] the traditional order” 

including via land occupations.198 McAllister found that villagers in Northern Laos 

engaged in land disputes were “forming a collective resistance identity” which was 

allowing them to demand their rights as Lao citizens.199 Related specifically to dams and 

indigenous identity, Thorkildsen argues that networking with other “dam-affected 

people” allowed indigenous people to develop a new understanding of the scale of dams 

and environmental problems, and linked the issues to national policies and injustice.200 

This contributed to a regional movement. As will be seen below, some community 
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members and members of this mobilization are also using a new language of citizenship 

in their demands against the state.  

 As noted, the networked aspects of civil society foster solidarity within and across 

mobilizations and movements. This solidarity and sharing, I argue, plays a role in 

development of this new political consciousness. Mohapatra quotes an India activist in a 

pavement dwellers’ network, who said that she and her peers “began to understand things 

that are difficult to understand” when they came together as a network.201 In Chapter Six, 

I relate how community members’ understandings of the state and development are 

shifting as they engage in conflict with the state and with the network of civil society. 

These new understandings of development and the state are arising as people become 

engaged in the network, as Mohapatra discusses. These new understandings are related to 

and demonstrate the new political consciousness some community members and other 

members of the network are developing. This new political consciousness, for some, is 

leading to development of a new political agency.  

 

New Political Agency 

 For some research participants, this new political consciousness is allowing them 

to develop a new political agency.202 New political agency is an extension of the new 

political consciousness and connected to the critiques of the state discussed in Chapter 

Six.  Emirbayer and Mische offer a definition of agency that involves “reactivation” of 
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existing or previous “patterns of thought and action,” the ability to imagine a future, and 

a “practical-evaluative element” which allows people to make decisions about their 

agency given the situation.203 Simplified, agency in this conception resembles reflective 

practice: actors reflect on past patterns, imagine a desired future outcome, and critically 

consider the course of action toward that desired outcome, given the situation and 

reflection on the past.  Agency, according to Sewell, should be conceived of as being 

collective, not just individual.204  

Barata says that the interactions between various actors at “the local, the national, 

the transnational, and the global” are “power-laden” and marked by disparities.205 I am 

not arguing that community members are developing a form of agency that is 

fundamentally new nor am I arguing that community members lacked agency before they 

engagement in this conflict and with civil society. Nonetheless, “every actor is imbued 

with agency,” he says.206 What is new, for community members, is that they are able to 

use and engage this new political agency to contest against the state. Further, they have 

been successful, which is, as noted, relatively new for anti-eviction mobilizations in 

Cambodia, where successes of these movements have been rare.   
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Tsing argues that when development projects threaten how people support 

themselves, “making a living becomes a source of alternative political insights.”207 As 

will be seen in the chapters below, this new political agency is allowing some members 

of this mobilization and the larger network to engage in contentious action against the 

state, despite a climate that is increasingly hostile to civil society and contentious action. 

Bairle discusses a similar idea of consciousness and argues that this new consciousness 

led to contentious and political activity including “land occupations, barricades… 

physical confrontations with the police, and demonstrations.”208 While civil society, 

including international civil society,  is playing an important role in generating and 

sustaining the mobilization, it does not appear that the mobilization is being imposed on 

the communities from outside. In Chapter Seven I demonstrate that community members 

strongly refute the notion that organizations or outsiders, particularly Westerners, are 

motivating, leading, or causing the mobilization and protest. Rather, community assert 

that the mobilization comes from the people and that the network of civil society is 

proving support which allows them to engage in the contention. Community members 

also offer pushback or even reject concepts which they find not relevant, not appropriate 

to the context, or not achievable goals. Certainly, civil society actors are shaping the 

mobilization, but the mechanisms of exactly how and to what extent the mobilization is 

affected by international civil society is outside of the scope of my research, which 

focuses primarily on the network of civil society within Cambodia.  
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Conclusion 

 

This chapter presented the theoretical basis of the dissertation and outlined the 

relevant literature. I began with two concepts of development – development in terms of 

formation and shifts in structures such as nations or concepts such as capitalism. 

Following critical development literature, I argue that development is a violent process 

and that the poor and marginalized are often left out of processes of development or even 

further marginalized by them. Land is closely connected to processes of development in 

both senses. Development in both senses often results in displacement or dispossession of 

por people. In both urban and rural cases, this is exacerbated by legacies of conflict and 

colonialism, such as is the case in Cambodia and much of the developing world. 

The next sections of this chapter explored why community members resist 

eviction displacement. In both the rural and urban cases, community members engage in 

pluri-active farming and economic activities to support themselves. They resist eviction 

because it would impact this and narrow their autonomy, in terms of economic and 

farming choices. In rural and urban poor communities, networks and the informal 

economy are also key for economic and material survival. Members of these 

communities resist displacement and dispossession because of the disruptions to those 

networks.  

While people may seek to resist the changes and abuses discussed above, as will 

be seen in the chapters below, they initially lacked the tools or other abilities to do so. 
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Civil society provided those and other support necessary to generate and sustain the 

mobilization in the two communities considered in the research. I outlined key feature of 

civil society which seem to be having important effects on the mobilization I am 

examining. This includes the network structure of civil society. This networked structure 

allows ideas, concepts, tactics, and even people to diffuse from one setting to another. 

The network is also key for building solidarity, which plays a role in getting and keeping 

people engaged with the mobilization. Finally, the chapter considered the new political 

consciousness and new political agency which some members of the social mobilization 

and developing. As will be seen in the chapters below, the new political agency, in 

particular, is leading members of the mobilization to engage in contention against the 

state even at a time when opportunities to for contention are closing and repression is 

increasing.  
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3. METHODS 

 

The research asked how a social mobilization against evictions was being 

sustained and even successful in a context where there was little previous history of 

successful social mobilization and where the climate was increasingly hostile to social 

mobilization and contentious collective action. In order to understand this, I conducted 

more than one year of field research in Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake, as well as 

other communities in Phnom Penh and around Cambodia between 2015 and 2016, as well 

as preliminary and follow-up research in both communities and online.  I employed 

ethnographic methods of in-depth semi- and unstructured interviews with community 

members and those engaged with the network of civil society. I also engaged in 

participant observation in both communities and with civil society actors as well as 

document review. This chapter outlines the methodology.  

Section Two of the chapter outlines why I selected eviction as an issue and how 

and why Areng Valley and Boeung Kak were selected. I selected eviction as a focus 

because it is a common problem in Cambodia, affecting up to 800,000 Cambodians. And, 

as was discussed in Chapter Two and will be demonstrated in the data below, eviction 

and land dispossession are connected to a variety of other issues related to livelihoods 

and economic security, including labor/employment issues, women’s rights, indigenous 
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rights, urban issues, issues of development, and other human rights and social justice 

issues.  

After extensive preliminary research, including site visits to several other 

communities, I selected Areng Valley and Boeung Kak because they were, prior to the 

conflict over land arising in the communities, fairly typical of rural and urban poor 

communities in Cambodia. They are unique in several ways, including the existing 

engagement with civil society at the time the evictions began and in that mobilization in 

both communities was successful or partially successful. In Chapter Seven, I explore the 

network of civil society actors the mobilization is engaging with and the effects this 

network is having on the mobilization in the two communities. As I was concerned in 

large part with the network, I selected two communities engaged in the same network and 

in which some of the same organizations were active.209 

Section Three of this chapter provides an overview of the methodology and the 

reasoning being selection of the particular methodologies. For the research, I utilized 

elements of ethnographic, feminist, and participatory research methods and theories. I 

incorporated ethnographic methods because of the thickness of data these methods 

generate. Long-term engagement with the communities and community members enabled 

me to build ties, trust, and rapport, which allowed me to access information and data that 

I may not otherwise have been privy to. The research was also informed by feminist 

                                                 
209 This was also inevitable – the network of organizations working on forced evictions in Cambodia is 

small. All or nearly all of the communities in the country currently fighting forced evictions are almost 

certainly working with at least some of the same organizations because there are a limited number of 

organizations in the country working on forced eviction issues and those organizations are all this this same 

network.  
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ethics and feminist research methods. In the previous chapter, I demonstrated that women 

are affected differently than men by eviction and processes of development. Some 

instances, women are disproportionately negatively impacted.210 Despite this, women’s 

voices are often missing in conversations on development and evictions. Because of this 

and because the mobilizations in both communities are composed largely of women, I 

made an explicit effort to focus my research on women and to attempt to share women’s 

voices as much as possible as I report the research. I also utilized aspects of participatory 

research methods to engage research participants in creating and critiquing the research. I 

believe this allowed me to check and revise many of my assumptions, improving the 

overall quality of the research and the data. Sharing the data and the eventual final results 

with organizational partners and research participants allows me to give back, in a small 

way, to the organizations and people which helped to create the research. 

Section Four of the chapter outlines the methods of data collection and analysis in 

depth. The primary research methodology was ethnographic interviews conducted with 

community members and those engaged in the social mobilization and the network of 

civil society supporting it.  I began the research with interviews with civil society 

actors, including NGO staff, activists, academics, and other experts familiar with the two 

communities, land and tenure issues, or other aspects of development that relate to the 

communities and the mobilization. These interviews allowed me to map the field of 

actors and the interventions they were taking both communities. Via these interviews, I 

                                                 
210 McAllister, “Rubber, Rights and Resistance.” 
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began building a snowball sample of other civil society actors and developing contacts in 

the two communities. 

Once I established contacts in both communities, I began the process of 

interviewing community members. Within the two communities, I attempted to interview 

as many people as possible, including those who were not engaged or less engaged with 

the mobilization, in order to understand the difference between those who participated in 

and remained engaged in the mobilization as compared to those who did not. Interviews 

with community members were largely unstructured, sometime with one or two guiding 

questions. When possible, I attempted to interview community members more than once, 

in order to build trust and to build the thickness of the date, in the ethnographic sense. 

Interviews focuses on how people became engaged with in the social mobilization and 

why they stayed engaged. As will be seen in the chapters, many people resisted the 

evictions on largely economic and material grounds, having a fear that their livelihoods 

would be impacted if they were relocated. 

In addition to interviews in the communities, I also conducted participants 

observation in a variety of settings. This included family and work life in both 

communities, NGO meetings and trainings, demonstrations, religious ceremonies, and 

other social and cultural activities. These observations added thickness and richness to 

my data. They also helped me to triangulate and fill in gaps, especially at meetings and 

trainings when a large number of community members and other members of the network 

were present and were engaged in discussions about the mobilization and resistance. I 

also conducted document review throughout the research and after. These documents 
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included NGO reports and statements; media, particularly the two English-language daily 

newspapers; official government documents and statements; documents related to the 

various court cases provided by community members and lawyers; and other materials. 

These documents were again important for triangulation and for filling in gaps, 

particularly when community members did not remember, mis-remembered, or conflated 

multiple events into one.  

Upon completion of the bulk of my field research and my Fulbright, I worked as a 

research consultant doing research on housing and eviction; low-income, informal sector, 

and migrating workers; and urban poor issues generally. Some of the data from these 

projects is included in the chapters below and data collected for the dissertation informed 

the reports my team and I wrote for those projects.211 Both organizations that I worked 

for had been involved in the dissertation research and we agreed that I would be sharing 

the data across the projects. 

For the methods of data analysis, I used a bottom-up, multi-stage approach 

derived from Harvey.212 I engaged first in a chronological analysis of key themes which 

emerged from the date. I then worked through the data horizontally, exploring 

connections between themes and when they came into conflict. The themes which 

emerged became the structure of the three empirical chapters below. This data analysis 

                                                 
211 “Promises Kept”; “The Urban Poor Community’s Knowledge on the 2017 Commune Election,” Facts 

and Figures #29: (Sahmakum Teang Tnaut, October 26, 2016), http://teangtnaut.org/facts-figures-urban-

poor-communitys-knowledge-2017-commune-election/?lang=en., as well as unpublished research on 

migrating and vulnerable workers conducted with Solidarity Center/The American Center for International 

Labor Solidarity. 
212 Lee Harvey, Critical Social Research (Unwim Hyman, 1990). 
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strategy allowed themes to emerge organically from the research and offered a means to 

explore linkages and causality between key themes.  

As will be shown in the cases and chapters, the climate in Cambodia is not 

friendly to contentious collective action and protest and the climate worsened 

dramatically over the course of the research particularly around the 2018 elections, after 

data collection was complete. The work my research participants were and are doing is 

contentious and somewhat dangerous. The research itself is sensitive. Because of this, 

safety for research participants, me, and my research assistants and translators was an 

important concern throughout the research.  

The potential limitations of the research are similar to many other ethnographic or 

anthropological projects. Humans, accidentally or on purpose, knowingly and 

unknowingly, present information which is untrue or inaccurate. They may 

misremember, mix up, or conflate events. Additionally, as humans, we have a drive to 

present ourselves in the best way possible, particularly to someone who may be perceived 

as having some power or authority, such as a foreign researcher. Triangulation and 

multiple interviews were my main strategies for dealing with or mitigating this.  

 

Timeline 

 This research took place in several phases between 2013 and 2018. In 2012 I took 

a post-conflict development course taught in Cambodia by Dr. Al Fuertes. During that 

course I identified the initial question of how people were reacting to development-forced 

eviction. In 2013, I conducted ten weeks of preliminary research in Cambodia. I 
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conducted interviews with NGO staff and civil society leaders working on forced 

evictions, human rights, and development. I selected my two research sites – this process 

is discussed below. I also identified and began building relationships with several 

organizational partners. I conducted participant observation around the elections, 

including attending a pre-election rally for the CNRP, the main opposition party.  

In 2014 I conducted additional preliminary research in Cambodia, continuing the 

interviews discussed in the previous paragraph and in greater depth below. I also made 

my initial visits to both communities and began identifying potential translators and 

research assistants. In January 2015, I returned to Cambodia and began eight months of 

intensive Khmer study while continuing preliminary research.213 I conducted twelve 

months of ethnographic research beginning in September 2015, funded by a Fulbright US 

Student Award.  Upon completion of my Fulbright, I remained in Cambodia working as a 

research consultant for a labor organization and an urban issues NGO. The research I 

conducted with them was related to my research, and both organizations allowed me to 

incorporate that data in this dissertation. I also included my dissertation data in these 

research reports. 

In 2017, I conducted two months of follow up research.214 Finally, I conducted 

online and in-person interviews and conversations with Cambodian colleagues and 

colleagues familiar with Cambodia prior to and following the Cambodian election on July 

                                                 
213 Thanks to all my teachers at the Institute for Foreign Language at the Royal University of Phnom Penh, 

the Khmer School of Language, and finally, the Language Institute for Natural Khmer, where I found my 

language-learning home, as well as many friends and two stellar volunteer translators.  
214 Because of an injury I was unable to travel to Areng during this trip. I did meet with several Areng 

residents in Phnom Penh. 
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29, 2018. Document review was done throughout the research and continued through the 

writing process.  

 

 Case Selection Rationale 

 

In this section, I discuss selection of development-based evictions as a subject and 

these two communities as my cases. I begin with the issue of development-based eviction 

and forced evictions in Cambodia. Evictions are common and often affect the poor and 

marginal in urban and rural poor communities. The issues of eviction compounded by 

Cambodia’s history of conflict and is also connected to many other issues of development 

and rights in Cambodia. I chose a rural and an urban community in order to explore the 

network of civil society actors working in two different ways, including the connections 

between the rural and the urban in the larger mobilization and network.  

The two communities, Areng Valley and Boeung Kak, were appropriate choices 

because they are both typical in important ways, such as in terms of demographics, and 

unique in key ways. One of these unique aspects is that in both communities, civil society 

organizations were engaged with the community early in or prior to the mobilization and 

conflict. The early and sustained engagement with civil society in both communities 

contributed, I argue, to the success or partial success of the mobilization in the two 

communities, another aspect which makes the two communities and the mobilization in 

them unique.  
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First, I do not consider this a comparative case study. I present two communities 

experiencing a similar set of processes and engaged in the same network of civil society. 

In this sense, the case is social mobilization against forced eviction in Cambodia and the 

network of civil society that mobilization is engaged with. These communities are two 

opportunities to examine that mobilization and network.  

In the previous chapter I demonstrated that processes of development often 

neglect or negatively impact the poorest and most marginal people, who development 

projects are ostensibly intended to benefit.215 In many cases throughout history and 

around the world, these processes of development have resulted in or been connected to 

processes of dispossession, displacement, and forced eviction. Again, the poor and 

marginal may be most negatively impacted by this.216 Eviction is a common problem in 

Cambodia. An estimated 800,000 Cambodians have been affected by forced eviction.217 

As discussed below, Cambodia’s history of conflict compounds challenges around tenure 

documentation. Further, I selected eviction because the issue of eviction and 

displacement is connected to other issues of development, human rights, and what I 

would call social justice issues, though this was not a term that research participants used 

themselves. In both communities, community members and civil society actors have 

highlighted the connection between forced eviction and other development and human 

rights issues, including women’s rights and rights of indigenous minorities.  

                                                 
215 Levien, Dispossession Without Development; Li, Land’s End. 
216 Li, Land’s End; Levien, Dispossession Without Development; McAllister, “Rubber, Rights and 

Resistance.” 
217 “Group Warns of Rising ASEAN Land Grab Conflicts.” 
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As demonstrated in the previous chapter, for the poor and marginal, land 

dispossession is a threat to economic stability and survival. As will be seen in the next 

chapter and the chapters below, women in Boeung Kak make up the majority of the 

social mobilization, in part because women in the community are affected differently by 

eviction than men. The issues are largely economic:  eviction threatens the ability of 

women to run small businesses from or nearby their homes, or to work as vendors in the 

market or on the streets. The threat of evictions is also being framed as a threat to the 

cultural survival of the community and, in Areng, an indigenous group. Because the dam 

threatens an ecologically fragile area, resistance to the dam has been closely connected 

with environmental issues including deforestation and species loss. Connections to other 

issues were important because I had a sense from early on in the research that the social 

mobilization against eviction in these two communities was connected to or becoming 

connected to a broader network and possibly to a larger social movement in the country. 

Understanding the network of civil society working with the communities as well as on 

these broader issues was thus key for the research.  

Residents, especially poorer residents, often lack land tenure documentation in 

Cambodia. Lack of documentation of tenure eases the way for evictions – the government 

can declare residents illegal and evict them because they lack hard land title. The DK 

regime displaced nearly the entire population of the country and abolished private 

property. Private property was not reinstated until the 1990s. In the wake of the conflict, 

land was open, so people settled where they found open spaces. In rural areas, they 
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returned to a system similar to acquisition by the plough”.218 In urban areas, 

neighborhoods like Boeung Kak were settled by squatters and informal residents.219 As a 

result, community members in urban and rural areas frequently lack tenure 

documentation. If they have documentation, it is often informal or incomplete. This 

create situations in which residents have little legal recourse when the government 

declares them illegal residents and evictions.  

As noted, I am not attempting a comparative case study. I am interested in 

commonalities and in the connections between the two communities. As will be seen in 

Chapter Seven, engagement with a network of civil society seems to have been key in 

generating and sustaining the mobilization in these two communities and in the relative 

success of both mobilizations. While Cambodia does not have a strong local tradition of 

organized civil society, the country has a large NGO presence which dates back to the 

UNTAC-era.220 The mobilizations I examine below are situated within a larger civil 

society network which encompasses these mobilizations. The network and the 

organizations and actors which comprise it are discussed further in Chapter Seven. 

Choosing two communities, one urban and one rural, allowed me to explore this network 

                                                 
218 Paul Ewoud Rabe, “From ‘Squatters’ to Citizens? Slum Dwellers, Developers, Land Sharing and Power 

in Phnom Penh, Cambodia” (D.P.D.S., University of Southern California, 2009), ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Full Text (304995860), http://search.proquest.com/docview/304995860?accountid=14541. 
219 Interviews in Boeung Kak. See also Rabe. 
220 Tim Frewer, “The Gender Agenda: NGOs and Capitalist Relations in Highland Cambodia,” Critical 

Asian Studies 49, no. 2 (April 3, 2017): 163–86, https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1300861; Ear, Aid 

Dependence in Cambodia; Helena Domashneva Diplomat The, “NGOs in Cambodia: It’s Complicated,” 

The Diplomat, accessed March 26, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2013/12/ngos-in-cambodia-its-

complicated/. 
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in two different locations, as well as to investigate the connections between the urban and 

the rural community in the network.  

There is a broader network of civil society actors and community members 

engaged in fighting evictions and on human rights and development issues in general in 

Cambodia, which is working to connect urban and rural communities in part of a larger 

mobilization. The network of civil society actors working with these two communities is 

actively working to build connections between rural and urban communities, as well as 

between urban and urban and rural and rural communities. Choosing an urban and a rural 

case allowed me to demonstrate that some issues of development are consistent across 

urban and rural poor communities in Cambodia. It also allowed me to explore how the 

network was connecting the two communities and the effect that had on their 

understanding of the conflict over development in their communities. I explore the 

relationships and connections between the communities and how civil society actors 

worked in both communities, including differences, similarities, and what worked in one 

community versus another. Boeung Kak residents, for example, have benefitted 

proximity to other urban communities facing eviction and to the civil society actors in the 

network. Most Cambodian NGOs are headquartered in Phnom Penh, thus no more than a 

few kilometers from Boeung Kak. Areng’s isolation has meant less networking and less 

sustained engagement with NGOs and other civil society actors.221 Civil society actors 

are working to foster and encourage this networking with other rural and urban 

communities facing forced eviction. Community members relate that this networking has 

                                                 
221 Interviews and observations with organizations working in Areng. 
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been important to getting and keeping people engaged in the mobilization and to the new 

political consciousness and agency discusses in Chapter Six.   

Environmental, human rights, labor, youth, and women’s organizations regularly 

meet and collaborate on activities and events.222 On Human Rights Day in 2016, for 

example, the majority of the organizations involved in this research took part, with 

several of my organizational partners being co-organizers of the events.223 There are also 

close personal ties, as leaders and staff of the various organizations are members of the 

same networks.224 They have attended the same universities, the same regional meetings 

and trainings programs, and are all engaged with the network of civil society in 

Cambodia. As in the communities, these personal ties in the network seem to be 

important for how people become and remain engaged in the network and in the work of 

their organizations, despite hostility from the government.  

I argue that Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake were, before the conflict over 

their land and extended engagement with civil society began, fairly typical of rural and 

urban poor communities within Cambodia. What makes these communities unique is the 

presence of civil society organizations in both communities prior to the conflict over the 

evictions beginning. This, I argue has contributed to the success or partial success of the 

mobilization in both communities, another aspect that makes these two communities 

quite unique in Cambodia.  

                                                 
222 Observations and interviews with various organizations. 
223 Observations at Human Rights Day planning meetings, events, and subsequent interviews with 

organization staff, 2016. 
224 Interviews with civil society actors.  
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Areng Valley is fairly typical of rural upland communities in Cambodia. Nearly 

80% of Cambodia’s total population is rural.225 Community members farm rice, as do 

many other rural people in Cambodia – 75% of the country’s cultivated land is used for 

rice farming.226 As will be seen below, Areng is somewhat underdeveloped in relation to 

some other rural communities. However, this is a common problem of more isolated 

communities in Cambodia and in other regions.227  The community lacks access to piped 

water, a problem that affects more than 30% of rural Cambodians.228 The community also 

lacks a high schools, and thus school completion rates and literacy levels are both low, 

another common problem in rural areas.229  

While I was selecting Areng, I met with experts, including academics and lawyers 

working in Areng and similar communities around Cambodia. I traveled to two 

indigenous minority communities in Mondulkiri, where the largest indigenous 

populations in the country live. I observed meetings between the community, along with 

the lawyer representing them and staff from an indigenous minority organization, met 

with local authorities and examined property boundary markers. In Phnom Penh, I met 

with members of the Prey Lang Forest Network. Prey Lang is one Cambodia’s other 

                                                 
225 Central Intelligence Agency, “Cambodia,” The World Factbook, accessed May 18, 2019, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/cb.html. 
226 Cheu Ponleu and Heng Sola, “Overview of the Cambodian Rice Market: Challenges and the Way 

Forward” (Promoting Rice Farmers’ Market through value-adding Activities, Kasetsart University, 

Thailand, 2018), http://ap.fftc.agnet.org/ap_db.php?id=886&print=1. 
227 Interviews with staff at indigenous issues NGOs in Cambodia. See also Li, Land’s End. 
228 Central Intelligence Agency, “Cambodia.” 
229 UNESCO, “Literacy,” United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, accessed 

February 18, 2019, http://www.unesco.org/new/en/phnompenh/education/learning-throughout-life/literacy/; 

Central Intelligence Agency, “Cambodia.” 
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largest remaining forests, though it has been heavily deforested in recent years.230 These 

trips and meetings convinced me that Areng was similar to other communities in which 

there was mobilization against forced evictions and development-related human rights 

abuses, in terms of the issues community members were concerned with as well as in 

legal aspects of the case, which are similar to other communities facing relocation for 

dam projects and other issues of rural dispossession and agrarian and environmental 

change.  

Boeung Kak was, before the evictions and filling of the lake, fairly representative 

of urban communities in Phnom Penh. The neighborhood was mixed-use and mixed 

income.231 Many community members worked in tourism or the informal sector. Informal 

sector work in the community included work in tourism as well. Tourism is an important 

and growing sector of the Cambodian economy.232 Thus, working in tourism or a related 

industry is a common occupation, especially in the cities, where tourism is concentrated. 

Informal sector work is also common in Cambodia – in 2003, informal workers made up 

85% of the workforce and 62% of the GDP and unpublished research indicates that the 

sector is still a large share of the economy.233 

                                                 
230 “Prey Lang Community Network,” Prey Lang Community Network, accessed May 23, 2019, 

https://preylang.net/. 
231 Interviews with NGO staff working in the community prior to the evictions and with community 

members. 
232 “Tourism Statistics Report” (Phnom Penh: Ministry of Tourism, 2019). 
233 “Informal Economy, Poverty and Employment in Cambodia, Mongolia, Thailand: Good Practices and 

Lessons Learned: Final Report,” Publication (International Labor Organization, January 1, 2007), 

http://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_BK_PB_140_EN/lang--en/index.htm; Hor Hab and May 

Kunmakara, “Informal Sector Suffering,” Phnom Penh Post, May 29, 2009, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/informal-sector-suffering and unpublished research conducted 

by the American Center for International Labor Solidarity, Phnom Penh, 2016.. 
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While selecting Boeung Kak I went through a similar process of interviewing 

experts familiar with Boeung Kak and urban evictions. Some of these people were also 

familiar with or expert in the Areng case and provided data on both communities. I also 

visited other communities and interviewed residents where evictions were threatened or 

were taking place. These included Borei Keila, Dei Krahom, the SOS Airport 

community, Rohtehpleung (Railroad) community, Chroy Changvar community, and 

others facing or having been affected by forced eviction in Phnom Penh.  I attended 

regular meetings of urban communities facing eviction that were organized by a group of 

NGOs and hosted by a large legal organization. Again, this research convinced me that 

Boeung Kak was a fairly typical urban poor community facing forced eviction. 

Both were prominent cases – both Areng Valley and Boeung Kak have attracted 

extensive attention in the public and media in Cambodia. Both have gained international 

attention as well, more so in Asian media than Western.234 This is another aspect in 

which they cases are unique, which facilitated my research. Many cases of forced 

eviction in Cambodia receive little media attention, in part because they were carried out 

more quickly and thoroughly than these two protracted cases. Ample media and public 

attention on these two communities ensured adequate documents available regarding the 

planned development or evictions and other aspects of both cases. This has not been the 

                                                 
234 I suggest that the fact that there are Wikipedia articles about both communities is evidence that they are 

fairly well known. “Boeung Kak,” in Wikipedia, March 16, 2019, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Boeung_Kak&oldid=888089096; “Cheay Areng Dam,” in 

Wikipedia, July 5, 2018, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Cheay_Areng_Dam&oldid=849015778. 
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case in many other cases of forced or threatened forced eviction in Cambodia, where 

accurate information has been difficult to obtain. 

So, in many ways, both communities were fairly typical, at least prior to the 

emergence of the conflict over development and evictions and the development of the 

social mobilization. There are two key aspects which make these communities unique in 

terms of the social mobilization and the conflicts. First is the active presence of civil 

society in both communities prior to the start of the conflict. This, I argue below, relates 

to the second unique feature of these communities: that they were successful or at least 

partially successful in their resistance, something that is fairly new in Cambodia.  

 In both Areng and Boeung Kak, prior to the evictions, there were NGOs engaged 

with the communities which were able to help community members organize and to share 

information about the evictions. This early engagement with civil society appears to have 

played an important role in the success and strength of the mobilization in these two 

communities, as compared to other communities where resistance took place but was not 

successful. This early engagement was, however, incidental or even accidental. 235 In 

both cases, organizations were already working with the community on other issues and 

were able to mobilize and shift gears to work on helping the communities fight the 

evictions.  This is not a necessarily a formula for successful social mobilization. Civil 

                                                 
235 “Borei Keila Eviction, 6 Years on, National, Phnom Penh Post”; “DEY KRAHOM”; “Promises Kept: A 

Study of the Development of 77 Eviction Sites in Phnom Penh” (Phnom Penh: Sahmakum Teang Tnaut, 

December 13, 2016), http://teangtnaut.org/promises-kept-study-development-77-eviction-sites-phnom-

penh/?lang=en; “‘I Will Lose My Identity’: Cambodian Villagers Face Displacement By Mekong Dam,” 

NPR.org, accessed March 5, 2019, https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2017/08/26/546036670/i-will-

lose-my-identity-cambodian-villagers-face-displacement-by-mekong-dam; “Drowning for Progress in 

Cambodia | Inter Press Service,” accessed April 6, 2019, http://www.ipsnews.net/2018/04/drowning-

progress-cambodia/. 
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society organizations were involved in other communities in which mobilizations were 

not successful. However, engagement with civil society has played a key role in the 

success or partial success of the mobilization sin these two communities. So, while here 

and in Chapter Seven I outline aspects that make the mobilizations in these communities 

unique in Cambodia, I am not offering these communities as a model to be followed 

strictly. Rather, the engagement with civil society and success that I discuss here may 

suggest that strengthening civil society, particularly South-South linkages, may lead to 

improved outcomes for communities facing forced eviction and other development-

related human rights abuses.  

 In Areng, several conservation organizations had been working in the community 

prior to the announcement of the dam.236 While these organizations were present, they 

did not have close ties to the community – Killeen notes that of the 268 NGOs working 

the greater Cardamom Region, only three are “on the ground organizations.”237 The 

conservation organizations opposed the dam on largely environmental grounds but, 

because of their close ties with the Cambodian government, the organizations did not 

work to foster resistance to the dam among community members.238 There were several 

smaller Cambodian organizations which worked with the community closely once the 

dam was announced. One is the youth organization which Bong Steav leads. The 

organization consists of a small staff in Phnom Penh leading the country’s most active 

                                                 
236 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff members.  
237 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff members. See also  Timothy J. 

Killeen, The Cardamom Conundrum: Reconciling Development and Conservation in the Kingdom of 

Cambodia (NUS Press, 2012), 103. 
238 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff members. 
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youth network. Several staff members have spent extensive time in Areng and helped me 

with introductions in the community. The other organization is a small youth 

environmental organization co-founded by a European man with extensive experience in 

Southeast Asia. He was living in the community when the dam issue arose and worked to 

organize the community against the dam.239 His engagement with the community was 

accidentally, however: he had been in the area as a tourist. For several years, the 

organization has place activists in the community for extended periods of time, including 

Theara, quoted below. 

 In Boeung Kak, there was one human rights organization working in the 

community before the evictions began. The organization was also threatened by the 

eviction.240 Prior to the evictions, the organization was focused on human rights, but not 

specifically on evictions, and had a focus on the whole city, not just Boeung Kak. 

However, the organization’s presence in the community and existing relations with 

community members allowed it to shift focus quickly to help community members 

mobilize to resist their evictions. As will be shown in Chapter Seven, some community 

members point to specific staff members from this organization as being instrumental to 

their initial engagement with the mobilization.  Other human rights, urban issues, and 

legal organizations, which had experience with other cases of force eviction in Phnom 

Penh, were also able to mobilize quickly to begin working with the community. In 

                                                 
239 The organization has several co-founders. One Cambodian co-found of the organization offers a slightly 

different version of the founding or the organization, which focuses on the involvement of an existing 

network of monks involved in social justice issues in Cambodia. Regardless of which version is more 

“correct”, many community members do indicate that the European co-founder of the organization was 

important in educating them about the development and why and how to resist. 
240 Interviews with community members and organization staff members.  
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Chapter Seven, the civil society organizations engaged in Boeung Kak, including the 

human rights organizations first involved in the community, and their various 

interventions are discussed in greater depth.  

Finally, these communities are unique in that their resistance was successful or 

partially successful. I thus selected them because they offer atypical cases of successful 

or partially successful social mobilization against forced eviction and thus might offer 

some insights on how other communities might more effectively resist forced eviction. 

In Areng Valley, the government has announced that there is no current plan for a 

dam on the river.241 The community still lacks land title, as of early 2019, so tenure in the 

community is far from secure.242 However, the community is the first case of a 

community successfully resisting a dam project in Cambodia, as far as I am aware, after 

careful review of Cambodian news media. Areng may be compared to the Sesan 2 dam – 

5,000 people were affected by the dam and attempted to resist displacement.243 They 

were not successful, though some families did resist the official relocation plan in order 

to retain control over some of their agricultural lands.244 Areng has become a model for 

other communities seeking to resist forced eviction.  

                                                 
241 Pichamon Yeophantong, “Cambodia’s Environment: Good News in Areng Valley?,” The Diplomat, 

November 3, 2014, https://thediplomat.com/2014/11/cambodias-environment-good-news-in-areng-valley/; 

Prashanth Parameswaran, “Cambodia Suspends China Dam Project to Silence Opposition,” The Diplomat, 

February 25, 2015, https://thediplomat.com/2015/02/cambodia-suspends-china-dam-project-to-silence-

opposition/. 
242 Interviews with community members and organization staff. 
243 “Press Release | Sesan Families Face Forced Evictions and a Flooded Future,” International Rivers, 

accessed March 26, 2019, https://www.internationalrivers.org/resources/press-release-sesan-families-face-

forced-evictions-and-a-flooded-future-16506. 
244 Communication with NGO staff member who worked with both the Sesan and Areng communities.  
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For Boeung Kak, while some 3,000 households were evicted from the 

community, around 1,000 households resisted and more than 600 households successfully 

secure titles to their homes.245 Again, as with in the urban cases, there has been resistance 

to evictions but that resistance has been, until Boeung Kak, largely unsuccessful.246  The 

Boeung Kak community and resistance have become symbolic of forced eviction and 

resistance in Cambodia, and the successful aspects of their resistance have been adopted 

and adapted by other urban communities fighting forced eviction. Boeung Kak appears to 

have set a precedent, as there have been no subsequent violent large-scale evictions.247 

This does not mean that evictions have not taken place or have been wholly uncontested 

or peaceful. One expert quoted below told me that subsequent to the Boeung Kak 

evictions, the government turned to more “soft” tactics, such as using courts to delay until 

people give in. This indicates that the government has learned and adjusted tactics. The 

Borei Keila case has been on-going for seven years without being fully, successfully 

resolved.248  As forced eviction is a problem and will continue to be a problem in 

                                                 
245 Interviews with civil society actors familiar with the Boeung Kak community. See also Eyler, Last Days 

of the Mighty Mekong. 
246 Accurate, current numbers of urban evictions in Phnom Penh are not available, in large part because 

NGOs seeking to collect that information have been threatened with sanctions and violence. See  Human 

Rights Watch | 350 Fifth Avenue, 34th Floor | New York, and NY 10118-3299 USA | t 1.212.290.4700, 

“Cambodia: Phnom Penh’s Poor Face Forced Evictions,” Human Rights Watch, August 1, 2006, 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2006/08/01/cambodia-phnom-penhs-poor-face-forced-evictions; On urban 

evictions in general, see “Borei Keila Eviction, 6 Years on, National, Phnom Penh Post,” accessed March 

26, 2019, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/borei-keila-eviction-6-years; 

“118DeyKrahormCommunityLandCaseExplained.Pdf,” accessed March 26, 2019, https://www.licadho-

cambodia.org/reports/files/118DeyKrahormCommunityLandCaseExplained.pdf. 
247 Interview with an NGO leader familiar with evictions in Phnom Penh. See also Sarah Rose-Jensen, “A 

New Model for Urban Displacements: The White Building Evictions,” Greater Mekong Research Center 

(blog), July 8, 2017, https://www.mekongresearch.org/blog/2017/7/8/a-new-model-for-urban-

displacements-the-white-building-evictions. 
248 Khouth Sophak Chakrya and Leonie Kijewski, “Borei Keila Eviction, 6 Years On,” Phnom Penh Post, 

January 4, 2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/borei-keila-eviction-6-years. 
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Cambodia, Areng and Boeung Kak and the resolution of their conflicts offers a model for 

future disputes around development and displacement.249  

Below I discuss the methodology in further depth I used elements of Burawoy’s 

work on the extended case method.250 In this method, researchers focus on specific cases 

in order to extend those observations to general principles of theory.251 I do not attempt to 

construct a new theory, but I do us these two communities to generalize some things 

about conflict and mobilization over land rights in Cambodia. Extended case method 

focuses on power disparities and seeks to examine those, at “the local, the national, the 

transnational, and the global.”252 I chose these two communities not as two separate 

cases. I use extended case method to argue, in Chapter Seven and the Conclusion, that the 

mobilizations in these two communities is part of a broader network of civil society 

actors working on a wide variety of issues, and that this network may be developing into 

a social movement in the country for democracy and “change” more broadly speaking.253 

 

Methods Overview and Rationale 

 

                                                 
249 Rose-Jensen, “A New Model for Urban Displacements.” 
250 Michael Burawoy, “The Extended Case Method,” Sociological Theory 16, no. 1 (March 1998): 4, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.00040. 
251 Burawoy. 
252 Data Barata, “Extended Case Method,” in Encyclopedia of Case Study Research, by Albert Mills, 

Gabrielle Durepos, and Elden Wiebe (2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks California 91320 United States: 

SAGE Publications, Inc., 2010), 3, https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412957397.n140; see also Michael 

Burawoy, “The Extended Case Method,” Sociological Theory 16, no. 1 (March 1, 1998): 4–33, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.00040. 
253 Sam Rainsy and the CNRP have regularly campaigned under the slogan “change”, to the point that 

around the 2013 elections “change” was linked to supporting the opposition.  “Opposition Leader Sam 

Rainsy Urges Cambodian Diaspora to ‘Inspire Change’ Back Home,” Radio Free Asia, April 14, 2019, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/diaspora-04192019160407.html. 
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The research design incorporates elements of ethnographic, feminist, and 

participatory research theories and methods. Murchison describes ethnography as 

involving “the inserstices of the emic and etic.”254  I am an etic, or outside, observer, 

seeking to understand the emic, the perspective within the group I examine. The 

ethnographic approach consists of lengthy interviews and participant observation. When 

possible, I attempted to interview people more than once and observe in as many settings 

as possible. This helped to build trust and rapport and to build the richness of the data. 

Collecting data iteratively with individuals and small groups of participants enables me to 

observe as participants create meaning and to regularly check what I perceive against 

what is perceived by my participants. Fujii calls this “meta-data”, which can be accessed 

through multiple interviews over an extended period of time, asking participants to pose 

questions of their own, and “sustained self-reflection both during and after fieldwork”.255  

I discuss the participatory aspects of the research in more depth below.  

Gusterson argues that the sustained contact of ethnographic research allows 

researcher to access and explore the difference between “frontstage” and “backstage” 

conversations.256 Barata notes that life is “messy, conflictual, and changing” – even at the 

village level.257 As will be demonstrated in the chapters below, while there were notable 

consistencies in the demands of the communities regarding land title and development 

                                                 
254 Julian Murchison, Ethnography Essentials: Designing, Conducting, and Presenting Your Research 

(John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 22. 
255 L. A. Fujii, “Shades of Truth and Lies: Interpreting Testimonies of War and Violence,” Journal of 

Peace Research 47, no. 2 (March 1, 2010): 240, https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343309353097. 
256 Gusterson, “Ethnographic Research,” in Qualitative Methods in International Relations - A Pluralist 

Guide | A. Klotz | Palgrave Macmillan, 99–100, accessed April 20, 2019, 

https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9780230542396. 
257 Barata, “Extended Case Method.” 



97 

 

needs, there was also conflict and inconsistency around development, development needs 

and priorities, and even, in some cases, attitudes toward eviction and relocation. My 

extended engagement with community members and ethnographic methodologies 

allowed me to access these more “backstage” conversations. Because of the complexity 

of these conversations and the lack of a unified and cohesive view of development, I will 

make some generalizations based on what I understand from research participants, but 

will not attempt to generalize a unified theory of resistance or development or even 

provide a fully unified community voice on development, as there were differences, 

particularly around gender and age.   

Ethnographic methodology uses interviews and participant observation to 

generate “thick” description.258 My primary means of data collection was in-depth 

interviews, supplemented by participant observation.259 In-depth, semi- and un-structured 

interviews allowed research participants to speak in their own voices. In the chapters 

below, I allow participants voices to be heard as much as possible. In interviews, I posed 

few questions and allowed the participants to guide the conversation. I have also used 

“foreignizing translation” strategies in the chapters below.260 This means that I present 

participants’ words as they were spoken to translated to me, without cleaning up grammar 

and syntax.261  

                                                 
258 James Clifford in Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures (Basic Books, 1973). 
259 Document review is discussed below 
260 Lawrence Venuti, The Translation Studies Reader (Routledge, 2012), 72–74. 
261 Levien, Dispossession Without Development, 524. 
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Participant observation adds thickness and richness to the description and analysis 

as it adds data from aspects of daily life, in large part via tacit knowledge.262  Clifford 

described ethnography as “deep hanging out.”263 Much of my data was collected via 

“deep hanging out.” In Areng, I joined community members in household chores, fishing, 

and farming. I minded children and stirred pots as women went about their household 

work. I hung out with young men as they fixed their motorbikes and visited with older 

people who no longer farmed as actively and had more free time to spend with me during 

the days. In the evenings, I would watch television in one of the three shops which had a 

tv, drink beer or coffee with the men outside of one of the same shops, or simply sit at 

home with Srey Mao and Chea or a the home of one of their neighbors, talking with 

whoever came to visit. This was how I learned about farming practices and forest usage, 

how families make decisions, how workloads were distributed, and fairly intimate aspects 

of participants’ lives. 

In Boeung Kak, I spent long afternoons in the community, patronizing and 

hanging out businesses owned by community members.  For example, I met Sokchinda, 

who is quoted in Chapter Five, when I stopped at her coffee stall one late morning. What 

I think of as my “interview” with her was conducted over several hours and two days, 

because we paused each time she served a customer. I used her lunch rush to talk to other 

customers about their experiences with the evictions, tenure, and the mobilization in the 

community. As I got to know Hoeung and Srey Mom, I would spend afternoons at both 

                                                 
262 Kathleen Musante DeWalt and Billie R DeWalt, Participant Observation: A Guide for Fieldworkers, 

2011, http://www.dawsonera.com/depp/reader/protected/external/AbstractView/S9780759119284. 
263 Clifford, James in Clifford Geertz, “Deep Hanging Out,” October 22, 1998, 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/1998/10/22/deep-hanging-out/. 
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their homes, which were also their place of business, and talk with them and any 

neighbors who came to do business, to talk, or because they knew I was there.  

In both Boeung Kak and Areng I found that many people wanted to participate in 

the research and to tell me their stories. One of my most effective strategies was 

sometimes just sitting and waiting for people to come to me. This does bias the research 

toward people who were engaged in the mobilization or interested enough in it to want to 

talk to me. However, because I was meeting people informally in the communities, I also 

met and interviewed people who were not engaged in the mobilization or who had been 

engaged but no longer were. Sokchinda, for example, had formerly been a leader in the 

mobilization but was no longer active by the time I met her, having made the decision to 

focus on her business and family, in part as a result of her on-going tenure insecurity. 

Similarly, I met Bros and Mony’s younger sister, a non-participant in the mobilization, 

when I was hanging out with them at their home as they prepared to go spear fishing one 

morning. 

In both communities, I joined trainings, meetings, cultural events, and religious 

ceremonies as a participant observer.264 These observations helped me to understand 

power dynamics, including around gender, in the communities. Noticing that women, 

especially younger women, were less likely to speak up in mixed groups, I worked to 

interview women in all or mostly female settings and to work with female translators 

whenever possible. The same was true with young people, so again, I attempted to 

                                                 
264 DeWalt and DeWalt, Participant Observation. 
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interview young people in peer groups, in addition to in mixed groups and with their 

families.265 

With my organizational partners, I arranged to spend time at their offices, 

observing and talking to staff and any community members who came to the 

organization. I developed close personal relationships with some of the staff of some 

organizations and with several independent activists. I spent time at their homes and they 

at mine. We met for meals, coffee, and beers and discussed their works, the communities, 

and our personal lives. These conversations were often when I engaged in the 

participatory aspects of the research; asking questions and checking my assumptions, as 

well as working on analysis and planning. 

  Extending from the ethnographic aspects of the research, the research is informed 

by feminist methods and my own stance as a feminist researcher. Feminist research 

includes a focus on power and relations of power, including the researcher’s roles and 

relations.266 In the research, I attempted to focus on community members who might be 

marginalized, including women, youth, and poorer community members. I also attempted 

to be aware of my own power and privilege when interacting with research participants. I 

worked to create a relationship with research participants in which they were situated as 

the experts in their own situations. While I do position myself as a scholar-activist and I 

                                                 
265 These are broad generalizations and there were many exceptions to them – leaders of the mobilization in 

both communities are women, and women are active participants in the mobilization and meetings around 

it. Gender norms are also shifting in Cambodia, particularly in urban areas, and women are taking a more 

active role in public life. However, there are gender norms around women’s behavior – see the chbab srey, 

or rules for girls, cited several times in the literature and cases.  
266 Brooke Ackerly and Jacqui True, Doing Feminist Research in Political and Social Science (Macmillan 

Education UK, 2010), Chapter 1and 2. 
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did participate in the research, as discussed below, I made an effort not to inset myself 

unless I was asked to. I used other strategies, such as turning questions back to research 

participants if they asked for my input or opinion, to keep the focus on research 

participants and their experience. I appear to have been sufficiently successful in 

balancing power relations – research participants and key informants who I spent the 

most time with gradually began pushing back at me and redirecting me when they felt it 

necessary.  

I focused the research on women and marginalized groups, because they are 

affected differently by development. Ackerly and True suggest a focus on “[b]oundaries, 

[m]argnalization, [s]ilences, and [i]ntersections”.267  As discussed in the previous chapter, 

women are impacted differently by forced dispossession and eviction and effects of 

dispossession and eviction are often gendered, with men being less impacted or more able 

to adjust to the economic and livelihood effects of eviction and dispossession. However, 

women are often left out of the conversation on eviction, dispossession, and in rural 

communities, agrarian change.268 When women’s voices are considered, it is often as 

victims, rather than as agents.269 However, as will be seen in the following chapters, 

women are active participants and leaders in the mobilization and have a clear sense of 

                                                 
267 Ackerly and True, Doing Feminist Research in Political and Social Science. 
268 Samnang Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley” (Brot fur die Welt, 2015); Pou Sovachana 

and Paul Chambers, “Human Security Scourge: The Land Grabbing Crisis in Cambodia,” in Human 

Security and Cross-Border Cooperation in East Asia (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 

https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9783319952390. I observed data collection for both these documents. 

In both, women were involved but did not speak up during the consultation process. Women were not 

interviewed separate from men. In the report produced by Chum Samnang, women and women’s issues are 

not mentioned separately from men.  
269 McAllister, “Rubber, Rights and Resistance,” July 4, 2015; McGinn, “‘Every Day Is Difficult for My 

Body and My Heart.’ Forced Evictions in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.” 
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their own agency in these conflicts. Because of this and my own feminist ethical stance, I 

have made an explicit effort to include women in the research as research participants, 

key informants, and translators and research assistants.  

 My identities as a Western woman affected the research and my positioning with 

research participants. Aune notes that in some settings, single female researchers may be 

considered honorary younger daughters or “honorary males” and that married (or 

partnered) researchers may require their husband’s “help” in accessing male settings.270 I 

found in Areng that as I was not married and do not have children, adult married women 

in the community treated me like they would a younger family member. Srey Mao, my 

host in Areng, and I had challenges navigating this relationship at times. We are very 

close in age, but she is married with children and a leader in the community, where I am 

unmarried without children. My status as a Westerner and a research might position me 

“higher” than her in some ways. As an unmarried and childless woman who does not 

have my own household, she was able to treat me as a younger sister, which I think eased 

our relationship. With her husband, Chea, and other adult men in the community the 

process was a bit slower, but I was eventually included in some male or primarily male 

spaces,. Youth environmental activists working in the community, who were largely 

male, treated me as an older sister. I was invited to dinner and beers (especially if I paid, 

which I generally did), but not, for example, to karaoke, where men often interact with 

hostesses, some of whom also engaged in sex work with customers. In Boeung Kak, 

                                                 
270 Jodi Aune, “Feminist Ethnography,” in Encyclopedia of Gender and Society (Los Angeles: SAGE, 

2009), 309. 
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female research participants gave me incredible access to their daily lives and homes, 

from joining religious ceremonies to cooking and childcare. My relationship with several 

women in Boeung Kas also became fairly familial, but to a lesser extent than in rural 

Areng.  

As I was initially unfamiliar with many aspects of Cambodian life, especially 

rural life, this set up a situation in which research participants frequently had to guide me 

in new situations, from how to take a bath in a sarong to how to politely greet and speak 

to monks. This was often advantageous, because people in both communities became 

accustomed to me constantly asking questions. This allowed me to ask about a wide 

variety of topics and positioned me and my research as less threatening than if I only 

focused the conflict over land and evictions.271  

Whenever possible, I worked with female translators and research assistants. This 

allowed me greater and easier access to women’s lives in both communities. It also 

allowed me to “give back” in a sense, as women make up less of the workforce in 

Cambodia and are often segregated into low paying jobs.272 Traveling with women also 

helped me conform with local social norms. In other ways, it made the process more 

challenging, especially in Areng, where I still needed to hire male drivers to transport us 

– when I went with a male translator/research assistant, we were able to rent or borrow a 

motorbike, which was easier and most cost effective.  

                                                 
271 Aune, 309. 
272 “Gender Data Portal: Cambodia” (World Bank, 2017), 

http://datatopics.worldbank.org/gender/country/cambodia. 
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 I have incorporated elements of participatory research in the research design and 

data analysis. Drawing from the works of Friere as well as Marxist tradition, participatory 

research seeks to involve research participants in the design and creation of the 

research.273 Goals of participatory research include empowering members of the 

communities being studied and “democratizing research.”274 I incorporated participatory 

approaches in several ways. My organizational partners, discussed below, helped guide 

the selection of the two communities. I also communicated with key informants about the 

research design to check my understanding of issues, triangulate, and fill any gaps I 

identified.275 Throughout the analysis and writing I communicated regularly with a few 

research participants who commented on aspects of the analysis. In some cases, we went 

back over translations to correct or refine them. In the empirical chapters below, it will be 

shown that on a number of occasions research participants and key informants redirected 

my thinking or questioning, when it did not align with their understanding or when they 

felt another topic or issue was more important. 

Brown and Tandon, in their work on participatory research, write of engaging the 

community in identifying the problem.276 They say that “Oppressed groups often 

recognize problems, even then system authorities do not see any difficulties.”277 I 

                                                 
273 L. David Brown and Rajesh Tandon, “Ideology and Political Economy in Inquiry: Action Research and 

Participatory Research,” The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science 19, no. 3 (September 1983): 277–94, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/002188638301900306;see Brooke Ackerly and Jacqui True, Doing Feminist 

Research in Political and Social Science (Macmillan Education UK, 2010), 213–15 on participatory action 

research in feminist methodology. 
274 Francesca M. Cancian and Cathleen Armstead, “Participatory Research,” in Encyclopedia of Sociology, 

2nd ed., vol. 3 (New York, NY: Macmillan Reference USA, 2001), 2038–44. 
275 See Brooke Ackerly and Jacqui True, Doing Feminist Research in Political and Social Science 

(Macmillan Education UK, 2010), 185–88 on triangulation in feminist research methodology. 
276 Brown and Tandon, “Ideology and Political Economy in Inquiry,” 279. 
277 Brown and Tandon, 284. 
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engaged community members in deciding what would be done with findings and when 

and how to share my results. I agreed from the beginning to share results with 

organizational partners and research participants, to the extent possible. I also attempted 

to support or give back to my organization partners and research participants in other 

ways which I consider part of the project and an important ethical aspect of the research. 

On several occasions I facilitated introductions between different organizations and 

individuals. I also, when asked, provided feedback to my organizational partners on their 

work.  

I position myself as a scholar-activist engaged with and on the side of the 

communities and the network of civil society working with them.278 I have attempted to 

remain objective, but I am not neutral.279 I worked to listen far more than I spoke and to 

not intervene, however I am not a detached observer and feel I have an ethical 

commitment not to be a detached observer. 280 Research participants became and remain 

my friends and colleagues. In addition to providing results to my organizational partners, 

I have attempted to “give back” to research participants in other ways. NGO staff I 

interviewed and became close with asked for input and suggestions on their work, and I 

gave it when I felt appropriate. I relayed information between the organizations I worked 

with and at times helped them to network. This included working with community 

leaders and residents in Areng to draft a list of development priorities which I provided to 

                                                 
278 Alvaro Huerta, “The Importance of Being a Scholar-Activist,” Inside Higher Ed (blog), March 30, 2018, 

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2018/03/30/importance-being-scholar-activist-opinion. 
279 C. W. Mills, The Marxists (Penguin Books, 1963), 

http://books.google.com/books?id=YlgrAAAAYAAJ. 
280 Michael Burawoy, “The Extended Case Method,” Sociological Theory 16, no. 1 (March 1, 1998): 4–33, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/0735-2751.00040. 
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USAID, State Department, and US Embassy staff. I also introduced organizational 

partners to staff at the US Embassy and the European Union representative in Cambodia. 

I proved input on documents and Khmer-to-English translations for organizational 

partners when they sought my input.  I also provided books (hard and soft copies) to 

organizations I worked with and residents in both communities. These works included 

Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals (Chandara asked for a copy) and From Dictatorship to 

Democracy, by Gene Sharp. All of these actions were interventions and were in the spirit 

of participatory research. In one instance, this backfired somewhat spectacularly. Bong 

Steav, who I was involved in a personal relationship, was considering the possibility that 

he would be arrested and was considering his work and family responsibilities if he was 

arrested. I assured him I would support him, if needed. I quoted Bayard Rustin, who said 

that of Martin Luther King Jr. that he made “going to jail like getting a PhD,” referring to 

the stigma against arrests and jail in Cambodia281 A few days later, I heard him repeat the 

same phrase to a group of students joining a demonstration in support of jailed 

environmental activists.282 My comments had been intended for a mid-30s lawyer and 

NGO leader, not for a group of students in their teen and 20s. Regardless of this 

potentially alarming mis-step, I remain committed to my ethical stance as not being a 

detached or neutral.  

I am a part of the network of civil society actors working in these communities. 

Community member clearly position me as such, referring to me as angkaw, or 

                                                 
281 Dennis Chong, Collective Action and the Civil Rights Movement (University of Chicago Press, 2014), 

87. 
282 No one was arrested that day. 
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organization, despite my attempts to convince them I was an independent researcher. 

While I am clearly engaging in the network from the international or transnational side, I 

attempted to focus the research on the local and the Cambodian, spending as much time 

in the two communities as possible. The fact that I was able to interview very few 

governmental officials reflects this, as I was attempting to work on the side of and with 

the communities and the local organizations supporting them.  

 

Methods of Data Collection and Analysis 

 

Building the Pool of Research Participants 

 I built the population of research participants in two phases. First, I identified 

organizations working on forced eviction and related issues in Cambodia. I used these 

organizations to build a snowball sample of additional organizations. Then, once I had 

selected the two communities, I worked with organizational partners to build contacts in 

both communities and begin building the research population. Below, I discuss this 

process in depth and discuss interviews and observation conducted in both the 

communities and with organizations and civil society actors.  

During the preliminary research I used internet searches, media reports, and 

contacts in Cambodia to create a fairly comprehensive list of organizations working on 
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forced evictions, human rights, indigenous rights, and related issues in both communities 

and in Cambodia in general.283  These organizations and actors include: 

• Large international NGOs and donor agencies with local staff and local offices 

• Large international conservation organizations 

• National-level Cambodian organizations and networks – these organizations  

• Mid-sized Cambodia NGOs working on a variety of development, human, rights, 

and democracy issues 

• Small Cambodian grassroots NGOs 

• Policy organizations 

• Informal activist and student networks 

In order to protect the identity of research participants, individual organizations are not 

named in the text below. See the appendix for a list of all the organizations which took 

part in or were consulted for the research. 

I consider all of these organizations to be engaged in the same broad and loosely 

conceived network of civil society actors working on a broad array of social justice issues 

in Cambodia.284 As noted, I am using a narrow definition of civil society here mostly 

focused on organizations. I attempted to include any and all organizations working on 

evictions or related issues in or with the two communities. Based on my extensive time in 

the communities and review of available documents and media, I am relatively 

                                                 
283 Thanks to Dr. Al Fuertes, George Mason University; Dr. Emma Leslie, Center for Peace and Conflict 

Studies, Cambodia; and Sr. Denise Coghlan, Mindol Metta Karuna/Jesuit Refugee Services for my initial 

introductions in Cambodia.  
284 Social justice was not a term community members used however I feel it is the best term here to capture 

what I mean.  
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comfortable that I had contact with the majority of the organizations working in these two 

communities as well as with many organizations working in the larger network of civil 

society in the country. 

 I developed several organizational partners throughout the research. These 

organizations included a youth organization working closely with the Areng community, 

an urban issues organization active in Boeung Kak, and a loosely affiliated youth 

environmental network. These organizational partners were instrumental in developing 

my research population in both communities. My organizational partners helped me to 

make my initial contacts in both communities. I used these contacts to build a snowball 

sample.285  

 I selected my partner organizations because they were some of the most active in 

the two communities and in the issues in general. In this sense, they were nodes in the 

network, where communities and other made connections. In Chapter Seven I discuss the 

work of some of these organizations in networking and developing solidarity between the 

communities. I developed close personal relationships with staff members and activists 

involved with my partner organizations. These staff facilitated my introductions to 

community members. They also provided input on the research and analysis, as discussed 

earlier. 

Because I was concerned with the mobilization, I focused on community 

members who were active in the mobilization or who had been at some point. I did speak 

                                                 
285 C. Robson, Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers (John 

Wiley & Sons, 2002), 265, http://books.google.com/books?id=DkplMcAysFQC. 
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with and interview people who were not involved, but they were not the primary target 

population for the research. In total, I interviewed over 130 individuals – this number 

includes community members as well as organization staff and others. 

 In Areng Valley, I conducted interviews in seven of the eight villages and visited 

all the villages at least once. The eighth village was more remote, and I did not have a 

research assistant with me the one time I was able to visit that community. In the village 

in Chum Noab commune where I often stayed while I was in Areng, I interviewed at least 

one member of every household, including some elected officials. In Boeung Kak I 

conducted interviews with residents who remain in the community as well as residents 

who relocated to the official relocation site of Borei Santipheap II and who relocated on 

their own throughout the city. I also interviewed community members in both Boeung 

Kak and Borei Santipheap who were left homeless in the wake of their evictions.  

In both communities, the process of building a snowball sample was facilitated by 

how much of Cambodian day-to-day life takes place in public or in open spaces. In 

Boeung Kak, many houses open directly onto the street, a style known as “shop houses.” 

As will be seen below, many community members run small businesses from their 

homes. Because homes open onto the street, the private/public line is blurred, and it is 

possible to politely speak to someone while they are technically inside their home. In 

Areng, houses are built with the lower story left open.286 During the day, community 

members often spend time under their house, where it is cooler. As with in Boeung Kak, 

                                                 
286 These houses might be referred to as being on “stilts” – however, it is the normal construction style, and 

is not related to flooding. In flood-prone communities, houses might be on actual stilts, to keep them above 

the water level 
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it is possible and quite common to speak with and greet people who are in their home 

from outside.  

 

Interviews 

As noted, the primary method of data collection was ethnographic interviews. I 

conducted interviews with two basic groups: (1) NGO staff, civil society leaders, 

academics, and other experts and (2) community members. I began the research with 

interviewing NGO staff and other experts, including several academics, which allowed 

me to build the snowball sample discussed below. The content of the interviews varied 

depending on which group, so I discuss the groups and the interviews separately.  

 

NGO Staff, Civil Society Leaders, and Other Experts  

The first interviews I began were with NGO staff, civil society leaders, and other 

experts, including academics. Interviews were semi-structured.287 I used guiding 

questions, below. I also allowed research participants to guide the interview based on 

what they felt was most salient. Occasionally, research participants completely redirected 

me – several of these incidents are discussed in the chapters below. Interviews were 

conducted in English or Khmer, or often a mix. The content of the interview varied and 

was dependent on the expertise of the individual.  

One objective of these interviews was to understand and “map” the network of 

civil society working in the two communities. It was clear from early on in the research 

                                                 
287 Gusterson, “Ethnographic Research,” 103–6. 
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that the network of civil society was key to the social mobilization. I thus attempted to 

understand what the various civil society organizations and actors were doing in the two 

communities and what effects these interventions were having. Topics for these 

interviews included: 

• An overview of the work of the organization 

• The origins of the organization’s model, organizing structure, and/or normative 

and ethical positions 

• Interventions and actions being undertaken by the organization in Areng Valley, 

Boeung Kak, and similar communities around Cambodia 

• The “why” being those interventions and actions 

• Changes that they had seen in recent years – this question became increasingly 

relevant as the climate shifted between the two elections. 

The primary goal of these interviews was to understand the interventions and actions 

being undertaken by the organizations and the effects these interventions and actions 

were having in the communities and the mobilization. I also tried to develop a picture of 

the mobilization in the communities over time, including before I became engaged in the 

communities, to understanding past actions and interventions. Some of the literature 

discussed in the previous chapter raises questions of whether, how, and to what extent 

Southern social movements and mobilization are influenced by Northern actors. I thus 

sought to understand what various organizations and actors had been doing in the two 

communities and how community members reacted. As will be discussed in Chapter 

Seven, not all of the actions and interventions of civil society in the communities have 
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been successful or well-received. Community members have offered pushback to both 

tactics and concepts, such as human rights, which they perceive to be no useful, 

attainable, or appropriate to their context.  

Another objective of interviews with civil society leaders and experts, including 

several academics, was to establish background and technical information. This included 

specifics of the eviction and development projects on both communities, details on the 

various court cases, and explanations of interventions and actions taken by the civil 

society network before the research began. Lawyers working with both communities 

were incredibly helpful in provided information and documentation that was not available 

from media or government sources. These interviews were sometimes used to triangulate 

missing or incomplete data – for example, filling in dates that community members did 

not remember.   

Finally, I used the interviews with civil society leaders to build the snowball 

sample of other NGO staff and civil society leaders and the snowball sample within the 

communities. I typically ended an interview by asking the participant if they had 

colleagues at this organization or other organizations doing related work that they could 

introduce me to. I benefitted from the small size and close ties in Cambodian civil 

society. Frequently, I was able to interview several staff at one organization, sometimes 

in group interviews with two or three staff members. These interviews were fruitful 

because different staff had different expertise. A director may be more familiar with the 

logic behind a certain intervention while another staff member might have better 

understanding of the implementation of the intervention in the community. 
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 In addition to NGO staff and civil society leaders, I interviewed other experts. 

This included Cambodian and foreign academics, documentary filmmakers, independent 

activists, and musicians and artists. I also interviewed several former NGO staff who had 

changed jobs. In the case of these interviews, people were speaking to me in a personal 

capacity, not as representatives of their (former) organization. All research participants 

are identified below by pseudonym, including academics. 

 

Community Members:  

 Interviews with community members were largely unstructured. I often began 

with asking people how they first heard of the planned development or evictions. This 

typically began a conversation that they then largely directed. I asked follow-up questions 

and for more information as needed. I did collect some general information from 

community members and would ask about these topics if community members if it did 

not come up organically in the conversation. This included: 

• Who made up the household? 

• What was the participant’s occupation or the household’s means of 

support 

• How long they had lived in their home or the community 

• If they had title or documentation of ownership, and if so, what kind 

• A name they wanted to be identified by – for privacy reasons I actively 

worked to not learn the full names of the majority of people interviewed.  

In general, I refer to research participants and community members.  
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In both communities I developed key informants who were knowledgeable of 

local issues and well known in the communities. These people provided me legitimacy 

with other community members and facilitated introductions to many community 

members. They also frequently acted as my hosts and allowed me to conduct interview in 

their homes. While relying on these people for many of my contacts within the 

communities may have shaped the research population in some ways, I am confident that 

this also allowed me to greater access to community members than would have otherwise 

been possible.  

As noted, I attempted to interview individual multiple times, when possible. This 

allowed me to build trust and rapport with research participants, which allowed me 

greater access to “backstage” information and conversations. It also allowed me to 

examine if people’s positions were changing over time as they engaged with the 

mobilization and in the conflict. The line between interview and observation was often 

blurred, as interviews often took place in people’s homes and workplaces and followed 

the rhythm of the participants’ activities. My interview with Sokchinda, below, for 

example, took place at the open-air restaurant she runs, over the course of two afternoons, 

plus a follow up visit. The process took this long because we paused each time she served 

a customer. When she was busy, I would speak with other customers and in this way 

accomplished several shorter interviews the same days. One memorable day in Areng I 

went to interview Sothea, a female leader of the social mobilization against dam. The 

interview became a 4-hour conversation with her and four other adult family members 

and included a break for lunch and a short nap.  
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I attempted to include local official in the sample because of the contrast they 

would offer from other community members. In Boeung Kak, I was unsuccessful. The 

official letter I sent to the Sangkat was not answered. I invited a police chief to join the 

conversation I was having one day with a resident in her open-air shop when he stopped 

to listen in, but he declined. In Areng Valley I was able to speak to several local 

authorities, including village chiefs in Pro Laiy and Chum Noab communes, and one 

commune chief.  

 

Participant Observation 

 In addition to interviews, I conducted participant observation in a variety of 

settings. As noted in the previous section, participant observation is a key aspect of 

ethnographic method. Observations add richness to description and allow me to access 

the “backstage” conversations. In the spirit of “deep hanging out” I spent time simply 

observing and taking part in daily and family life in both communities. In Areng Valley, 

my host and most key informant, Srey Mao, was a farmer and mother of two. She spent 

most of her day on farming and household chores, and I would accompany her and often 

her other female relatives while they worked. In Boeung Kak, three of my key informants 

ran businesses from their homes. I would frequently spend the afternoon with them in 

their homes/businesses, listening to and speaking with their friends, neighbors and 

customers. I did the same at businesses owned by other community members and 

research participants, where I was often able to interview the owner and their customers. 

These settings often generated the most organic and fruitful of my interviews. I also 
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observed at community events including weddings, funeral and memorial services, new 

house parties in Areng, and religious ceremonies in both communities.  

With support from my organizational partners, I observed a variety of meetings, 

trainings, conferences, and other activities in the communities and in Phnom Penh. These 

observations were important initially because they allowed me to build my network and 

to establish myself as a member of this network and trustworthy. These observations also 

provided key data points. As NGO staff and community members were interacting, I was 

able to see, for example, when community members provided resistance to civil society 

ideas and interventions.  

 

Document Review 

 I conducted document review throughout the research. Documents reviewed 

included: 

• Public NGO documents, including reports, press releases, and open letters  

• Internal NGO documents, including correspondence between NGOs, community 

members, and the government 

• Court filings and legal documents provided by lawyers working on the cases 

• The Phnom Penh Post and The Cambodia Daily, the two English-language daily 

newspapers 

• Cambodian public social media 

These documents provided valuable information for triangulation, establishing 

background, and correcting incorrect information provided by research participants. 
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Human memory is flawed, and my research participants sometimes misremembered an 

event or conflated several events. News media and other documents help to fill these gaps 

by triangulation.288 

 

Consultant Work 

 Upon completion of my Fulbright, I worked as a research consultant for the 

Solidarity Center/American Center for International Labor Solidarity (ACILS), the 

international project of AFL/CIO, and Sahmakum Teang Tnaut (STT), a housing and 

urban rights organizations which also sponsored my Fulbright affiliation. With both 

organizations I had an agreement that I would be using my dissertation data in the 

research I produced for them and incorporating the data for the work I did for them in my 

dissertation. This work provided important added data. In particular, one focus group 

conducted through this work, with residents of Boeung Kak and other communities 

facing forced eviction, yielded important data, including answering a lingering question 

about a woman in Boeung Kak who committed suicide in reaction to her family’s 

eviction.289 

                                                 
288 Robson, Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, 174. 
289 “Promises Kept.” 
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Data Analysis 

 The data analysis strategy was a multi-stage, bottom-up process derived from 

Harvey.290 I first analyzed the data chronologically, or vertically. I identified themes 

which emerged from the data and from participants.291 Harvey describes this a “pile-

building.”292 Key themes included understandings of development, critiques of 

development, understandings of the state, the shifting relationship to the state, 

engagement with civil society, and drawing connections between the issues in one 

community and other similar communities in Cambodia, including across rural and urban 

communities. Other key themes include the importance of solidarity and having positive 

examples of successful mobilization, as well as the importance of personal relationships. 

I then grouped the themes and examined the data horizontally. I searched for 

connections between the various themes, looking for cohesiveness and interrelationship 

between the themes. Robson describes a process of focusing and looking for patterns.293 

The clear themes which emerged became the framework of the chapters below. This 

allowed for themes to emerge organically from the research, rather than attempting to 

apply external categories to the data.  

                                                 
290 Harvey, Critical Social Research. 
291 Harvey, Critical Social Research, 13-14; see also Robson, Real World Research: A Resource for Social 

Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, 488. 
292 Harvey, Critical Social Research, 13–14. 
293 Robson, Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-Researchers, 488. 
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3.4 Ethics, Data Security, and Safety 

 

Forced evictions and human rights issues in general are a potentially sensitive 

topic in Cambodia.294 As will be seen in the cases and the chapters, the Cambodian 

government has increased repression of collective and political action and speech in 

recent years. And, as will be seen, members of this network have been jailed, threatened, 

and assaulted as a result of their work. While I was in Cambodia, another PhD research 

was deported after she joined a demonstration with Boeung Kak residents. I was 

threatened once by police and other researchers I spoke with in Cambodia related similar 

incidents. Because of this, protecting the safety and privacy of participants, research 

assistants and translators, and myself was crucial. I do not think I put people in danger, or 

at least not in any more danger than they were already putting themselves. People were 

actively and publicly engaged in the mobilization. Some participants were speaking out 

in the media about the same issues I was studying. In the case of NGO staff and civil 

society leaders, they were publicly doing this work and were continuing to do so, despite 

facing repercussions.  

All research participants are identified by pseudonym only and individual 

organizations are not named, to avoid connecting individuals to the organizations which 

                                                 
294 Aun Chhengpor and Sokummono Khan, “Cambodia Marks Human Rights Day Despite ‘Restrictions,’” 

VOA, December 10, 2018, https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-marks-human-rights-day-despite-

restrictions/4694202.html; “Taking to the Streets: Freedom of Peaceful Assembly in Cambodia” (Amnesty 

International, 2015). 
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they work for.295 As noted in the section on interviews, I collected minimal identifying 

information from the majority of my research participants. In both Boeung Kak and 

Areng I made an active attempt to not ask or learn participants’ full names. I would 

explain that they would be anonymous in the research and so I only needed a name to 

identify them by – their personal name, not their family name, or even a nickname. In the 

two communities, I only learned the full names of my key informants and community 

members who had been featured in the media – there was overlap, as my key informants 

were most active in the mobilization.  

 While I was in Cambodia, I stored my field notes and my computer backups in a 

locked cabinet. Currently, they are stored in my apartment in the United States. My 

computer is locked and password protected. Files on my computer which link research 

participants pseudonyms and real names are additionally password protected. 

   

 

Limitations and Conclusion 

The limitations of the research are similar to any ethnographic project. Research 

participants may, for a variety of reasons, provide information that is incorrect or 

incomplete. One reason is that human memory is fallible. Research participants may also 

have reasons why they would present information selectively or withhold specific 

information. Participants may hide information which they feel is embarrassing or 

                                                 
295 Some research participants choose their own pseudonyms. In other cases, I have assignment them, often 

with input from Cambodian friends and colleagues, who suggested potential pseudonyms based on the age 

and gender of participants and where they lived.  
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unpleasant to talk about. They may also present information that presents them in the best 

light, even if it is not wholly factual. Triangulation with NGO staff and expert interviews 

and document review helped to correct this. The ethnographic aspects of the research and 

the time I spent in both communities establishing ties and rapport also helped to address 

this. To the extent possible, I interviewed research participants multiple times. As I built 

trust and reputation in the communities, people were more willing to provide information 

of a more private or sensitive nature, such as that they took on debt as a result of their 

evictions.  
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4. CASES 

 

This chapter introduces the research context, Cambodia and the two specific sites, 

Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake. I begin with a discussion of relevant aspects of 

Cambodian history and recent past, including the structure of the government as it relates 

to my research question. This is followed by a discussion of the current political climate 

and how the law and government is being used to repress political activity, civil society, 

and dissent.  

I then introduce the two communities, Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake, 

beginning with Areng Valley. For each community, I discuss the geography and history 

of the area. For Areng, I also introduce the unique culture of the Jong people. I discuss 

livelihoods in both communities and why community members resist eviction on grounds 

that it would affect their livelihoods and material security or survival. I present the main 

threat to the land in each community: the dam in Areng and the lease and development of 

Boeung Kak. The social mobilizations against these are discussed next. I conclude with 

the current status of both communities.  
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Cambodia 

 In this section I discuss Cambodia’s history and current status which are relevant 

to the chapters which follow. I begin with a brief history of the country, focusing on the 

history of conflict and violence. I then discuss some features and aspects of the 

Cambodian government that relate to the research. This includes a culture of violence and 

corruption related to politics. I then connect that to the growing climate of repression of 

political participation, dissent and civil society. 

 

History and Government Structure 

 Cambodia was a French colony from 1863 to 1953.296 Colonialism, it has been 

recognized, has a depressive effect on development of state capacity.297 Indeed, this was a 

strategy of the colonial power. In Cambodia, the colonial period was followed by years of 

conflict at various levels of intensity. Following the Democratic Kampuchea regime, the 

country was under Vietnamese administration.298 In 1991, the Paris Peace agreement was 

signed and the country began transitioning from Vietnamese administration to UNTAC 

administration, then independence in 1993.299   

                                                 
296 David Chandler, A History of Cambodia (Westview Press, 2007). 
297 Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (Penguin, 1972), 

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/586504/how-europe-underdeveloped-africa-by-walter-

rodney/9781788731188; Mamdani, Citizen and Subject. 
298 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 2007. 
299 David P. Chandler, A History of Cambodia (Westview Press, 1992); Ear, Aid Dependence in 

Cambodia. 
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As discussed in the literature, conflict and colonialism generally result in a lack of 

capacity for post-conflict and postcolonial states.300  Cambodia has been characterized as 

“weak” in terms of certain types of state capacity and as a “fragile” state in terms of 

development.301 This lack of capacity or weakness results in the problems and abuses 

related to development discussed in the chapters below. Here, I explore the structure of 

politics in Cambodia as it relates to land and these communities.  

Prime Minister Hun Sen and the Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) have been in 

power since 1993.302 Elections have been tarnished by allegations of fraud and occasional 

violence.303  In 199,7the royalist-aligned opposition party, FUNCINPEC , won an equal 

share of the vote.304 CPP agreed to a power sharing agreement, but it took full control 

over the government after a brief armed clash.305 In 2013, the lead opposition Cambodia 

                                                 
300 Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa by Walter Rodney | PenguinRandomHouse.Com; 

Mamdani, Citizen and Subject. ibid 
301 “Weak Institutions Hurting Cambodia’s Growth, Analyst Says,” VOA, accessed May 21, 2019, 

https://www.voacambodia.com/a/weak-institutions-hurting-cambodia-growth-analyst-says/2843134.html; 

Pang Vichea, “Cambodia’s ‘Fragile’ Decade: Kingdom Ranked Poorly in Stability Index, National, Phnom 

Penh Post,” accessed March 6, 2019, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/cambodias-fragile-decade-

kingdom-ranked-poorly-stability-index. 
302 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992; Sebastian Strangio, Hun Sen’s Cambodia (Yale University 

Press, 2014), https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300190724/hun-sens-cambodia. 
303 Colin Meyn, “Twenty Years Later, Remembering a Grenade Attack That Killed 17,” The Cambodia 

Daily, March 30, 2017, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/twenty-years-later-remembering-a-grenade-

attack-that-killed-17-127261/; “Cambodian PM Claims Election Victory,” BBC News, accessed March 13, 

2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-asia-23484628/cambodia-elections-opposition-claim-

widespread-fraud; “Threats and Corruption: Behind the Scenes of Cambodia’s Election Crackdown,” 

accessed March 13, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/blogs/asia/2018/07/threats-corruption-scenes-

cambodia-election-crackdown-180713045407248.html; Human Rights Watch | 350 Fifth Avenue, 34th 

Floor | New York, and NY 10118-3299 USA | t 1.212.290.4700, “Cambodia: Ruling Party Orchestrated 

Vote Fraud,” Human Rights Watch, July 31, 2013, https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/07/31/cambodia-

ruling-party-orchestrated-vote-fraud; Strangio, Hun Sen’s Cambodia, 55–56, 77, 114, 258. 
304 David Chandler, A History of Cambodia (Westview Press, 2007), 288–89; Sebastian Strangio, Hun 

Sen’s Cambodia (Yale University Press, 2014), 86, https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300190724/hun-

sens-cambodia. 
305 Strangio, Hun Sen’s Cambodia, 54–56. 
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National Rescue Party (CNRP) took a record share of the votes.306 The climate 

deteriorated quickly again, however. There were election irregularities, and the CNRP 

accused the CPP of election irregularities and fraud.307 While the 2013 election was a 

high point for the CNRP and the opposition in general, the “culture of dialogue” between 

the two parties did not last and the situation deteriorated.308 This research took place 

between the 2013 and 2018 national elections, and the shift in the political climate and 

the effects on social mobilization are discussed in Chapter Seven.  

Corruption at all levels of the government is also well documented and 

acknowledged.309 Unofficial payments are expected for a variety of services and events, 

to the point that they resist calling this a bribe.310  The culture of corruption extends to all 

levels of the government – from students bribing teachers for extra tuition or higher 

grades to the okhna system – wealthy Cambodians make a large donation to the 

                                                 
306 “IFES Election Guide | Country Profile: Cambodia,” accessed March 13, 2019, 

http://www.electionguide.org/countries/id/37/. 
307 “Feeling Cheated,” The Economist, July 29, 2013, 

https://www.economist.com/banyan/2013/07/29/feeling-cheated; Reuters, “Cambodia Election 2013: 

Government Rejects Opposition’s Call For Probe Into Alleged Fraud,” Huffington Post, July 30, 2013, sec. 

Huffington Post, https://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/30/cambodia-election-2013_n_3674449.html; 

Strangio, Hun Sen’s Cambodia, 258. 
308 Ethan Harfenist, “Cambodia’s Withering ‘Culture of Dialogue,’” The Diplomat, October 12, 2015, 

https://thediplomat.com/2015/10/cambodias-withering-culture-of-dialogue/. 
309 Transparency International e.V, “Corruption Perceptions Index 2018,” www.transparency.org, accessed 

March 7, 2019, https://www.transparency.org/cpi2018; Strangio, Hun Sen’s Cambodia; Ear, Aid 

Dependence in Cambodia. 
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election/?lang=en. During the planning phases of this project, we had a difficult time finding a translation 

the Khmer and international staff agreed on for small bribe or unofficial payment – what international staff 

understood as bribes, Cambodian staff described an unofficial payments.  
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monarchy, which opens doors for lucrative government contracts and business deals.311 

The extent of corruption in Cambodia is important because government officials at all 

levels stand to profit from development projects.312 There is a culture which seems to 

privilege profit over protection of human rights. In the Boeung Kak Lake case, as will be 

seen below, the owner of the development corporation involved is a Cambodian Senator 

with extensive business interests in the country.313  

 Nationally, Cambodia is governed by the Prime Minister, Hun Sen, the Senate 

(upper house), and National Assembly (lower house).314 Below the national level, the 

country is governed at the provincial, then district (rural) or municipal (urban) level.315  

Provinces have governors and districts have heads or chiefs, as well as other governance 

structures. Communes, or sangkat, which are headed by commune chiefs, are the next 

lowest, in both districts and municipalities.316 The most local level of governance is the 

village, or phum, headed by the village chief, or mei phum. Village is the term used in 

both English and Khmer, even in urban areas like Boeung Kak.317 To some extent, local 

leaders and village chiefs are affected by the same issues of development as the other 

                                                 
311 “Who Profits from the Death of Cambodia’s Democracy?,” Global Witness, accessed March 7, 2019, 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en/campaigns/cambodia/who-profits-death-cambodias-democracy/. See the 

Global Witness report 
312 Sophal Ear, “Combating Corruption in Cambodia,” Asian Education and Development Studies 5, no. 2 

(March 17, 2016): 159–74, https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-01-2016-0004. 
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Couple.” 
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community residents. The village chief is a member of the same dense networks, 

including families, social and economic networks. In Chapter Six, I explore how 

community members’ relationship to the state is shifting as they engage in the conflict 

and with civil society. One source of conflict is the relationship with local officials. 

While the relationships were previously governed by rules of patronage and other social 

and cultural norms, community members are now engaged in a relationship with the state 

that is more bureaucratic, less personal, and for community members, more difficult to 

navigate. Community members connect that shift to their having engaged in contentious 

action against the state.318  

 

Repression of Political Activity, Civil Society, and Dissent 

Civil society in Cambodia is growing, as discussed in later chapters, but 

Cambodia does not have a strong tradition of civil society.319 In this section I discuss the 

social, historical, and current factors in Cambodia which play a role in this. Because 

Cambodian civil society is still developing, it relies on the international and regional 

network of civil society, discussed below, for support. There are cultural factors which 

seem to influence the lack of a tradition of civil society in Cambodia. Ear notes that 

“conflict avoidance in Asian culture has been well documented.”320 Several Cambodian 

proverbs deal with following tradition, rather than innovating, with the implication that 

innovation can be dangerous.321 Chandler, in his history of Cambodia, quotes one proverb 

                                                 
318 See evidence in Chapter Six for this. 
319 Ear, Aid Dependence in Cambodia, 131. 
320 Ear Sophal, 131.  
321 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 2007, 14.  
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which instructs, “Don’t choose a straight path, [A]nd don’t reject a winding one. Choose 

the path your ancestors have trod.”322 One research participant observed that when 

elephants fight, ants get trampled, alluding to the systems of hierarchy and the inability of 

poorer people to oppose the more powerful. Conflict avoidance may be cultural in 

Cambodia, however, it may also be a rational response to historical and current violence 

and repression of dissent in the country. 

Colonialism and conflict, both of which Cambodia has experienced, have an 

effect of discouraging or limiting civil society.323 Historically, dissent has been harshly 

punished. During the French colonial period, there were only two major episodes of what 

Chandler calls “political opposition”, the 1916 Affair and the murder of French colonial 

official Felix Louis Bardez.324 The Bardez incident, in which a mob beat and killed a 

French colonial tax collector, I would describe as an act of contentious collective action, 

in the sense of “classical” repertoires of collective action. The incident was in response to 

a specific tax, and while the mob killed Bardez and took the taxes he had collected, his 

personal wallet was left untouched.325 Both incidents were met with harsh repression 

from French colonial and Cambodian leaders.326  

                                                 
322 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992, 14. 
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Under the DK regime, dissidents faced harsh consequences, including the 14,000 

who were imprisoned and tortured at S-21, or Tuol Sleng, in Phnom Penh.327 Older 

Cambodians remember this period. Some younger research participants told me that their 

parents cited the example of the Angkar regime when attempting to convince them not to 

join protests or civil society activities.328  

This climate has persisted into the current era. Part of this is due to a climate of 

violence surrounding political opposition. The country was at war until 1993 and political 

violence continued, including a 1998 grenade attack on an opposition party rally and the 

recent murder of a political analyst, discussed below.329 As discussed in the final chapter, 

between the 2013 and 2018 national elections, there was an increasingly repressive 

climate for political participation, civil society, and dissent.330 Politically, the climate 

began deteriorating almost immediately after the 2013 election. The CNRP alleged 

election fraud, and, in protest, boycotted parliament.331 The party also called for public 

demonstrations.332 In contrast to the peaceful rallies leading up to the election, police 

responded with violence.333  

In the same period, several new laws were drafted which civil society leaders and 

legal scholars say are designed and used to put limits on civil society and freedom of 

                                                 
327 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 2007, 265. 
328 Interviews with youth active in civil society. 
329 Colin Meyn, “Twenty Years Later, Remembering a Grenade Attack That Killed 17,” The Cambodia 

Daily, March 30, 2017, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/twenty-years-later-remembering-a-grenade-

attack-that-killed-17-127261/. 
330 Observations in Cambodia and interviews with civil society leaders.  
331 Prak Chan Thul, “Cambodian Opposition Boycotts Parliament, Hun Sen Remains PM,” Reuters, 

September 23, 2013, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-politics-idUSBRE98M02K20130923. 
332 Prak Chan Thul, “Protesters Clash with Police as Tension Rises over Cambodia Poll,” Reuters, 

September 15, 2013, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-politics-idUSBRE98E07G20130915. 
333 Thul. 
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speech and association.334 The Law on Associations and Nongovernmental Organizations 

(LANGO), passed in 2015, was written so that it gives the government fairly broad power 

to deny registration to would-be organizations and to close existing organizations.335 Two 

years later, the law was used to expel the National Democratic Institute, a US government 

project.336 Research participants who are experts on law or civil society express concerns 

that the Cyber Crime Law, which had not been fully implemented as of this writing, 

would be used to limit free speech, as the LANGO targeted the right to association.337 A 

Lese Majeste law, based on a similar Thai law, was passed in 2018, by early 2019, had 

been used to jail several people, including an opposition party member.338 Community 

members and their supporters in civil society say that the law and the courts are used to 

punish and discourage them from engaging in contention and with civil society.  

 Again, in the same period, free media has been limited and targeted by the 

government as well. In 2017, fifteen radio stations were forced to close, including Radio 

                                                 
334 Interviews with civil society leaders and journalists.   
335 Interviews with civil society leaders and legal experts. 
336 “Cambodia’s Controversial NGO Law Snares Its First Victim,” Devex, August 31, 2017, 

https://www.devex.com/news/sponsored/cambodia-s-controversial-ngo-law-snares-its-first-victim-90947. 
337 Interviews with civil society leaders in Cambodia. See also Pang Vichea, “Freedom of expression online 

in Cambodia ‘stifled by laws,’” Text, Phnom Penh Post, April 25, 2018, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/freedom-expression-online-cambodia-stifled-laws; Uong 

Ratana, “Cyber bill raises concerns,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, April 9, 2014, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/cyber-bill-raises-concerns. 
338 “Cambodia Parliament Adopts Lese-Majeste Law, Prompting Rights Concerns,” Reuters, February 14, 

2018, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-king-idUSKCN1FY0RV; Reuters, “Cambodian Man 

Jailed for Insulting King in Facebook Posts,” The Guardian, January 9, 2019, sec. World news, 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jan/09/cambodian-man-jailed-insulting-king-facebook-posts-

lese-majeste-law; Pang Vichea, “Lese majeste ‘violator’ to remain behind bars while appeal is lodged,” 

Text, Phnom Penh Post, December 21, 2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/lese-majeste-

violator-remain-behind-bars-while-appeal-lodged. Get the news reports https://www.reuters.com/article/us-

cambodia-king/cambodia-parliament-adopts-lese-majeste-law-prompting-rights-concerns-
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Free Asia, an important source of news in rural areas.339 The Cambodia Daily closed after 

being assessed a tax bill larger than the company could pay.340 The Phnom Penh Post was 

sold after receiving a similar tax bill.341 The new owner intervened in editorial decisions, 

and the majority of the staff resigned as a result.342 Currently, Voice of America – Khmer 

still has a small staff in Cambodia and is producing content and broadcasting in the 

country.343 There is little other independent media. Instead, as will be seen below, 

Cambodians now rely on social media, including media produced by some of the activists 

and organizations discussed below.  

                                                 
339 Pang Vichea, “Government closes 15 radio stations,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, August 25, 2017, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/government-closes-15-radio-stations; Pang Vichea, “No 

relaunch for shuttered radio stations,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, December 18, 2017, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/no-relaunch-shuttered-radio-stations; Julia Stoklasa, “RFA shuts 

down Cambodia operations amid media crackdown,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, September 12, 2017, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/rfa-shuts-down-cambodia-operations-amid-media-crackdown. 
340 The Cambodia Daily, “Cambodia Daily Announces Immediate Closure Amid Threats,” The Cambodia 

Daily, September 4, 2017, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/cambodia-daily-announces-immediate-

closure-amid-threats-134283/; “The Cambodia Daily to Close After 24 Years,” The Cambodia Daily, 

accessed March 7, 2019, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/cambodia-daily-close-24-years/; “Cambodia 

Daily Shuts with ‘dictatorship’ Parting Shot at Prime Minister Hun Sen | World News | The Guardian,” 

accessed March 7, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/04/cambodia-daily-shuts-with-

dictatorship-parting-shot-at-prime-minister-hun-sen. 
341 Pang Vichea, “Post’s bill from tax authority business as usual, says CEO,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, 

March 21, 2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/posts-bill-tax-authority-business-usual-says-

ceo; “‘It’s Not Political’: Phnom Penh Post CEO on $3.9m Tax Bill,” accessed March 7, 2019, http://sea-

globe.com/its-not-political-phnom-penh-post-ceo-on-3-9m-tax-bill/; “Cambodia’s Phnom Penh Post Sold 

to Malaysian Sivakumar G,” accessed March 7, 2019, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2018/05/cambodia-

phnomh-penh-post-sold-malaysian-sivakumar-180505140010847.html. 
342 Pang Vichea, “Post senior staff out in dispute over article,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, May 8, 2018, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/post-senior-staff-out-dispute-over-article; Julia Wallace and 

Mike Ives, “A Newspaper Is Sold, and Cambodians Fear the End of Press Freedom,” The New York Times, 

June 9, 2018, sec. World, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/05/07/world/asia/cambodia-phnom-penh-post-

sale.html; Hannah Ellis-Petersen, “Newspaper Takeover Is ‘staggering Blow’ to Cambodia’s Free Press,” 

The Guardian, May 7, 2018, sec. World news, 
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public demonstrations. In contrast to the peaceful rallies leading up to the election, police responded with 

violence. 
343 Personal communication with VOA staff in Washington DC. 
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Civil society actors and activists have also faced jail time, physical violence, 

threats, and intimidation and time in jail.344 Over the course of the research, more than a 

dozen research participants were jailed for their activities related to the social 

mobilization and protests. Several spent lengthy terms in jail. In 2012, forestry activist 

Chut Vutty was murdered in Koh Kong Province by Cambodian authorities.345 Vutty was 

a member of the broader network discussed in the chapters. In 2016, shortly before I left 

Cambodia, political analyst Kem Ley was murdered in what many assume was a 

politically motivated assassination.346 Many youth research participants who attended 

university in Phnom Penh considered Ley a teacher and mentor.347 

 Despite the climate which might be described as not conducive or even hostile to 

mobilization and civil society, social mobilization is taking place and civil society is 

active and growing. In the next sections, I will introduce the two communities and the 

                                                 
344 Interviews with research participants. See also: Video: Boeung Kak Lake Activist Savagely Beaten by 

Mob of Police Officers during Forced Eviction, accessed March 7, 2019, http://www.licadho-

cambodia.org/video.php?perm=25; Simon Marks, “Violent Mob, Police Attack Peaceful Protesters,” The 

Cambodia Daily, September 23, 2013, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/violent-mob-police-attack-

peaceful-protesters-42892/; “Tep Vanny: Jailed for Defending Her Home,” accessed March 5, 2019, 
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Sentencing of Ms. Yorm Bopha,” Worldwide Movement for Human Rights, accessed March 5, 2019, 

https://www.fidh.org/en/issues/human-rights-defenders/cambodia-retrial-and-renewed-sentencing-of-ms-
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346 “Cambodian Activist Kem Ley Shot Dead,” July 10, 2016, sec. Asia, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-

asia-36757370; “Cambodian Activist Kem Ley Shot Dead in Phnom Penh - BBC News,” accessed March 
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December 10, 2015, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/report-slams-dam-payouts. 
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mobilization taking place in them. Before that, I discuss the land tenure system in 

Cambodia and relevant laws.  

 

Land Tenure 

 A formal land tenure regime is relatively new in Cambodia. Prior to the French 

colonial period, all land was technically property of the king.348 Less officially, land 

tenure was governed by “land acquisition by the plough” – someone actively working 

agricultural land has the right to that land, and clearing and using land established 

possession and right to use.349 Land left fallow became property of the crown again.350 

The French colonial regime made some attempts at codifying land tenure, but these were 

not extensive.351 The DK regime abolished private property in Cambodia and displaced 

the majority of the population.352 The communist Vietnamese administration that took 

over in 1979 did not reinstate private property rights.353 When the conflict finally ended 

and Cambodians began to re-settle, they settled informally. “Acquisition by the plough” 

was the norm in rural areas and squatting in urban areas.354 Because land was initially so 

                                                 
348 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992, 22. 
349 Paul Ewoud Rabe, “From ‘Squatters’ to Citizens? Slum Dwellers, Developers, Land Sharing and Power 

in Phnom Penh, Cambodia” (D.P.D.S., University of Southern California, 2009), 34, ProQuest 
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351 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992, 174. 
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plentiful as a result of the population being decimated, there was initially little conflict 

over land. This changed as population pressures increased.355 

 Land ownership was codified in law in 1989.356 The law was brief and did not 

establish many aspects of a tenure regime. The 2001 Land Law, drafted with support 

from the World Bank, clarified and codified many aspect of tenure and land 

ownership.357 Among other things, the law established the right of people who had lived 

on land uncontested for a period of years to apply for title and stipulates which 

documents would allow residents to demonstrate tenure. Cambodian law recognizes both 

“hard” and “soft” land titles, though only hard title are legally enforceable. 

Documentation of soft title, which includes handwritten deeds of sale and family books, 

which establish residency and records births and deaths, can be used to apply for hard, or 

formal land title. The law also established state public and private land and the conditions 

under which state land can be given in private leases or concessions. These are discussed 

further in the section on the Boeung Kak lease.   

 

Areng Valley 

 In this section I present Areng Valley. I begin with the geography and biodiversity 

of the community. Following this I discuss the Jong people and their history in the area. 

Their livelihoods and economic and material survival are the subject of the next section. I 
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argue that for community members, like all members of the global rural poor, land is key 

to economic survival. Thus, people will resist land loss. The dam, the main threat to their 

land and thus material survival, is discussed next, followed by the social mobilization that 

arose to fight the dam. 

 

Geography and Biodiversity 

Areng Valley is in Koh Kong Province, in the southwest of Cambodia.358 The 

community consists of eight villages in three communes – Chum Noab, Svai Chum, and 

Chral Russey; in Chum Noab Commune;  Pro Laiy, Som Roung, and Chom Na, in Pro 

Laiy commune; and Tmol Don Pov and another village in Tmol Don Pov Commune. 

Tmol Don Pov is situated on the opposite side of the river from the other communes. To 

protect the privacy of research participants, I will only identify their commune.   

Areng is geographically and socially isolated, even in comparison to other rural 

poor communities in Cambodia.359 The community’s geographic remoteness contributes 

to isolation in other ways. Until recently, many community members had little reason or 

ability to travel outside of their community or interact with outsiders.360 Older female 

research participants have told me that prior to their engagement with the social 

mobilization they rarely traveled outside of their home community. There is no mobile 

phone or internet access in the community.361 Phones work sporadically around the 

roadblock, discussed below, but the nearest reliable access is in Tmor Bang.  

                                                 
358 This paragraph relies on observations in Areng. See maps in the appendix 
359 Observations in Areng and interviews with experts in development issues.  
360 Interviews with community members in Areng.  
361 Chum, 10. 
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To reach Areng from Phnom Penh, one must travel 3-5 hours by bus or car to 

Veal Pbi (Two Fields).362 Veal Pbi consists of a T-junction with Highway 4, a 

conservation organization’s office and ranger station, and a cluster of small shops that 

serve travelers and the conservation organization staff. From Veal Pbi to the district seat 

of Tmor Bang there is currently a well-maintained dirt road. The road is new and is being 

built gradually. Community members and conservation organization staff who have been 

engaged with the community for a long time remember how bad the road used to be.363 

Community members tell stories of walking a full day through the forest to reach Tmor 

Bang before the road was built. One conservation organization staff member told me that 

in the early 2000s, when they first went to the community, the trip from Phnom Penh 

could take up to two days, even in a truck, because it involved ferries and shallow-water 

crossings.364 The bridges on the highway and on the road to Areng had not yet been built.  

There is currently a project to extend and improve the road between Veal Bpi, 

Tmor Bang, and Areng, but the process has been slow and has been contentious for the 

community.365 People welcome the road for the access to healthcare, educations, and 

markets that it will bring.366 There are concerns that road improvements will lead to 

                                                 
362 This paragraph relies on my observations in Areng. 
363 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff who had worked in the area 

for extended periods.  
364 Interview with conservation organization staff member. 
365 Observations in Areng and interviews with community members, NGO staff, and lawyers. This road 

construction is, as far as I am aware, not connected to China’s Belt and Road initiative (BRI), or One Belt, 

One Road, though the dam project would be undertaken by a Chinese corporation and China is engaged in 

other transportation infrastructure projects in Cambodia. A conversation with a development and security 

expert familiar Chinese-Mekong region relations, but not an expert in Cambodia, related that BRI projects 

in the region appear to be somewhat ad hoc – there is no overarching strategy or comprehensive plan of 

BRI initiatives and perhaps not even a clear definition of what BRI is.  
366 Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 10. 
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increased illegal logging in the region and that increased traffic and contact with other 

communities will erode the local culture.367 One of the reasons for the road construction 

is to allow for the installation of high capacity power transmission lines to bring power 

from the Tatai hydroelectric dam, also in Koh Kong Province, to Sihanoukville 

Province.368 As will be seen below, involvement of Chinese corporations in development 

has been contentious - there have been numerous allegations of human rights abuses in 

Chinese-funded and constructed development projects. Specific abuses related to the 

Areng dam will be discussed below.  

Areng is situated in the Central Cardamom Protected Region (dombaun Kravaign 

in Khmer).369 This region is some of the densest remaining tropical hardwood forest in 

Cambodia and in Southeast Asia, though it has been deforested rapidly in recent years.370 

The environmental effects of the proposed dam on the forest and river have been widely 

criticized.371 The area is home to more than thirty endangered and protected species.372 

This includes critically endangered Siamese crocodiles, dragon fish, and wild 

elephants.373  

                                                 
367 Interviews with community members and an NGO leader familiar with the community. 
368 Interviews with NGO and conservation organization staff familiar with the development plans.  
369 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff. See also: Chum, “Conflict 

Analysis Study in Areng Valley.” 
370 Interviews with conservation organization staff.  
371 Interviews with conservation organization staff, including regional leadership. See also:  Daniel 

Hoshizaki, “Areng Valley,” Current Conservation (blog), accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://www.currentconservation.org/issues/areng-valley/; “Cheay Areng Dam,” International Rivers, 

accessed January 31, 2016, https://www.internationalrivers.org/campaigns/cheay-areng-dam; “Visit 

Convinces Lawmaker of Dam’s Threat to Areng Valley,” The Cambodia Daily, accessed November 20, 

2014, http://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/visit-convinces-lawmaker-of-dams-threat-to-areng-valley-

72608/. 
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People, Culture, and History 

The majority of resident in Areng identify as being Jong indigenous minority.374 

Jong is not one of the seventeen indigenous minority groups recognized by the 

Cambodian government.375 The Cambodian government identifies indigenous 

communities as a group whose members “manifest ethnic, social, cultural and economic 

unity and who practice a traditional lifestyle, and who cultivate the lands in their 

possession according to customary rules of collective use”.376 Currently the Jong people 

in Areng valley do not speak a distinct language and do not wear traditional dress.377 

However, the group is recognized by Cambodian and regional indigenous groups and the 

community has two official representatives in Indigenous Rights Active Members 

(IRAM), a large and well-known indigenous network in Southeast Asia. The United 

Nations Office of the High Commission on Human Rights (UNOHCHR) recognizes the 

right of indigenous minority communities to self-identify. The Cambodia office of the 

UNOHCHR has been working to assist community members in the process of applying 

for communal land title.  

No official history of the Jong people seems to yet exist. A community member, 

quoted extensively in the chapters below, worked with IRAM to draft a history of the 

                                                 
374 Personal communication with an organization staff member working on a survey of the population – the 

results of the survey were not publicly available at the time of this writing.  
375 Interviews with staff of indigenous organizations in Cambodia. See also:  “Ethnic Minorities and 

Indigenous People,” Open Development Cambodia (ODC) (blog), accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/topics/ethnic-minorities-and-indigenous-people/. 
376 Sovann Sar, “2001 Cambodian Land Law (Unofficial Translation)” (n.d.), 

http://faolex.fao.org/docs/texts/cam27478.docmaps. 
377 Interviews and observations in Areng Valley  
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community, but it is not clear if this was published and I was unable to obtain a copy, 

despite contacting the organization in Cambodia and Thailand.378  There is evidence that 

culturally distinct people have been residing in the area for hundreds of years.379 The 

Jong people blend mainstream Buddhism with their unique spiritual belief traditions.380 

One of these beliefs is that the spirits of their ancestors inhabit the trees around them.381 

At various points in the year, the community celebrates religious ceremonies in the forest 

and in the river.382 Their natural environment is integral to their spiritual practice. Older 

residents, in particular, cite this as a reason that they resist being relocated.383  

The community survived the DK regime without being displaced, something 

relatively rare in Cambodia. This is likely due in large part to its remoteness. The 

community was displaced though, when the Vietnamese entered Cambodia and began 

fighting the DK army. DK forces retreated to mountain areas, including Areng. 

Vietnamese forces pursued them, and the community was displaced to neighboring 

Chipat.384 Community members who remember this time say that it was the first time 

they interacted with Khmer people and when they started to lose their language. Several 

mixed marriages of Jong women from Areng to Khmer or Jong men from other 

communities took place at this time.385  

                                                 
378 Interview with Areng resident who worked on this document. 
379 “Mystery in the Mountains, 7Days, Phnom Penh Post,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/7days/mystery-mountains. 
380 Interviews and observations in Areng Valley 
381 Interviews with community members in Areng.  
382 Observations in Areng. 
383 Interviews with Areng residents. 
384 Interviews with community members. See also Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 9–10. 
385 Interviews with older female Areng residents.  
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When the fighting slowed, community members began returning to Areng. Older 

residents remember this as a challenging move. 386The jungle had overtaken the villages 

and had to be cleared. They report an increase in sickness when they returned, which they 

blame on the dense forests. This is reasonable as dengue and malaria are common in 

Cambodia and the mosquitos which carry them thrive in damp environments. Community 

members invoke this displacement and the challenges they faced upon return when they 

talk about why they resist the dam. Older people especially talk about how challenging 

life would be if they had to move and clear new farmland. Auntie Mao said she would die 

if she had to move one big rock to clear a new field. She was joking, but her anxiety was 

real, as it was for many community members.  

 

Livelihoods 

Residents of Areng rely largely on subsistence rice farming.387 The majority of 

farmers in Areng practice swidden, or rotational, cropping. In this practice, fields are left 

fallow for several years in between plantings, to allow other plants to regrow and to 

enrich the soil. Done on suitably long cycles, this method of farming can be sustainable 

in terms of both livelihood and environmental sustainability. It does require families to 

have large plots, the majority of which are not being farmed at any given point. Areng 

residents estimate that each family in the community possesses 10-25 hectares (ha).388 

Community members grow other crops and raise chickens and pigs for personal 

                                                 
386 Interviews with older Areng residents 
387 This paragraph relies on observations and interviews in Areng. See also Chum, 9. 
388 This figure, which came from interviews with several community members about titling process, was 

corroborated by a staff member at a major international conversation organization.  
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consumption and to sell. The community uses water buffalos for rice farming but does 

not keep cows. There is a superstition that if they were to bring cows to the area the cows 

would be eaten by wild animals, including the tiger.389  

Community members in Areng fish and hunt to feed their families and for cash 

income.390 Some of this, unfortunately, is illegal hunting of wild animals and bush meat, 

which is widespread and problematic in Cambodia.391 Community members also collect 

non-timber forest products (NTFPs) for their own use and to sell. One of the major 

sources of cash income in the community is from resin collected from resin trees in the 

forest. Community members do not “own” the forest or the trees, but specific families 

have rights to specific trees. This includes fruit trees which may be on or adjacent to one 

family’s plot but belong to another family. Other NTFPs include wild foods which 

supplement diets in the community, honey, and traditional medicines.  

As mentioned in the section on the community’s post-DK displacement and 

return, community members resist displacement in part because it would force them to 

change their farming practices. For these people, the land and the forest are their source 

of income and material survival.392 One of the potential relocation plans would move the 

                                                 
389 Interview with Sothea’s family. 
390 This paragraph comes from observations and interviews with residents in in Areng 
391 Wildlife Alliance ID, “Poaching Cambodia,” Wildlife Alliance (blog), accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://www.wildlifealliance.org/?taxonomy=&term=; “Poaching for Traditional Medicine a Threat to 

Colorful Primate’s Last Refuge > WCS Cambodia,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://cambodia.wcs.org/About-Us/Latest-News/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/10154/Poaching-for-
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392 Observations and interviews in Areng. See also Siem Pichnorak, “The High Cost of Effective 

Sovereignty: Chinese Resource Access in Cambodia,” in China’s Backyard (Flipside Digital Content 

Company Inc., 2018). 
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community to an area suitable for cashew farming, a cash crop, but not rice farming.393 

Community members express concern that they could not survive if they had to change 

their farming practices. I asked one female resident, the mother of research participant 

Ahren, quoted below, what would happen to her and her family if they were relocated. 

She told me: 

I cannot live outside this area because I cannot read or write, cannot earn money.  

What can I do other than farm?... Will the government provide services and 

resources if we relocate?  I worry about my trees and my children, if I lose my 

land.  I'm not afraid of the government - if the government does bad actions, I 

have to be against them and not be afraid.  

Community members have a very real fear that loss of land, including a reduction in plot 

size, would negatively impact their ability to feed and support their families.394 

The dense network of the community is also important to community members in 

terms of material survival. Local farmers rely on sharing labor and equipment at key 

points in the farming year.395 They also sell, trade, and share food, which adds important 

variety to their diets.396 For women, living in close proximity to family members and 

friends means they can easily pool their efforts in childcare and some work 

responsibilities. Srey Mao, my host in Areng, had two young daughters. Her sister and a 

                                                 
393 I was unable to find full relocation plans for the community. As the dam project never began, it is likely 

that plans were never finalized or released. I heard this version of the relocation plan – to move the 

community to an upland area adjacent to their current homes – from staff of conservation organizations 

familiar with the community and the case as well as from a lawyer involved in the case, representing the 

community, so I consider it a credible report.  
394 Interviews with community members. See also Killeen, The Cardamom Conundrum.  
395 Interviews and observations in Areng. 
396 Interviews and observations in Areng. 
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neighbor both lived in walking distance has daughter of similar ages. The children often 

congregated at one house, allowing the other two mothers to work around the house or 

farm uninterrupted. The system was informal and ad hoc, but it was nonetheless an 

important aspect of women’s productive practices. 

Community members are increasingly working outside of the community and for 

wage labor.397 Much of this is seasonal migration. During slow farming times a family 

member may migrate to work in construction in another province. These migrants are an 

important part of the economic life of the community and are also important in 

connecting the community to the outside world. Some community members work in 

ecotourism, but these projects are very new and not yet generating wages for many locals.  

Community members are finding an increased need for cash income.398 This is in 

part because economic realities are shifting in Cambodia as the country develops.399 This 

reaches even remote areas like Areng. While previously people existed with only what 

they or their neighbors produced, now they have increasing access to consumer goods 

and services. This includes access to healthcare rather than or in addition to traditional 

medicine; motorbikes, rather than walking; and metal, rather than palm, roofs. 

Community members are also seeking paid work because they are concerned about their 

insecure tenure and want to diversify the means they use to support their families.   

 Areng is relatively under-developed, even in comparison to other rural poor 

communities. The area lacks electricity, access to sanitation and piped water, and mobile 

                                                 
397 Interviews with former migrant workers and families of migrant workers in Areng. 
398 Interviews with community members in Areng.  
399 Kalyanee Mam, A River Changes Course, 2013, http://ariverchangescourse.com/; Eyler, Last Days of 

the Mighty Mekong. 
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phone service.400 Schools in the community stop at grade eight. Many students drop out 

prior to reaching this grade.401 The exception is young men who enter Buddhist 

monkhood – at least two young monks from the community have attained post-high 

school education in this way.402 Education and literacy rates in the community are low, 

particularly for adult women – in community meetings, older women often need help 

filling in the sign in sheet, which asked for their name, gender, and phone number.403  

 

The Dam 

 Cambodia is engaged in an intensive period of dam construction.404 This is a part 

of a larger project at improving the country’s electrical access and energy 

independence.405 Cambodia has a very real need for more and cheaper electricity. As of 

2015, less than 40% of the rural population in Cambodia has access to electricity.406  

Electricity is expensive, running at $0.16-.20 per kilowatt hour.407 The country relies 

heavily on coal power plants, which are not environmentally friendly.408 The country also 

relies on buying expensive power from its neighbors.409 As a result, the country has a 

                                                 
400 Observations in Areng. See also Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 10. 
401 Interviews with community members 
402 Interviews with monks from Areng and families of monks in Areng.  
403 Observations at trainings and meetings in Areng.  
404 Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong. 
405 Electricite du Cambodge, “Department of Rural Electrification Fund,” accessed March 4, 2019, 

http://ref.gov.kh/page/home; “Cambodia’s Hydropower Dilemma,” The ASEAN Post, accessed March 9, 

2019, http://theaseanpost.com/article/cambodias-hydropower-dilemma. 
406 “Access to Electricity, Rural (% of Rural Population),” World Bank, accessed March 4, 2019, 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.ACCS.RU.ZS?locations=KH. 
407 “New Electricity Bill Cuts Planned to Start in April,” Khmer Times (blog), February 20, 2018, 

https://www.khmertimeskh.com/109671/new-electricity-bill-cuts-planned-start-april/. 
408 Brian Eyler and Courtney Weatherby, “Letters from the Mekong: Mekong Power Shift - Emerging 

Trends in the GMS Power Sector” (Stimson Center, 2017), https://www.stimson.org/content/letters-

mekong-mekong-power-shift-emerging-trends-gms-power-sector. 
409 Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 11. 
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commitment to developing its energy sector and energy independence.410 Hydroelectric 

dams have been proposed as a solution.411 However, as will be seen, community 

members in Areng resist the dam and displacement for a variety of reasons.  

Currently there are 300 dams planned, being studied, or under construction in the 

Mekong River basin in Cambodia and Laos.412 The dams are Chinese-funded and being 

constructed under build, own, operate, transfer (BOOT) contracts.413 This means that for 

the first years of the dam’s operation, usually 10 years, the dam is owned and operated by 

the Chinese state-owned corporation and the profits remain with the corporation.414 

Several people consulted for the research point to a path-dependency in the reliance on 

Chinese-funded and -built dams in Cambodia and Southeast Asia.415 One senior 

conservation staff member told me that as China was at capacity on dams, dam 

companies are looking to export their expertise internationally.416 Since Cambodia has a 

need for affordable electrical power and benefits from Chinese investment in other 

sectors, Chinese companies are granted development contracts for dams.417  

                                                 
410 Electricite du Cambodge, “Department of Rural Electrification Fund”; Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study 

in Areng Valley,” 10. 
411 Electricite du Cambodge, “Department of Rural Electrification Fund”; “Cambodia’s Hydropower 

Dilemma.” 
412 Brian Elyer, Stimson Center, forthcoming. 
413 Brian Eyler and Courtney Weatherby, “Letters from the Mekong: Toward a Sustainable Water-Energy-

Food Future in Cambodia” (Stimson Center, 2019), https://www.stimson.org/content/letters-mekong-

toward-sustainable-water-energy-food-future-cambodia-0. 
414 Communication with lawyers familiar with the Areng dam proposal and Brian Eyler, Stimson Center. 
415 Brian Eyler and Courtney Weatherby, “Letters from the Mekong: Mekong Power Shift - Emerging 

Trends in the GMS Power Sector” (Stimson Center, 2017), https://www.stimson.org/content/letters-

mekong-mekong-power-shift-emerging-trends-gms-power-sector. 
416 Interview with a senior staff member at a large conservation organization.  
417 Eyler and Weatherby, “Letters from the Mekong,” 2019; Eyler and Weatherby, “Letters from the 

Mekong,” 2017. 
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In 2007, China Southern Power Grid, a Chinese state-owned enterprise (SOE), 

signed a memorandum of understanding (MOU) with the Ministry of Mines and Energy 

(MME) for a feasibility study of a dam and high-voltage transmission lines in Areng.418 

According an MME report, the proposed 55m-high dam would fill a reservoir of 110 km 

and have a capacity of 260 megawatts.419  The contract or subcontract for the dam was 

shifted to several different Chinese SOEs, including China Guodian and Sinohydro.420 

There is a lack of transparent information available about Sinohydro and the other 

companies involved with the dam. It is unclear to what extent any of these companies are 

independent entities. This has complicated efforts on the part of the community and 

lawyers representing them to identify the correct corporations to hold accountable for the 

negative impacts of the proposed dam and relocations.421  Sinohydo has been implicated 

in other problematic dam projects including the Don Sahong dam in Laos, the Bankun 

dam in Malaysia, and the Agua Zarca dam in Honduras, the project Berta Caceres was 

opposing when she was murdered.422  

The proposed dam would flood up to 20,000 hectares and displace up to 1,500 

people.423 The estimates are unclear because information provided to the communities 

                                                 
418 A Cambodia lawyer who represented the Areng community provided background information on the 

dam, confirmed in Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 11. 
419 A. Dreher et al., “Stung Cheay Areng Hydropower Dam Project, in Aid, China, and Growth: Evidence 

from a New Global Development Finance Dataset” (AidData, 2017), 

https://china.aiddata.org/projects/33137?iframe=y. 
420 Interviews with lawyers familiar with the Areng dam proposal 
421 Interviews with lawyers familiar with the Areng dam proposal 
422 Deborah Brautigam, “Sinohydro and Human Rights in Honduras,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

http://www.chinaafricarealstory.com/2016/03/sinohydro-and-human-rights-in-honduras.html; “Sinohydro 

Admits Flaws in Bakun Dam Construction Procedures,” Asian Power, accessed November 27, 2018, 

https://asian-power.com/project/news/sinohydro-admits-flaws-in-bakun-dam-construction-procedures; 

Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 180–81. 
423 “Cheay Areng Dam”; Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 11. 
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and those working with them has been unclear.424 Potentially, not all the villages would 

be permanently displaced. Residents of Tmol Don Pov commune, which is across the 

river from the other two communes, have been told that they would need to relocate only 

temporarily during construction of the dam and could return after the construction was 

completed.425 Community members engaged in the social mobilization assume that any 

eviction would become permanent. Civil society leaders I interviewed agreed with this 

assessment. The potential human and environmental impacts of the dam have been 

widely criticized.426 The various corporations involved in the Areng dam, many of them 

Chinese SOEs, have been implicated in abusive development projects in other parts of 

Cambodia and internationally.427  

One common concern with dams and development issues are the Environmental 

and Social Impact Assessments (E/SIAs). Cambodian law and international standards 

                                                 
424 Interviews with lawyers and civil society leaders working with the community.  
425 Interviews with residents in Tmol Don Pov commune. 
426 EJOLT, “Stung Cheay Areng Hydroelectric Dam in Koh Kong, Cambodia | EJAtlas,” Environmental 

Justice Atlas, accessed March 9, 2019, https://ejatlas.org/conflict/stung-cheay-areng-hydroelectric-dam-

development-at-the-cost-of-indigenous-communities-koh-kong-cambodia; “Opposition to Proposed 

Hydroelectric 260-MW Stung Cheay Areng Dam in ‘Biodiversity Jewel’ of Southeast Asia,” accessed 

March 9, 2019, https://www.hydroworld.com/articles/2014/10/opposition-to-proposed-hydroelectric-260-

mw-stung-cheay-areng-dam-in-biodiversity-jewel-of-southeast-asia.html; “Cheay Areng Dam,” 

EarthRights International (blog), accessed March 9, 2019, https://earthrights.org/what-we-do/mega-

projects/cheay-areng-dam/; “Impact Assessment for Areng Dam Nears Final Steps as Project Looms | 

AECEN,” accessed March 9, 2019, https://www.aecen.org/index.php/node/1231. 
427 “Sinohydro Admits Flaws in Bakun Dam Construction Procedures”; Sarawak Report, “Bakun Dam 

’Unsafe’! - Exclusive Evidence on Corner-Cutting and Sloppy Construction Practices,” Sarawak Report, 

accessed November 27, 2018, http://www.sarawakreport.org/2011/04/bakun-dam-unsafe-exclusive-

evidence-on-corner-cutting-and-sloppy-construction-practices/; “Sinohydro Corporation,” International 

Rivers, accessed March 9, 2019, https://www.internationalrivers.org/campaigns/sinohydro-corporation; 

Brautigam, “Sinohydro and Human Rights in Honduras”; “Family Sues Government for Unlawful Use of 

Rock | Oil In Uganda,” accessed March 9, 2019, https://www.oilinuganda.org/features/law/family-sues-

government-for-unlawful-use-of-rock.html. 
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require that these assessments are completed before development projects begin.428 

However, according to those familiar with the assessments, they are often inaccurate or 

copied from other projects.429 In Areng, at least three studies have been conducted, 

including an EIA conducted by Sinohydro. 430None of these reports have been publicly 

available to community members. Lack of and incomplete E/SIAs are a well-recognized 

problem in Cambodia.431 In addition to the lack of S/EIAs, the community argues that the 

corporations and the Cambodian government have not honored their right to free, prior, 

informed consent (FPIC), another international standard for development projects 

resulting in evictions or significant changes for the people affected.432  

Community members and their supporters resist the dam for various reasons, 

including loss of economic stability and traditional culture as discussed above. They also 

resist because the compensation and relocation plans implemented for other communities 

                                                 
428 “Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context” (United Nations 

Economic Commission for Europe, 1991), https://www.un-ilibrary.org/environment-and-climate-

change/convention-on-environmental-impact-assessment-in-a-transboundary-context-as-amended-on-27-

february-2001-and-on-4-june-2004_cbfd9988-en; “Sub-Decree on Environmental Impact Assessment 

Process,” 1999, Council of Ministers, Royal Government of Cambodia, 

https://data.opendevelopmentmekong.net/km/dataset/af85d2c5-4104-4df2-ac5d-

b5ac360caa96/resource/88f37045-5db0-4f00-935c-3d3fc70458f4/download/a8861734-4040-484d-b7b9-

d48958f29e58.pdf; “Environmental Impact Assessments,” Open Development Cambodia (ODC) (blog), 

accessed March 9, 2019, https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/topics/environmental-impact-assessments/. 
429 Interviews with conservation organization staff and lawyers working on the Areng case. See also  

“Cambodia: Civil Society Organisations Urge the Govt. to Disclose Environmental Impact Assessment 

Reports for Public Access | Business & Human Rights Resource Centre,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/cambodia-civil-society-organisations-urge-the-govt-to-disclose-

environmental-impact-assessment-reports-for-public-access. 
430 Interviews with lawyers working with the Areng community. 
431 Carl Middleton, “National Human Rights Institutions, Extraterritorial Obligations and Hydropower in 

Southeast Asia: Implications of the Region’s Authoritarian Turn,” Austrian Journal of South-East Asian 

Studies Vol 11 (June 30, 2018): 16, https://doi.org/10.14764/10.aseas-2018.1-5. 

Conservation organization staff familiar with development projects in Cambodia asserted in interviews that 

incomplete and inaccurate S/EIAs were a common problem.  
432 Interviews with community members and staff of an international organization familiar with 

development and law. 
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which have been displaced by dams were so inadequate. As will be shown in the chapters 

below, civil society organizations have arranged meetings and exchange trips for Areng 

residents to meet with other communities affected by dams. Community members have 

seen firsthand that compensation and relocation packages have been inadequate and that 

in communities were evictions have taken place, livelihoods have decreased, and 

community members feel less secure than before their evictions.433 So, for all these 

reasons – human, economic, environmental, cultural – community members and the civil 

society actors working with them oppose the dam.  

 

The Social Mobilization  

 The dam project was announced in 2007.434 Community members I interviewed 

indicated that when they first heard of the planned construction, they were either unaware 

of the potential negative impacts of the dam or were unaware of the possibility to resist 

the dam. As will be discussed in Chapter Seven, engagement with civil society actors was 

important for educating people about the negative effects of the dam, the fact that they 

could resist, and how to do so.  Many community members in Areng Valley wanted to 

resist or block the dam when they became aware of its impact.435 In this section, I explore 

                                                 
433 “‘I Will Lose My Identity’: Cambodian Villagers Face Displacement By Mekong Dam,” NPR.org, 

accessed March 9, 2019, https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2017/08/26/546036670/i-will-lose-my-

identity-cambodian-villagers-face-displacement-by-mekong-dam. 
434 Interviews with community members and civil society actors.  
435 Interviews with Areng community members. Additional interviews a civil society leader and a 

filmmaker with familiarity with the mobilization in the community. 
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the mobilization against the dam the network of civil society engaged with the 

community and the mobilizations.436 

The social mobilization in Areng had used both institutional and non-institutional 

means of struggle against the dam, directed at an array of entities. Among the 

institutional means of contestation, community members have, with the aid of civil 

society actors, filed petitions and attempted to enter court cases to prevent the dam and/or 

secure communal land title.437 Cambodian legal organizations and activist lawyers have 

been instrumental in this process. Many of these lawyers and legal organizations are part 

of the regional and international networks of civil society which I discuss. Many of the 

lawyers and legal experts I interviewed had trained outside of Cambodia, some of them in 

Western countries sponsored by programs like Fulbright.438 

Community members have also worked with large conservation organizations and 

smaller environmental organizations to introduce ecotourism in the area.439 The aim is, 

according to an organizer of one project, to show the Cambodian government that the 

region has value outside of the dam and that the community can generate funds in ways 

                                                 
436 My research began in 2014, after the mobilization began. For this section I rely on interviews with 

community members and civil society actors who were involved with the mobilization at the time that it 

began  To supplement this and correct or complete any missing or incorrect information, I reviewed 

documents including media, NGO reports and internal documents, and legal documents provided by 

lawyers working with the community. 
437 Interviews with community members and lawyers working with the community, plus copies of relevant 

documents provided by the lawyers. 
438 According to research participants who had attended law school in Cambodia, passing the bar to become 

a practicing lawyer requires paying a substantial bribe. Very few students who complete law school 

successfully pass the bar. However, the two main Khmer language universities do not have politics or 

international affairs programs. Students interested in careers related to these fields typically study law or 

economics. As a result, a number of the NGO staff I interviewed were law graduates and well versed in the 

law, but not practicing lawyers. 
439 Interviews and observations in Areng. 
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that are also environmentally sustainable.440  On the international scale, community 

members have worked with the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (UNOHCHR) on the process of applying for land title.441  

Community members have also engaged in less institutional forms of protest, 

such as marches and demonstrations. On several occasions they have combined 

institutional and noninstitutional tactics, such as staging a march to the court to deliver a 

petition asking for the release of jailed activists and a community member.442 Community 

members, civil society actors, and monks have used a tree blessing ceremony in Areng 

and neighboring areas, in which trees are wrapped in monk’s robes and ceremonially 

ordained as Buddhist monks.443 This is intended to protect the trees from being illegally 

logged, as loggers are also often Cambodian Buddhists. The tactic, which has been well 

received by community members and in general, was proposed by small environmental 

organization. The idea came from a similar action taken by Thai activists.444 Prior to that, 

it appears to have derived from Hindu anti-logging protest in India.445 

                                                 
440 Interview with NGO leader involved in implementing ecotourism in Areng. 
441

 I helped to facilitate this. I interviewed UNOHCHR staff early on in the research about their work 

generally in Cambodia – the organization was not at that point working in Areng. In a follow up to that 

meeting, UNOHCHR staff expressed that they were interested in learning more about Areng and 

potentially taking it on as a [legal] case. I connected them to one of my organizational partners. 

Subsequently I joined several trainings and meetings, shared aspects of my data with the UNOHCHR staff, 

and passed information between the community and the organization. As Areng does not have mobile 

phone services, sending messages with someone going to or from the community can still be the fastest and 

most accurate way.  
442 Observations at protests in Koh Kong city. 
443 Observations in Areng. See also Radio Free Asia, Cambodian Monks ‘Ordain’ Trees in Anti-Logging 

Effort | Radio Free Asia (RFA), accessed May 22, 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSpHq4D4tRQ. 
444 Personal communication with the co-founder of the organization. 
445 Livia Gershon, “The Tree Huggers Who Saved Indian Forests,” JSTOR Daily, March 27, 2019, 

https://daily.jstor.org/the-tree-huggers-who-saved-indian-forests/. 
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One of the more important and dramatic noninstitutional means of protest was a 

several months long blockade of the Areng road in order to prevent construction of the 

dam.446 In 2014, in response to what community members and civil society actors 

thought was an immediate threat to the community, community members and youth 

activists blocked the road into Areng, preventing construction equipment and workers 

from entering the valley.447 Community members and their supporters staffed the 

roadblock around the clock for nearly six months. In August 2014, I spent five nights 

sleeping at the roadblock and interviewing community members and others at the 

roadblock. 

 The roadblock became a unique space in the mobilization. It became a nexus for 

the diffusion of ideas, concepts, and people into the community and throughout the 

mobilization. Youth activists from Areng interacted with youth activists from Phnom 

Penh and other communities, as well as filmmakers, journalists, and researchers.448 When 

I stayed at the roadblock, I gave informal English lessons and answered questions about 

similar problems and similar mobilizations in the United States and internationally. The 

youth activists also appreciated the roadblock as space outside of their parents’ control 

where they could experiment with being independent.449 The roadblock was conceived, in 

part, by a youth activist group led in part by a European national with extensive 

                                                 
446 While community members and activists refer to it as “the roadblock” in English and Khmer, 

checkpoint might be a more accurate term for the encampment 
447 “Construction of Areng Dam Continues Despite Natives Protests,” Planet Experts, October 20, 2014, 

http://www.planetexperts.com/construction-areng-dam-continues-despite-natives-protests/; Kalyanee Mam, 

Fight for Areng Valley (Mother Jones, 2014), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cfBXcNfuRfM. 
448 Observations at the Areng roadblock, 2014. 
449 Interviews with youth who participated in the Areng roadblock 
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experience in450 Southeast Asia.451  In September 2014, police forces dismantled the 

roadblock and arrested several activists.452 Eventually, four men faced lengthy jail terms 

for different protests in the province. Community members and supporters engaged in 

several demonstrations against the jail sentences for the men.453 

Many of the participants in the social mobilization in Areng Valley are women.454 

At meetings in the community, women make up at least half and often more than half of 

the group. At demonstrations outside of the community, the proportion is even higher, 

with women making up the majority of the group. There are several reasons for this. One 

is that, as was discussed in Chapter Two and will be demonstrated in Chapter Five, 

women are impacted differently by eviction than men. Women in Areng Valley rely on 

the close network of friends and relatives in the community to support their daily 

household and productive activities.455 Women in Areng are also less likely to migrate for 

work or to engage in wage labor than men, though rates of migration and wage labor are 

increasing for both women and men.456 Women thus may have more reason to resist 

forced eviction, as other economic opportunities are less open to them. The fact that 

women do not engage in wage labor also gives them more flexibility with their schedules, 

                                                 
450 Pang Vichea, “Koh Kong crackdown,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, September 3, 2015, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/koh-kong-crackdown 
451 Interviews with founder and current and former staff of the organization. 
452 “Cambodian Police Detain Activists Against China Dam Project,” Radio Free Asia, accessed March 5, 

2019, https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/roadblock-09152014185206.html; Pang Vichea, 

“Another Areng activist arrested,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, October 8, 2015, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/another-areng-activist-arrested. 
453 Observations at demonstrations in Koh Kong.  
454 Observations at meetings and demonstrations. I did not seek to quantify this in any way, but at all public 

events and demonstrations related to the dam which I attended with community members, women made up 

approximately half or more of the group. 
455 Observations and interviews in Areng. 
456 Interviews in Areng 
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especially in the dry season, when they are less busy with farming, which is also the 

season that men who migrate for work are most likely to do.457 Several of the women 

engaged in the mobilization in Areng are widowed heads of household, which means they 

have different reasons to resist eviction and different availability to engage in activities 

and protests.458  

Women’s participation in the mobilization is notable because, though women can 

and do participate actively in civil society and political and associational life in 

Cambodia, there is a narrative which discounts or discourages this activity and cultural 

norms which discourage it.459 In Areng, women of all ages are active participants and 

even leaders in the mobilizations against the dam.460 The experiences of these women are 

discussed in the chapters below, particularly Chapter Six.  

Areng Valley has also emerged as a youth issue in Cambodia. One of the 

organizations most involved in the community is one of the country’s largest and most 

active youth networks.461 The organization have arranged multiple trips for urban youth 

to Areng to educate them on the community and the ecology and natural beauty of the 

area.462 Several other youth organizations have organized similar trips on smaller scales. 

Youth from Areng have also emerged as leaders in the mobilization.463 Several of these 

                                                 
457 Interviews in Areng.  
458 Interviews with women in Areng.  
459 See the chbab srey, or rules for girls, discussed in Chapters Two and Five. Joshua Wilwohl, “There Is 

No Place for ‘Chbab Srey’ in Cambodian Schools,” The Cambodia Daily, June 9, 2015, 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/%c2%adthere-is-no-place-for-chbab-srey-in-cambodian-schools-

85230/. 
460 Observations and interview in Areng. 
461 This organization was on of my partner organizations for the research 
462 Interviews with organizations staff and youth who took part in these trips.  
463 Observations and interview with Areng youth. 
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youth leaders have studied in Phnom Penh, sponsored by the same youth network.464 As 

with women, there are cultural norms which indicate that they should be respectful of 

elders, quiet, and focused on their future – school, marriage, and work or career.465 For 

youth in Areng Valley, engaging with the mobilization has allowed them to step outside 

of their traditional roles in the community and to engage with their peers in Phnom 

Penh.466 

 The social mobilization in Areng is unique in Cambodia in that it has been 

successful, thus far. In February 2017, the Cambodian Council of Ministers declared that 

the Areng dam project was on-hold “indefinitely.”467 They are the first community in 

Cambodia that has successfully waged a campaign against a dam. The community 

demonstrates a potential way forward for other communities threatened by dams or other 

development projects that would result in forced displacement. 

One of the key findings of the research was that civil society plays an important 

role in generating and sustaining social mobilization, and likely in the success of the 

mobilization in both communities. Over the course of the research, many community 

members reported that they either were unaware of the dam or unaware of the possibility 

to resist the dam until they were educated by a civil society actor or a friend or family 

                                                 
464 Interviews with Areng youth studying in Phnom Penh.  
465 Interviews with youth from Areng.  
466 Observations and interviews with Areng youth.  
467 “Cambodia’s Environment: Good News in Areng Valley? | The Diplomat,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://thediplomat.com/2014/11/cambodias-environment-good-news-in-areng-valley/; “Cambodia 

Suspends China Dam Project to Silence Opposition | The Diplomat,” accessed March 9, 2019, 

https://thediplomat.com/2015/02/cambodia-suspends-china-dam-project-to-silence-opposition/; Zsombor 

Peter, “NGO Wary of Promise to Cancel Hydropower Dam Project,” The Cambodia Daily, March 15, 

2017, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/ngo-wary-of-promise-to-cancel-hydropower-dam-project-

126565/. 
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members who had been active with civil sociiety.  Others related that civil society actors 

provided support – material and less tangible – which helped them to remain engaged in 

the mobilization despite costs and challenges. Chapter Seven, below, explores the 

network of civil society engaged in the two communities and working on issues of forced 

eviction and related issues in Cambodia. I examine the network at three different levels: 

transnational and largely Western/Northern, region and largely Southern, and locally 

within Cambodia. There are not concrete or clearly defined categories, nor are they used 

by the civil society actors themselves. Rather, they are broad and flexible categories 

which I have applied to help me understand and explain this mobilization. In Chapter 

Seven, I explore the different role of civil society, particularly diffusion of concepts and 

individuals, and the effect this is having on the mobilization.  

Different organizations have been involved with the community and the 

mobilization in different ways, based on the organizations’ expertise and positioning in 

the network. At the transnational level, large international organizations have been 

involved at similarly international level. The UNOHCRH , for example, has been 

working with the community to begin the process of applying for communal land title.468 

In Chapter Seven I relate that community members have rejected or offered pushback to 

concepts which have diffused from this level, particularly the model of universal human 

rights that UN bodies like UNOHCHR and other international human rights bodies use as 

the foundation of their work. Community members resist these concepts, I argue, because 

they do not seem relevant, useful, or attainable given the context.  

                                                 
468 Interviews with UNOHCHR staff and observations at meetings in Areng.  



158 

 

The transnational and Northern level also includes large conservation 

organizations which have been active in Areng for many years, pre-dating the dam 

issue.469 These organizations engaged in a variety of activities, including funding schools, 

organizing and funding road construction, and other community development projects.470 

These projects provided needed services and infrastructure, as well as income for 

community members.471 Conservation organizations also funded community forestry 

patrols.472 More controversially, they work with the Cambodian Forestry Police to do 

patrols in the forests to combat illegal logging and poaching. Community members allege 

that these patrols target local residents who log on a small scale while ignoring and even 

aiding larger-scale logging and poaching done by outsiders.473 This relates to the culture 

of corruption discussed in the first section of this chapter. Several of the conservation’s 

organizations have been implicated in abuses of community members, including burning 

a temporary phteah chamkar, or field house, and the arrest of a community members for 

forestry crimes.474 Many community members perceived the arrest to be unjust and 

punishment for the man’s activism against the dam.  Because of these factors, there have 

been tensions between the conservation organizations and community members. As a 

result, smaller human rights and environmental organizations have been working more 

closely with the communities since the dam issue arose.475 

                                                 
469 Interviews with conservation organization staff and community members.  
470 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff.  
471 Interviews with community members who had been involved with these projects.  
472 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff. 
473 Interviews with community members in Areng.  
474 Interviews with community members.  
475 Observations with NGOs and interviews with NGO staff.  
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These organizations have local staff, but they are headquartered in the West and 

leadership in Cambodia is largely Western.476 The model of conservation they use as well 

as the model for their organizations is a product of the West, including a “deep ecology” 

view.477 This model typically seeks to set aside portions of forest for conservation, 

including prohibiting local populations from using forest products for their own use or 

clearing forest land. Local Cambodian environmental and related organizations challenge 

this model and typically espouse a model of conservation that includes local populations 

and activities like ecotourism.478 The large conservation organizations have been opposed 

to the dam and conservation organizations have been active in efforts to oppose the 

dam.479 However, because they work closely with the Cambodian government to 

accomplish their work, particularly the joint work with the forestry police, these 

organization typically do not take a strong stance that is against the government trying to 

work with the government instead.  

Large and mid-sized Cambodian organizations with regional links have been 

active in the community since the dam conflict began.480 These organizations have been 

engaged in capacity-building with community members, including trainings on advocacy 

and law and providing material support.481 Several organizations have also provided legal 

support and represented the community in court. These organizations have a presence in 

                                                 
476 Interviews with staff of conservation organizations and review of publicly available documents. 
477 Interviews with Western and Cambodian conservation organization staff and experts.  
478 Interviews with Cambodian staff at small environmental organizations and Cambodian environmental 

activists.  
479 Yeophantong, “Cambodia’s Environment: Good News in Areng Valley?” 
480 Interviews with NGO staff and community members. 
481 Interviews with NGO staff members and community members and observations with organizations.  



160 

 

the community, but because they rely on national staff in Phnom Penh they are in the 

community only sporadically and often rely on the smaller organizations for information 

coming from the community.  

On a local, Cambodian level, smaller Cambodian NGOs, including 

environmental, youth, and human rights organizations, have been most closely engaged 

with the social mobilization in Areng.482 These organizations have organized exchanges 

and study trips for community members to visit similar communities or to study in 

Phnom Penh.483 As discussed in Chapters Six and Seven, these exchanges have played a 

role in community members’ development of new political consciousness and agency. 

These organizations have also been the source for the more intense and less institutional 

tactics and forms of contestation used by community members, such as the roadblock 

discussed below.484 The staff of these organizations are largely or entirely Cambodian. 

Many of the leaders have been educated or participated in training outside of the country, 

but generally in the South, not the North/West, with a few exceptions.485 I argue in this 

dissertation that the ideas, concepts, and tactics which they engage in are products of 

these Southern, regional networks of civil society.  

In addition to the organizations discussed here, a number of individual activists, 

filmmakers, and researchers including me, were active in Areng and engaged with the 

mobilization. Some of us are international, some local to Cambodia, and some hybrid, 

such as a Cambodian American filmmaker living in Areng. These individuals often 

                                                 
482 Interviews with NGO staff members and community members and observations with organizations. 
483 Interviews with NGO staff members and community members who attended the trips. 
484 Interviews with NGO staff members 
485 Interviews with organization staff.  
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functioned as links between the different levels of the networks.486 Because we spent 

extended time in the community, living with local families, as opposed to NGO staff who 

often stayed in community building or the pagoda, we often had more day-to-day contact 

with community members than NGO staff.487 In the case of international actors like 

myself, we also had access to the international of the network and were able to pass 

information, make introductions, and foster relationships. Via my own research and 

personal network, I was able to introduce NGO staff working with the Areng community 

to staff at the US and European Union embassies, US State Department and USAID, and 

UNOHCHR. In several instances, this resulted in the organizations forming lasting 

relationships and Cambodian organizations receiving funding, technical assistance, or 

other benefits.  

 

Boeung Kak Lake 

  

In this section I introduce Boeung Kak Lake, the urban community I studied. I 

begin with the history and geography of the neighborhood, which transitioned from being 

less-valuable urban periphery to valuable city-center over a few decades. I then discuss 

livelihoods in the neighborhood, which are often related to the informal economy. As 

with Areng, community members resist eviction and relocation largely on the grounds of 

                                                 
486 Interviews with activists, filmmakers, and researchers and observations of the network of civil society. 
487 Interviews with activists, filmmakers, and researchers and observations in Areng. 
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the threat it poses to their livelihoods and economic stability. I then introduce the lease of 

the neighborhood and the resulting conflict and social mobilization. 

 

History and Geography 

 Prior to 2007, Boeung Kak was the largest lake in Phnom Penh.488 The lake and 

the neighborhood around it comprised 133 ha, situated in the north of Phnom Penh.489 

Previously, Boeung Kak was somewhat on the city margins. Phnom Penh has expanded 

and developed rapidly.490 Land prices have increased dramatically.491 Previously 

undesirable land, including low income neighborhoods like Boeung Kak, Borei Keila, 

and the White Building, have become potentially valuable urban properties.492 

The Democratic Kampuchea regime displaced virtually the entire population of 

Phnom Penh, along with the bulk of the population of the country at the time.493 When 

the conflict ended, people returned to the city or migrated there from the urban areas, 

seeking a better life.494 The DK regime abolished private property and destroyed the 

                                                 
488 Boeung means “lake”, thus Boeung Kak is Kak Lake. In English, people often refer to the neighborhood 

as Boeung Kak Lake, while simply saying Boeung Kak in Khmer. I will use both.  
489 See map in the appendix 
490 “Cambodia, World Bank, accessed March 10, 2019, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/cambodia. 
491 Pang Vichea, “Land prices on the rise in capital’s Dangkor,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, June 14, 2018, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/post-property/land-prices-rise-capitals-dangkor; “Land Prices Rise 

Sharply in Three Phnom Penh Districts,” accessed March 10, 2019, https://www.construction-

property.com/read-news-1650/; Pang Vichea, “Phnom Penh’s land prices rise, led by fast-developing Sen 

Sok district,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, February 21, 2019, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/post-

property/phnom-penhs-land-prices-rise-led-fast-developing-sen-sok-district; “Chinese Money Is Driving 

One of Asia’s Fastest Property Booms,” September 10, 2018, 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2018-09-10/chinese-money-is-driving-a-property-boom-in-

cambodia. 
492 Interviews with community residents and observations in Phnom Penh.  
493 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992, 256; Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. 
494 Interviews with community members. See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. 
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tenure system.495 The subsequent Vietnamese administration continued this.496 However, 

as the conflict settled, displaced people began to return to migrate to the city. Initially 

there was ample urban space, and little competition for space.497 Migrants and returnees 

to the city settled where they found space, as squatters. Many community members in 

Boeung Kak arrived in the community at this point.498 The resettlement process 

accelerated in 1993, when Prime Minister Hun Sen issued his invitation for displaced 

people to (re)settle.499 Informal tenure, it should be noted, does not mean no tenure. Many 

Boeung Kak residents had some tenure documentation, which can be used to secure soft 

title.500 This included family books, which are common among even urban poor 

populations.501 Community members who remember their displacement and this 

invitation to return frame it as having received a personal invitation from the Prime 

Minister.502 They cite this as one reason they refuse to leave. 

 

                                                 
495 Chandler, A History of Cambodia, 1992, 255; Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 234. 
496 Rabe, “From ‘Squatters’ to Citizens? Slum Dwellers, Developers, Land Sharing and Power in Phnom 

Penh, Cambodia.” 
497 Rabe. 
498 Interviews with community members. See also: Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. 
499 Natalia Scurrah and Philip Hirsch, “The Political Economy of Land Governance in Cambodia” (Mekong 

Region Land Governance, 2015), 3; Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. 
500 Interviews with current and former Boeung Kak residents and focus group conducted for “Promises 

Kept.” 
501 A family book is the most basic form of identification available in Cambodia. It documents the address 

of the family and names and birthdates of family members. Marriages, new births, and other events are 

recorded in the book. A family book can be used to secure other forms of identification as well as tenure 

documents.  
502 Interviews with Boeung Kak residents.  
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Livelihoods  

 The informal economy is key for many community members’ livelihoods in the 

community.503 Prior to the evictions and filling of the lake, many community members 

supported themselves via the low-budget, backpacker tourist trade for which the 

neighborhood was known.504 This included renting out rooms to long-term expats and a 

host of small informal businesses, such as laundries, restaurants, and small shops selling 

tickets and other travel services.505 The neighborhood also had a reputation for sex work 

and the drug trade, which tend to go hand-in-hand with tourism in Cambodia.506 

Prior to the filling of the lake, many residents relied on the lake or their garden 

plots for important added food as well as for income.507 Some harvested morning glory 

for sale or caught fish or snails for their own consumption.508 Others kept chickens and 

had small garden plots or fruit trees that supplemented their diets and occasionally 

incomes. Cambodia is notoriously protein-deficient, and these foraged foods are an 

important dietary supplement for poorer Cambodians.509 Other community residents with 

larger plots grew small gardens or raised chickens for sale and personal consumption.  

Currently, as the conflict, evictions, and filling of the lake have destroyed the 

ability of community members to collect wild foods and have negatively affected 

tourism, some community members have switched to jobs more focused on the local 

                                                 
503 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak.  
504 Interviews with community members. See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. 
505 Interviews with Boeung Kak residents.  
506 Interviews with community members.   
507 Interviews with Boeung Kak residents.  
508 Interviews with community members. See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 233. r 
509 “Cambodia Falls Short of Early Childhood Nutrition Goals – Population Reference Bureau,” accessed 

March 10, 2019, https://www.prb.org/cambodiafallsshortofearlychildhoodnutritiongoals/. 
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community.510 Common businesses include small shops selling cold drinks, snacks, and 

household goods; vegetables and fruits that people vend from their homes, on mobile 

carts, or carry by hand; coffee and noodle shops; and doing sewing piecework from home 

for manufacturers, mostly of counterfeit goods produced for local markets.511 The 

network of the informal economy in the community is one reason people resist evictions.  

The informal economy relies on the dense ties in a neighborhood, and thus community 

members resist eviction because it would disrupt the network of the neighborhood, thus 

the informal economy, and thus threaten their livelihoods.512 Workers in the informal 

sector also tend to be more precarious than formal sector workers and, as a result, are 

more vulnerable to economic shocks.513 Informal sector workers are not covered by the 

National Social Security Fund, which provides funds when workers are ill, injured, or 

forced to retire.514 As such, workers in the informal sector are more vulnerable to 

economic shocks and resist eviction because of the possibility of loss of work and income 

as a result.515 

 As in Areng, urban evictions are gendered and women are affected differently by 

forced eviction than men. Women share childcare and other resources, which allow them 

                                                 
510 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak.  
511 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak. 
512 This is discussed in Chapter Five 
513 Interviews in Boeung Kak and unpublished research conducted with ACILS, 2016. 
514 Research I conducted with the American Center for International Labor Solidarity/Solidarity Center and 

Independent Democracy of Informal Economy Associations (IDEA) on informal sector workers and need 

for NSSF coverage.  
515 The informal sector itself can be a mobilizing structure. While the informal sector, particularly in 

Boeung Kak, was important for the research, I did not set out to study the informal sector itself. This is an 

avenue for future research and I am currently working on a proposal for a post-doctoral project on tenure 

insecurity and informal sector and migrating workers. 
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to work and take care of their families.516 My key informants included two sets of sisters 

who cared for each other’s children so that they could both be engaged with the social 

mobilization and keep up with family responsibilities. A number of the women most 

engaged with the social mobilization in the community are divorced or separated, which 

they attribute to their having stepped outside of their traditional roles and to the conflict 

in general.517 These women in particular rely on their family members and neighbors for 

support.  

 

The Lease 

 In 2001, the Cambodian government established a Land Law, which established 

the means by which Cambodians could demonstrate tenure and apply for title, as well as 

categorized types of land.518 Under the law, Boeung Kak was classified as state public 

property. This classification was, at least in part, due to the lake and the seasonal flooding 

the neighborhood experienced. Under the 2001 law, land which is covered by water, even 

seasonally, is state property and state public property unless converted to another use. 

The law allows for state public property to be converted to state private property if it is 

not serving the public interest. State private land can be leased. At the time that the law 

was drafted, these leases were limited to 15 years. In 2007, this was expanded to 99 

years. The 99- year leases are controversial. Critics, including civil society leaders and 

                                                 
516 Interviews and observations with women in Boeung Kak. 
517 Interviews and observations with women in Boeung Kak. 
518 For this section, I rely primarily on an extended interview with an anonymous Cambodian legal scholar, 

who also provided translations of some of the relevant laws in English and other documents. I am grateful 

for this contribution to the research. Additionally, an unofficial translation of the law was released by the 

government and I have consulted and cited that.  
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community members interviewed for this research, assert that the length, beyond a human 

life span, amounts to a sale, rather than a lease. The anonymous colleague I interviewed 

for this section described the 99-year leases as “opposite the law,” in that they allowed 

for de facto private ownership of public land, which the law was written to prevent.  

  In February 2007, the municipality of Phnom Penh leased 133 ha of Boeung Kak 

neighborhood, including 90 ha of the lake itself, to Shukaku Inc.519 Shukaku is owned by 

Cambodian Senator Lao Meng Kinh, who, with his wife, control companies which hold 

7% of the country’s total land in concessions and leases, including the Boeung Kak 

lease.520 There are legal objections to the lease. Boeung Kak was reclassified as state 

public land in 2008, after the lease was granted to Shukaku. 521This, my Cambodian legal 

informant asserted, meant that the initial lease was contrary to the law, as the conversion 

was done after the fact.522  

 Community members also challenged the lease and the evictions on the grounds 

that they had been in the process of applying for title, which community members and 

their supporters allege they are entitled to under the 2001 Land Law.523 The law stipulates 

that people living on land peacefully and uncontested prior to 2001 had the right to apply 

for title.524 When the lease was announced, some community members were in the 

                                                 
519 Interviews with community members and civil society leaders. See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty 

Mekong, 233 
520 Megha Bahree, “In Cambodia, A Close Friendship With The PM Leads To Vast Wealth For One Power 

Couple,” Forbes, accessed November 29, 2018, 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/meghabahree/2014/09/24/who-you-know-inc-in-cambodia-a-close-

friendship-with-the-pm-leads-to-vast-wealth-for-one-power-couple/. 
521 Interview with a Cambodian legal expert. 
522 Interview with a Cambodian legal expert. See also Eyler, 238. 
523 Interviews with community members and civil society actors.  
524 Interview with a Cambodian legal expert and Sar, 2001 Cambodian Land Law (unofficial translation).. 

See also Eyler, 237. 
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process of applying for title, under the World Bank funded Land Management and 

Registration Program (LMAP).525 Others began the process after hearing of the potential 

evictions.526 Residents’ claims were rejected.527 The legal scholar I interviewed for this 

section asserts that this rejection was in keeping with the law; because community 

members were residing on land which has been legally classified as state public land, 

which was not eligible for private ownership. He considered the lease itself to be illegal, 

but not the rejection of title applications. Nonetheless, residents and their supporters used 

the World Bank’s involvement in the titling process as leverage in their claims against the 

Bank and the Cambodian government.528  

 The plan was for the entire 133 ha of the lake and surrounding neighborhood, nine 

villages, to be developed.529 This would result in the eviction of around 4,000 

households.530  Some evictions began almost immediately after the lease in 2007, 

beginning with ethnic/linguistic Vietnamese people living on boats on the lake.531 These 

people are not Cambodian citizens, despite never having lived outside the country.532 The 

majority of evictions began in August 2008, when Shukaku started 

                                                 
525 Interviews with community members. See also Eyler, 237. 
526 Eyler, 237. 
527 Eyler, 237. 
528 Interviews with community members and civil society actors.  
529 Interviews with community members and NGO staff.  
530 Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 232. 
531 Interviews with NGO staff familiar with the evictions.  
532 Laura Villadiego, “Hope Floats: Cambodia’s Ethnic Vietnamese Forced to Live on the Water,” South 

China Morning Post, September 14, 2014, https://www.scmp.com/magazines/post-

magazine/article/1592212/hope-floats. 
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 pumping sand to fill the lake for development.533 Community members recall seeing 

large pipes being installed but assumed they would be used for water or drainage.534 

Instead, the pipes were used to pump sand into the lake to fill it.535 This created a slurry 

of sand and water which flooded and damaged homes.536 Many community members fled 

at this point, taking only what they could carry.537 One civil society organization became 

involved upon being informed that the displaced residents were homeless, lacking a way 

to even cook rice to feed themselves.538   

 Several different compensation packages were offered, depending on the size of 

people’s homes, when they sought compensation, and other factors. The maib package 

was $8,500 and either a house in the relocation community, Borei Santipheap II, or an 

apartment closer to the city center.539  The $8,000 was compensation for their homes and 

$500 was for relocation costs.540 The amount was not adequate, community members told 

me. Houses remaining in the community have subsequently become valuable – two 

research participants told me that their homes had been valued at $100,000 and $50,000. 

The higher figure is likely exaggerated, but it is clear that the compensation rate was far 

too low. Community members who could not prove legal tenure were offered smaller 

                                                 
533 Pang Vichea, “Boeung Kak: A Disastrous Decade,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, February 3, 2017, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-post-depth-politics/boeung-kak-disastrous-decade; “Cambodia 

Lake Battle: How Boeung Kak Became a Puddle - BBC News,” accessed March 10, 2019, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/business-14488100. 
534 Interviews with community members.  
535 Interviews with community members. 
536 “Cambodia Lake Battle: How Boeung Kak Became a Puddle - BBC News.” 
537 Interviews with community members.  
538 Interview with an NGO staff member present at the time. 
539 Interviews with community members in Boeung Kak and who had been relocated, as well as NGO staff. 

See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 138–39. 
540 Interviews with NGO staff familiar with the compensation plans and community members.  
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compensation packages, if anything.541 Community member report that due to corruption, 

the amount of cash many people received was lower than had been promised.542 One man 

told me he was offered only $500 compensation for his home, which was among the first 

damaged in the pumping.  

 Community members resisted relocation for several reasons. One of the primary 

objection community members had the distance of Borei Santipheap II from Boeung Kak 

– nearly 20 km, including a busy highway.543 This distance created several problems. 

Community members who had worked in or near Boeung Kak risked losing their 

incomes if they relocated.544 As noted above, many people worked in the informal 

economy and many families’ everyday economic activities and survival relied on the 

informal economy and dense network in the neighborhood. Displacement threatened this. 

I found high levels of both debt and migration for those who were evicted to Borei 

Santipheap II.545  

Borei Santipheap II was also far from services, including medical services. Older, 

ill, and disabled evictees argued that their evictions would literally kill them, and 

unfortunately, my data agreed with this. Cambodia has a relatively high instance of 

HIV/AIDS.546 Boeung Kak may have had an even higher concentration than other urban 

neighborhoods because of its proximity to Calamette, a major hospital. Something 

                                                 
541 Interviews with community members. 
542 Interviews with community members. 
543 Interviews with community members and observations in Phnom Penh.  
544 Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 138–39. 
545 Interviews in Borei Santipheap II. See also Eyler, 242, who finds that unemployment doubled in the 

community post-evictions. 
546 “Cambodia” (UNAIDS, 2017), https://www.unaids.org/en/regionscountries/countries/cambodia. 
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resembling a medical campus has grown up around the hospital.  People who needed 

regular medical treatment, such as those living with HIV/AIDs and other chronic 

conditions, tend to cluster in neighborhoods around the hospitals.547 One older woman 

living with AIDS in Borei Santipheap II told me that she was not always able to travel to 

the free clinic in Phnom Penh for her medicine since her relocation, and sometimes went 

without it.548 In another family, a grandfather with a serious disability resulting from a car 

accident spent his days lying on a bare tile floor, unable to speak or stand by himself. The 

family desperately wanted to provide him treatment, but they had already taken out a loan 

to pay for his initial hospitalization. They were unable to pay it back. When I met the 

family, one of the daughters had gone to work in a garment factory. Her mother struggled 

to care for her disabled husband and her infant granddaughter in an unfurnished two-

room house that the government provided her in compensation for her home in Boeung 

Kak. The house lacked a toilet and indoor kitchen. The woman attributed her 

granddaughter’s runny nose and general por health on smoke from cooking indoors over 

charcoal and from the lack of sanitary facilities.  

In addition to the low compensation rates and the distance of the relocation site, 

community members resisted the evictions because of the negative economic and 

material impact. Again, many community members work or worked in the informal 

sector. Some ran businesses from their homes. Others relied on the close ties and family 

                                                 
547 Observations in Phnom Penh and conversations with civil society actors.  
548 She was presumably referring to the free antiretroviral medications the Cambodian government provides 

to patients. 
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networks in the neighborhood, which allowed them to balance family and work duties. 

Thus, they resisted the eviction on material grounds.  

 

The Social Mobilization  

 Community members in Boeung Kak learned about the lease and potential 

evictions shortly after the lease in 2007.549 Community members in Boeung Kak Lake 

often related that they learned about the evictions from civil society actors, particularly 

staff of a human rights organization that had been working in the community before the 

development began.550 Again, as with in Areng, engagement with civil society appears to 

be key for getting and keeping people engaged in the social mobilization and in protest 

around Boeung Kak. In this section, I discuss the social mobilization against evictions in 

Boeung Kak and the network of civil society which supported that mobilization. As with 

in Areng, there was at least one NGO already working in Boeung Kak prior to the 

evictions – the small Cambodian human rights organization mentioned earlier. The 

organization was itself threated by the evictions.551 The organization quickly shifted 

focus to work on the evictions.  

 Supported by the network of civil society organizations and actors discussed 

below, community members in Boeung Kak have used a variety of institutional and 

                                                 
549 Interviews with community members.  
550 Interviews with community members. 
551 Interviews with NGO staff. The staff I interviewed were not working with the organization at the time of 

the evictions but were familiar with the organization’s history. The staff who were working at the 

organization at the time of the evictions had changed jobs, and I was unable to contact them to request 

interviews.  
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noninstitutional tactics to resist their eviction.552 On the more institutional side, 

community members have submitted petitions to government bodies and entered court 

cases.553 Larger Cambodian human rights and legal organizations have supported the 

community in this, including many of the same organizations working with the Areng 

community.554 Boeung Kak residents have also combined institutional and 

noninstitutional tactics, staging marches to deliver petitions to the court, for example.555  

Community members have also engaged in noninstitutional tactics directed at a 

variety of entities.556 Some of this has been nonconfrontational and both derived from and 

suited to the local context; for example, community members meditated at Wat Phnom, 

the pagoda that shares its name with Phnom Penh.557 This demonstration was violently 

dispersed by police. Two older women were injured as a result, which generated 

sympathy for the community and the demonstrators.558  

Community members have used more theatrical and confrontational tactics in 

their resistance, as well. These tactics have been derived from Western organizations and 

Western contexts and have not always been well received by community members, even 

those who engaged in them.559 In Chapter Seven, I discuss two instances in which a 

Cambodian NGO staff member encouraged community members to engage in tactics 

                                                 
552 Interviews with community members and NGO staff. 
553 Interviews with community members and NGO staff. 
554 Interviews and observations with legal organizations.  
555 Observations at demonstrations.  
556 Sok Sidon, “Lake Protest Turns Violent as Residents Block Road,” The Cambodia Daily, November 29, 

2011, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/lake-protest-turns-violent-as-residents-block-road-55061/. 
557 Interviews with community members. See also Simon Marks and Kevin Doyle, “Violent Mob, Police 

Attack Peaceful Protesters,” The Cambodia Daily, September 23, 2013, 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/violent-mob-police-attack-peaceful-protesters-42892/. 
558 Interview with one of the women and relatives of the other.  
559 Interviews with community members and NGO staff.  
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involving food waste. In one instance they threw eggs at the World Bank.560 In another, 

they dumped bags of rice that had been damaged by flooding in front of a government 

building. In both instances, the idea for the tactic came from the West, the staff member 

informed me.561 Community members expressed regret or disapproval of the tactics when 

I asked them about it later.562 Several were upset by the waste of food, and others were 

simply concerned that the protest would be perceived negatively because of the waste of 

food, which is fairly taboo in Cambodia.563 In addition to tactics, people are also 

diffusing via the network. One of the trainers now working with the human rights 

organization mentioned above is a Thai citizen who previously worked in the Philippines. 

Currently he splits his time between Thailand and Phnom Penh – his partner and young 

son live in Boeung Kak with her mother – and all were research participants.564  

 Eviction in Boeung Kak is a gendered issue and women form the majority of the 

mobilization, to the point that the Boeung Kak evictions have been framed as a women’s 

issue by organizations working with the community as well as by academics.565 One 

reason for the high rate of women’s participation in the mobilization in Boeung Kak is 

                                                 
560 Interviews with community members and NGO staff. See also Bun Sengkong, “Boeung Kak Protesters 

Pelt World Bank Office with Eggs,” Phnom Penh Post, February 2, 2016, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/boeung-kak-protesters-pelt-world-bank-office-eggs. 
561 Interview with the staff member. 
562 Interviews with community members.  
563 The country suffered a famine during the Angkar era, so many Cambodian remember starving. Wasting 

food is thus, understandably, frowned on.  
564 The baby had nothing to say in the research, but he was a frequent and active participant in our 

conversations. 
565 “Women on the Frontlines of Cambodia Land Fight,” VOA, June 23, 2017, 

https://www.voanews.com/a/women-frontlines-cambodia-land-fight/3914103.html; Katherine Brickell, 

“Cambodia’s Women Activists Are Redefining the Housewife | Katherine Brickell,” The Guardian, April 

2, 2013, sec. Opinion, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/apr/02/cambodia-activists-

housewife; Colleen McGinn, “‘Every Day Is Difficult for My Body and My Heart.’ Forced Evictions in 

Phnom Penh, Cambodia: Women’s Narratives of Risk and Resilience” (Ph.D., Columbia University, 2013), 

http://search.proquest.com/pqdtglobal/docview/1465059945/abstract/820A0D575E294A64PQ/46. 
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that many female residents in the community run small businesses in or near their 

homes.566 This is in contrast to men who are more likely to work outside of the home, for 

example, as drivers.567 Because of this some women in the community have more reason 

to resist eviction due to the potential loss of income. Working from home also gives 

women the flexibility to attend demonstrations and other events, again in contrast to men 

who may work more regular hours.568 Norms around gender roles are changing in 

Cambodia and traditional norms are less rigid in urban areas compared to rural, but there 

is still a strong tradition and narrative that women are and should be quiet, submissive, 

and focused on their family and home.569 Female research participants strongly refute this 

narrative and celebrate their activism. 

Some organizations have also framed the mobilization in Boeung Kak as a 

women’s issue because women are perceived as being less violent than men.570 NGO 

staff told me that women were less likely to use violence and police forces were less 

likely to respond to women with violence than to men. Also, several NGO staff members 

asserted, when police did use violence against female demonstrators it generated more 

sympathy for the women. A few youth organizations have been involved in Boeung Kak, 

including the large youth network discussed at the end of the section on Areng Valley.571 

                                                 
566 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak.  
567 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak.  
568 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak and at demonstrations and meetings.   
569 Joshua Wilwohl, “There Is No Place for ‘Chbab Srey’ in Cambodian Schools,” The Cambodia Daily, 

June 9, 2015, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/%c2%adthere-is-no-place-for-chbab-srey-in-

cambodian-schools-85230/. 
570 Interviews with NGO staff.  
571 Observations with NGOs and in Boeung Kak 
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Boeung Kak has not, however emerged as a youth movement. It is a movement of 

primarily older adult women.  

The mobilization in Boeung Kak against evictions was semi-successful. The 

original plan was for around 4,200 households to be evicted.572 After prolonged 

contestation, around 1,000 families successfully fought the evictions and more than 600 

received land titles.573 Community members remaining in the neighborhood do not feel 

secure, however.574 There is pressure on them to sell and relocate, to allow development 

of the entire area. Some families have given in and sold, leaving vacant buildings and 

lots. Remaining residents fear the empty spaces will attract criminals and drug users.575 

Some see the vacant lots as a deliberate strategy by the corporation to encourage those 

remaining to relocate on their own.   

 As in Areng Valley, the social mobilization in Boeung Kak Lake has been 

involved with civil society at different levels, from the international to the local 

Cambodian. As discussed previously, the World Bank was funding and administering a 

land titling project in Cambodia when the Boeung Kak evictions began.576 Because of 

this, community members appealed to the World Bank for support in their resistance to 

eviction. The community has directed several actions toward large international 

organizations, including the Bank, the United States Embassy, and the European 

                                                 
572 Interviews with NGO staff and Cambodian legal expert.  
573 Interviews with community members. See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 242. 
574 Interviews with community members.  
575 Interviews with community members. 
576 Interviews with NGO staff. See also  Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 237. 
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Union.577 They have also been engaged with large transnational civil society 

organizations.578 This includes aid organizations and UN bodies, including UNOHCHR.  

 While the mobilization has been engaged with transnational and international civil 

society, mid-size and smaller Cambodian NGOs have been far more active in Boeung 

Kak than transnational organizations. These organizations have worked closely with the 

community providing support and capacity-building.579 This includes material support 

such as meetings spaces, materials, and per diems to off-set transportation costs to 

meetings and events. Community members describe this support as being instrumental 

for sustaining their engagement with the mobilization, because community members 

lacked these resources.580  

Legal organizations have supported the community in their legal cases against 

eviction, for compensation, or defending those who have been charged with crimes.581 

Community members generally regard these charges to be false and as retaliation for 

their collective action.582 Organizations have sponsored study and exchange trips, 

including to Areng Valley and to Thailand, for community members.583 These trips and 

other networking opportunities are important for building solidarity and also play a role 

in the development of new political consciousness and agency discussed in Chapter Six.  

                                                 
577 Interviews with NGO staff and community members and observations at demonstrations.  
578 Interviews with NGO staff and community members and observations with NGOs.  
579 Interviews with organization staff and observations with organizations.  
580 Interviews with community members.  
581 Interviews with organization staff and community members.  
582 Interviews with community members. 
583 Interviews with organization staff and community members. 
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The social mobilization in Boeung Kak has benefitted from the density of Phnom 

Penh. Community members are able to easily network with other urban poor 

communities facing forced eviction and abusive development in the city. For several 

years, a group of NGOs has sponsored regular meetings of up to 100 community 

members from dozens of communities around Phnom Penh which are faced or threatened 

with eviction.584  

Small local organizations support the communities in networking and also work 

closely with the community on a regular basis.585 As noted at the start of the section, one 

small human rights organization was active in the community prior to the evictions. The 

organization was also affected by the evictions, and thus switched focus quickly to 

organize community members against the evictions. The organization subsequently 

became a leader in anti-eviction and urban issues work, particularly community 

organizing.586 The model they use comes from a Thai slum activist who was trained in a 

slum-dwellers movement in Philippines.587 This is a clear example of the South-to-South 

diffusion of this social mobilization. Finally, as with in Areng, individual activists, 

filmmakers, artists, researchers, and others have been active in the Boeung Kak 

community and with the mobilization in the community.588 Because of the density of the 

urban community and availability of phones and internet, the role these people play as 

                                                 
584 Interviews with organization staff and observation at the meeting.  
585 Interviews with organization staff and community members and observations in the community and with 

organizations.  
586 Interviews with organization staff.  
587 Interview with staff member. 
588 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak 
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link in the network is less salient, but they are still active and engaged with the 

community and the mobilization.  

 

Conclusion 

While there are many differences between these communities, there are also many 

similarities. In both, community members are largely poor and precarious – the subaltern. 

In both communities, land and home are key to economic survival. In both communities, 

they have worked with a network of civil society actors to oppose the evictions on those 

grounds. In the chapters below, I will explore the effects engagement in this conflict and 

in social mobilization against the state is having on members of the communities and the 

social mobilization broadly. 
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5. WHAT THEY RESIST: DEVELOPMENT-FORCED DISPLACEMENT 

AND ABUSIVE DEVELOPMENT 

 

“I am a daughter without a mother and a father.  I have the land title, but still have 

a lot of concerns.” – Hoeung, a Boeung Kak activist, on her relationship to the 

government.589 

 

Hoeung is a Boeung Kak resident and leader in the mobilization in the 

community. She operates a small unlicensed pharmacy from the front room of her 

family’s home, which opens directly onto the street. She has no formal training in 

pharmacy, but her father had medical training and trained her. Her husband works as a 

driver in the informal sector, shuttling goods and people between the neighborhood and 

various markets and other locations around the city center. Their two young adult 

children attend university nearby. The family relies on the geographical proximity and 

close economic and social ties in the neighborhood to support themselves, as do many 

other community members. 

                                                 
589 Except where noted otherwise, this chapter and the following chapters are taken from my observations 

and interviews in Areng, Boeung Kak, Phnom Penh, and Koh Kong between 2014 and 2016. 
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Hoeung became one of my key informants in Boeung Kak. I spent many 

afternoons at her home talking with her and her neighbors. In an early interview, I asked 

her why she refused to leave her home, even after so many of her neighbors were evicted. 

She said:  

Because I didn’t know where I can go, what I can do for money.  I want to stay 

here and die here. It would be so far. 590 My husband is here, my children learn 

here - hard for them to get an education because my husband has no job.591 

For Hoeung and her neighbors, the informal economy and the close ties of the 

neighborhood were important to their material and economic stability and survival, and 

thus a large part of why they resisted eviction. In Chapter Two, I discussed the fact that 

that for the poor and precarious of the rural and urban developing world, land and home 

are key to livelihoods and thus to material and economic survival. Rural and urban poor 

people tend to rely on both the informal economy and a multiplicity of economic and 

material activities to support themselves. In this chapter, I expand on the previous 

chapter, where I discussed livelihoods in the two communities.  

 This chapter begins with a continuation of the previous chapter: why do 

community members resist these forced evictions? Community members resist eviction 

because of the threat to their livelihood and economic and material survival. However, 

issues of livelihood and economics are complex in both Areng and Boeung Kak. 

Relocation plans, in these communities and in general, typically only cover land and 

                                                 
590 She was referring to the relocation site, Borei Santipheap II, which we had been speaking about.  
591 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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house and cash. Members of both communities state that they would resist eviction and 

relocation, even with compensation, because of this complexity. Community members 

speak of the evictions in terms of life and death, because they understand land 

dispossession to be a threat to their survival, quite literally, In the following chapter I 

explore how community members’ resistance is leading to new critiques and 

understandings of the state. This leads, for some people, to a new political consciousness 

and new political agency. Chapter Seven then explores the roles and interventions of 

various civil society actors in the communities and the mobilization. In this chapter, I 

argue that residents in both communities resist eviction and development projects that 

would result in them losing some or all of their land for reasons which are largely related 

to livelihoods and their ability to support themselves materially.  

 

Livelihoods, Material, and Economic Issues: why They Resist the Evictions 

 

Here I expand on the discussion of livelihoods in each community from the 

previous chapter. In both communities, residents rely on multiple forms of “work” to 

support themselves materially and economically, what Levien calls “pluri-active” 

strategies and Batterbury refers to as “productive bricolage.”592 Land and home are key to 

this pluri-activity. Community members also rely on the close network in both 

communities to support their economic and material activities. This is especially true for 

                                                 
592 Levien, Dispossession Without Development; Simon Batterbury, “Landscapes of Diversity: A Local 

Political Ecology of Livelihood Diversification in South-Western Niger,” Ecumene 8, no. 4 (October 1, 

2001): 437–64, https://doi.org/10.1177/096746080100800404; See also Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty 

Mekong, 51–53 on underestimates of the important of wild and foraged foods. . 
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female community members, who also form the majority of the mobilization in both 

communities. Relocation plans which have been implemented for displaced Boeung Kak 

residents and other victims for forced eviction in Cambodia have been generally 

inadequate and have only considered land and house and cash compensation. The plans 

fail to address the complex issues of livelihood and economics I explore below. In both 

communities, residents have seen the negative economic effects of other evictions, and in 

Boeung Kak they have the added example of their own neighbors who were evicted. Staff 

members at NGOs and development experts agree with community members’ 

understanding that eviction would negatively impact their livelihoods. I begin this section 

with a discussion of economic and productive life in Areng Valley, followed by a 

discussion of Boeung Kak. 

 

Areng Valley593 

Currently, land in Areng is held in informal communal tenure. Community 

members recognize land ownership or usage rights and communal land, but these claims 

have not been recognized by the Cambodian government. One Areng farmer and 

community leader estimated that most families in Areng own or control 10-25 ha of 

farming land, the majority of which is fallow at any given point.594 Families in the 

community tend to be large and extended. Households in Areng often include an older 

relative or younger, unmarried relative in addition to the nuclear family of two parents 

                                                 
593 Except where noted, the data in this section comes from interviews and observations conducted in Areng 

Valley and with civil society organizations working in the community between 2015-2016. 
594 A staff member at a conservation organization estimated that community members have 5-15 ha. The 

reality is likely somewhere in between.  
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and some children. Sothea’s family, for example, consists of two couples, their children, 

and the men’s mother, sharing two adjacent houses. As noted in the previous chapter, 

community members resist reduction in plot sizes because it have a negative impact on 

their farming and livelihoods.  

In Areng Valley, community members rely on traditional farming, hunting, and 

gathering for their material survival. Increasingly, community members also migrate to 

engage in wage labor. This migration is often part-time or seasonal, allowing them to still 

engage in farming at key points in the year. As noted in the cases, most farmers in Areng 

practice swidden, or rotational crop farming. This farming practice, when done in 

sufficiently long cycles, can be environmentally and economically sustainable, as 

opposed to the slash-and-burn farming with which is it is sometimes confused.595 

Because of the upland location of the community, they practice dry rather than wet rice 

cropping. The result is that the majority of families farm a single crop of rice a year and 

farm just enough to feed their families, with no surplus to sell.596 This is in contrast to the 

majority of Cambodia, where wet rice cropping and double-cropping are both the norm, 

and thus, so is selling surplus rice.597 Rice farming as practiced in Areng is labor 

intensive at certain times of the year and very labor un-intensive at others. All family 

members, including children, work at busy times in the farming cycle, especially the 

harvest. 598 The nature of rice farming in Areng gives community members flexibility to 

                                                 
595 Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 97. 
596 Interviews and observation in Areng.  
597 Interviews with NGO staff and development experts. 
598 The teachers in Areng tend to cancel school when they are busy with their own farms or other tasks, so 

children are missing out on their education regardless, and their help is valuable.  
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engage in other productive tasks, including, increasingly, paid labor. Sothea, Srey Lim, 

and other community members cited this freedom and flexibility in when they worked as 

one of the reasons they wanted to stay in their community and pursue their traditional 

way of life.599  

Many families also fish in the Areng River. Some, like my host Chea, fish 

regularly with nets and sell or trade their excess catch. Many other men in the community 

fish more occasionally, depending on their need and desire to have some fun relaxing by 

the river, particularly for young men who do not yet have their own households and 

families. Fish and fermented fish products are the primary source of protein in the 

community. Families also raise chickens, but these are often reserved to sell because they 

are too valuable to eat. A few families, including Srey Mao and Chea, are raising pigs to 

sell. Pigs are too potentially valuable for community members to eat them regularly. 

Rather community members rely on wild game to supplement fish, eggs, and 

occasionally chicken in their diets.600  

Fishing and hunting are generally male pursuits. Women tend to keep kitchen 

gardens near their homes, and some raise other crops or tend tree fruit crops for their 

family’s consumption. Watermelon and pumpkin vines grow well in the sandy red soil 

and pumpkin vines provide edible leaves in addition to pumpkins. Many fruit trees grow 

essentially wild. There are customary arrangements about who the trees belong to and 

                                                 
599 These conversations are discussed at length below.  
600 Interviews and observations in Areng.  
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who can use the fruit. With all these food products however, trading and sharing among 

family and neighbors seems to be more common than selling. 

Community members also collect a variety of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) 

for their own use and to sell. One of the most common and most profitable is resin 

extracted from resin trees in the forest. The trees are slowly burned over a few days to 

extract a flow of resin. As long as the burning is done on the correct schedule it does not 

harm the tree and the tree continues to grow. As with fruit trees, people’s customary 

ownership of the trees is recognized, though they may be deep in the forest and not on 

anyone’s recognized property.601 Community members also collect wild foods, 

medicines, and other products, such as beehives, which provide baby bees for eating and 

honey for selling and personal consumption. Families in Areng are thus, “pluri-active” in 

their farming and economic pursuits.602 Community members express concern that if they 

had to move to conventional farming and cash cropping, they would be poorly prepared 

and perhaps unable to do so. 

Eviction is a gendered issue – because work and family responsibilities are 

gendered, eviction and the effects of eviction have different impacts based on gender.603 

In Areng, it is very rare for women to work outside of the home or for wages – only one 

woman I interviewed had worked for wages, as a migrant construction worker. It is more 

common for men to work part time in ecotourism or for them to earn income through 

                                                 
601 See Li, Land’s End. on this practice in Indonesia  
602 Levien, Dispossession Without Development; Batterbury, “Landscapes of Diversity.”  
603 See McAllister, “Rubber, Rights and Resistance,” July 4, 2015, in Chapter Two, on gendered effects of 

evictions. 
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illegal logging and hunting.604 Because of this, many women in the community resist 

eviction and displacement and are active in the mobilization and protests against the dam. 

To reflect this, my research includes a high ratio of female voices to male voices. This 

was also my small attempt to balance what I perceived to be a disproportionate focus on 

men by some researcher and NGOs working in the community.  

Community members, especially older community members, are concerned about 

the loss of their cultural and religious traditions if they were forced to relocate. Often, 

older community members recall the community’s previous displacement to Chipat 

during the fighting between Democratic Kampuchean and Vietnamese forces, when they 

say they lost their language and some of their traditions. For the majority of community 

members, particularly younger community members, though, economic and material 

concerns are the primary reason they resist eviction and relocation. Nonetheless, as this 

section demonstrates, community members resist the dam primarily because of the threat 

it poses to the material and economic survival.605    

                                                 
604 Hunting and logging exist in a grey area in Areng – community members have the right, under 

Cambodian law to cut trees for their own use and to hunt species which are not legally protected. However, 

some residents did admit that they or their neighbors did engage in illegal logging or hunting for income. 

These practices seem to be minor compared to large-scale illegal logging conducted with the support of the 

Cambodian military – see  

 “Cambodia | Illegal Logging Portal,” accessed April 9, 2019, https://www.illegal-

logging.info/regions/cambodia; Luke Hunt Diplomat The, “Why Is Cambodia’s Illegal Logging Problem 

Still Rolling On?,” The Diplomat, accessed April 9, 2019, https://thediplomat.com/2017/05/why-is-

cambodias-illegal-logging-problem-still-rolling-on/; “Report: Illegal Logging Still Rampant in Cambodia’s 

Prey Lang Forest,” Radio Free Asia, accessed April 9, 2019, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/illegal-logging-cambodia-01092019153808.html. 
605 In Chapter Seven I discuss the role of civil society in getting and keeping community members engaged 

in the mobilization. While civil society plays a role, as will be seen below, community members also 

strongly contest the idea that civil society is driving them to protest. As will be seen, residents in both 

Areng and Boeung Kak assert that the urge to engage in struggle to protect their land comes from 

themselves and NGOs only give the support they need to do so. 
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Chenda is an activist from Areng in her early 20s. She became one of my key 

informants in Areng and I stayed with her family when I went to their village. One 

afternoon, we walked to her family’s phteah chamkar, or field house,606 to interview her 

mother, Meng Chenda, who was busy planting rice.607  I asked Meng Chenda about why 

she resisted the community’s eviction and relocation. She expressed her anxiety about 

what would happen if she was evicted and unable to farm her own land.  Local residents 

would “nearly die,” if they were forced to move.  There would be no forest, and they 

would lose everything: animals, wood, foraged products (NTFP), fish, and everything 

that she could make money from, she said. There would be no money and no food.  There 

would be an effect of the whole family. There would be even more effects on children, 

she said. She referred back to resettling the area after the Pol Pot regime.  It was so 

difficult for them to live, she said. The younger generation would never know that. She 

worried that if the dam came, there would be no land and no forest. She told me she 

thought about it even when she slept. She continued, saying that she was not certain that 

they would be successful when they went to struggle (tausuu), but she had hope.  

As Chenda was a strong proponent of Jong identity, I asked her if there would be 

an effect on Jong culture. There would be many effects, she told me. She named two of 

the forest spirits central to Jong religious beliefs. She went on to name the unique spices 

                                                 
606 These small, temporary or semi-permanent dwellings are constructed near rice fields, which are often a 

long distance from the family’s actual home. During busy times of the rice farming season, families live in 

the pteah chamkar.   
607 Meng means aunt. She is one of several community members’ whose pseudonym indicates their family 

relationship and reflects how I would have addressed them. Titles like meng and bou  are used relative to 

the speaker’s own age – I would, for example, address a woman older than my oldest sister up to the age of 

my mother as meng, or aunt. I would call an older woman om, grandmother, and a younger one close to my 

own age srey, or sister.  
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that can be gathered in the forest. If all that was lost, she said, she did not know how they 

would live.  In a single day’s foraging she said, she could make enough income to 

support her family for some time. As with many other community members I 

interviewed, she was concerned with Jong identity and culture. Concerns about culture 

and identity, however, came second to concerns about issues of livelihood.  

I asked Meng Mao, my host Srey Mao’s aunt, a similar set of questions to those I 

asked Meng Chenda. Meng Mao told me that the people in Areng could not be “sellers” 

like in other communities, meaning they relied on farming, fishing, hunting, and 

gathering, rather than buying and selling in the market, to support themselves. If the dam 

was built, she said, her family and community would lose the natural resources that they 

depend on.  Her sister, Meng Lim said something similar. She told me that she was afraid 

of moving to a new place, because it would be very difficult to live there.  It would be 

like during the Angkar-era, she said.  The current government did not kill people, like 

Angkar, but the difficulty was the same, she said.  They could not earn money.  Humans 

needed everything, she said, not just money.  They grow plants and food to eat.  Here in 

Areng she did not need to spend money on food, but she worried that in a new place she 

would.  She joked that she was old already, and if she had to plant new trees, she would 

be dead before they grew.  In another conversation, she told me that across many civil 

wars, her parents and grandparents kept the land, so she had to stand up to protect her 

motherland. 

One morning in Areng I went with my translator/research assistant to the home of 

Sothea, an anti-dam activist and her family. Over the course of the morning, she, her 
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husband, his brother, the brother’s wife, and the mother of one of the family members all 

took part in the conversation. As we talked about why they resist the dam, her husband 

Ratana talked about all the reasons he wanted to stay in the community: 

There are many [mien chiran].  No need to work.  No need for money to buy 

things. If I live here it is easy to find food [forage, hunt, fish], farm, other things. 

We do not have to spend money to buy. But if we go to another place, it will be 

difficult.  We will have to buy everything.  No plants, no vegetables.  If my 

mother [pointing to her] lives here, it’s very good.  I know the “news” about 

her.608   

Sothea agreed with her Ratana.  She related a story of when several police officers asked 

her why she resisted the dam.  She replied to them that it is her land, and she can do 

everything here.  She had happiness in her family.  If she moved from here, she would 

have nothing to do. The government wanted people to move to Veal Tom. But the people 

in Areng said that if the dam was built nature would be destroyed including the fish and 

animals. This would “disturb” the people and make it hard for them to find food. So, they 

resisted.  Poor or rich, she said, they did not want anything, except to live there. 

Later that day, I visited Srey Kolab and her mother at their home in Areng.  Srey 

Kolob is a self-trained artist. Formerly, she worked as an elementary school teacher, as 

part of a program funded by a conservation organization that paid several additional 

teachers in the community. The program and the funding had ended, leaving her and her 

mother to support themselves by farming. Her mother said that if the dam came it would 

                                                 
608 Interview, Areng, April 2016 
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not be easy for her, because in Areng they have everything they need.  They can fish and 

farm to support themselves and do not need to work. If they had to move and change 

everything, she said, they would have to change that and would have to work.  Here they 

never have to pay for food, she repeated.  But in a new place, she thought they would 

have to buy food every day.  Her concern was visible and real. While female-headed 

households are common in Boeung Kak and other urban communities, they are rare in 

rural communities. It is less socially acceptable for women to migrate for work, and when 

they do, they tend to receive lower wages and suffer higher rates of abuse.609 In Areng, in 

their current way of life, two single women could support themselves via farming and 

sharing with their neighbors. If the community was displaced, this may not be the case. 

Srey Kolab made clear that she was not against development. She wanted the community 

to continue to grow and develop. She had seen improvements since she was young. If 

people continued to live there, and resisted the evictions, she thought it would get even 

better.  I asked her what she meant, and she told me that she wanted a better road and 

schools, as well as mobile phone service so she could communicate with “everywhere.” 

Her mother added that she wanted jobs for her children and grandchildren. Kolab finished 

the conversation by saying that she just wanted a good job and to do her art, with no 

corruption.610  She was articulating a clear critique of development as it was taking place 

in Areng, which will be discussed further in the next chapter.  

                                                 
609 This finding is from research I designed, which surveyed 1,500 construction workers in Phnom Penh 

and Siem Reap. The research, conducted with the American Center for International Labor 

Solidarity/Solidarity Center, in partnership with the Building and Woodworkers Trade Union of Cambodia, 

has not yet been published. 
610 She did not specifically say so, but her implication was that she wanted a job in the community, like she 

used to have, and not paid work outside of the community. 
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The previous day I met a group of older women weaving mats from palm fronds 

to use around their houses. I asked about development in the community. They initially 

assumed I meant the dam and chided me for asking about it, because they said the issue 

was finished. I told them I wanted to talk about their lives and development in general. 

They talked about the difference between the past and currently. Life in Areng had been 

hard when they were young.  Most of the women were displaced to Chipat during the 

conflict. When they came back, they and their families had to work hard to rebuild their 

farms, which had been overtaken by forest.  Now, though, they had improved the land, 

and they could grow a lot of rice. If the dam were built, they told me, it would be difficult 

for them to live. They would lose a lot of land.  Some families may even have no land or 

land which is not good for planting rice. Their memories of the challenges of their earlier 

displacement made them afraid of being displaced again.  

I asked them about life in Areng and if they were willing to leave the community.  

They all said no, shaking their heads.  Their traditions were important to them, they told 

me, as is the memory of how life used to be here. All the women self-identified as Jong.  

The mountains and forest were important, they said.  They told me that they valued 

foreigners, like me, who wanted to help them. They did not want outsiders who would 

take their land. One woman told me that they wanted to live there with nature and look 

after their animals and farms.  If they went somewhere else, she said, it would be no good 

for them. I probed further, and one woman spoke up, saying that they “must” die there, 

because they loved the place.  The women were all grandmothers in their fifties and 

sixties. I do not interpret this to be a morbid statement or necessarily even a willingness 
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to put their lives and bodies on the line, which some community members did articulate. 

Instead, I understood it to be the wish of older women to die peacefully where they have 

lived.  

After the brief discussion of culture and nature, the women returned to issues of 

livelihood. They told me that they had everything they needed in this area, including 

animals, land, and family close by. If the dam were built, it would be difficult, especially 

for the younger people, who would have no land to farm. One female farmer in Areng 

told me that she thought it would be too difficult for the community to sell their produce, 

if they were relocated. Their farming relied on the seasons and the availability of water. 

In the dry season, she said, it is too hard to farm, so they do not. Even if there was a 

market for them to sell their produce, she said, it would be hard because of the seasons. 

There is a sense from her statements and similar statements from other community 

members that while they were able to support themselves, their livelihoods were tenuous 

and vulnerable to shocks, stresses, and disruptions to their way of life. Areng Valley 

suffered water shortages in 2015 and 2016 corresponding with a drought in Cambodia. 611 

The community is also climate vulnerable in many ways.612  

Others expressed similar concerns about livelihoods, but also additional stresses, 

such as safety. Srey Lim is a mother, activist, farmer, and natural healer.  She has been 

active in the social mobilization against the dam along with other family members, 

including her mother and aunt, Meng Lim and Meng Mao. I asked her about why she 

                                                 
611 Lauren Crothers, “Animals Die as Cambodia Is Gripped by Worst Drought in Decades,” The Guardian, 

May 4, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2016/may/05/animals-die-cambodia-

worst-drought-decades. 
612 Interviews with development experts in Cambodia.  
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resisted being evicted from Areng.  Her complex answer wove together safety, traditional 

culture, and economics. She was worried, first and foremost, that if they moved, she and 

her husband would have to work outside of the home.  This would make it difficult for 

them to care for their children and keep their children safe.  She was also worried, in the 

community in general, if income of quality of life decreased, domestic violence might 

increase.  She said: 

If our livelihood/income decreased, domestic violence may arise, especially if 

there is KTV613 or gambling at the new place, because we do not have those now.  

The new place maybe have thieves and crime - here is very safe, even without 

police.  It will be more difficult, we will be more tired and hot.  Compared to 

here, if we farm for one season, we can be secure and not work for one or two 

months, but in a new place, if we did not work for just one day, we may starve.  I 

would have to work for others, and not for myself. 

Areng was very safe, she said.  Even without police in the community, it was safe.  Her 

statements highlight the importance of the network in the communities, which will be 

discussed below. It is not police that keep the community safe, but rather the close 

network of the community. Contact with outsiders might disrupt the network and the 

safety that comes with it.  

She also focused on the economic problems that may result if they were evicted 

and moved.  It would be more difficult somewhere else, she thought. In Areng, if they 

                                                 
613 KTV, Karaoke Television, parlors typically employ female staff. Staff sit with patrons and pour drinks, 

keeping patrons happy and making sure patrons keep buying drinks. Some KTV is simply a cover for 

prostitution, but at most establishments, staff are primarily service staff who may make independent 

arrangements for sex work.  
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farm for one season, then they can do nothing for the next one or two months, and still be 

alright, she said, referring to the single crop of rice farmers in the community produce.  

She expressed concerns about having to change how she worked and having to work for 

someone else, rather than to support herself. Her desire for independence, particularly 

economic independence, stands out in her statements. She was one of the few in the 

community who did not wholly support the ecotourism endeavor, because she wanted to 

be a self-sufficient farmer, not a paid employee.  

This narrative of self-sufficiency was a fairly common one.  Many community 

members articulated that they wanted to farm and support themselves. Ahren, who was 

working in ecotourism at the time, told me that he would rather be a farmer. However, his 

family did not have enough land for their many children, and he was concerned that he 

would have to go to work to support his family. On my last visit to Areng, his family was 

deciding whether he should migrate to Phnom Penh to work in construction. The 

construction industry in Cambodia employs a high proportion of internal migrant 

workers. The jobs are potentially lucrative but also potentially dangerous, as accidents are 

common and safety training and equipment are seldom provided.614 Eventually, his 

family decided he should migrate. Ahren was upset about the decision initially, because 

he wanted to finish school. However, via his engagement with a youth NGO, he was able 

to continue informal education. When last we spoke, he was adjusting to city life and 

starting to enjoy the freedom of living away from his family. 

                                                 
614 “Concerns over Construction Safety,” Khmer Times (blog), July 17, 2018, 

https://www.khmertimeskh.com/512989/concerns-over-construction-safety/. I designed the research 

referenced here. The article is inaccurate: the research was conducted and preliminary results release via 

press conference, but the full report has not yet been published.   
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Life in Areng is characterized by close networks. Residents are members of the 

same extended families – Srey Mao, for example, lives within easy walking distance as 

her mother, two aunts, a sister, and her mother-in-law. Community members rely on the 

close network in the community for aspects of their livelihoods and material survival. 

Residents cooperate on farming and difficult tasks like building a new house. They also 

sell, trade, and share food within the community. For older members of the community, 

like Chea’s mother, who are not able to farm as much food to support themselves, the 

close network and sharing community an important part of their material survival. Chea, 

Srey Mao’s husband, supplies his mother with fish from the river. She shares the wild 

foods that she collects in the forest and fruit from her trees – Chea and Srey Mao’s two 

daughters often go climbing in the trees around her house to pick several kinds of fruit. 

Women in the community rely on each other for help to balance childcare 

responsibilities.  

Srey Lim and Srey Mao both emphasized the safety of the community. Srey Mao 

told me that in Areng, she could walk home from a wedding at 11 pm (quite late in a 

farming community) and not fear for her safety. Srey Lim focused on the safety of her 

children, if she was displaced. Her fear was that if she could not farm, she would have to 

go to work for someone else. If she could not bring her children with her, as she does 

when she farms and forages, she would fear that they may not be safe. Outsiders, she 

worried, may give her children drugs or abuse them. I attribute both these women’s 

concerns about safety to the network in the community. In Areng, where they are 

surrounded by neighbors who are also family members, friends, and connected in other 
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ways, they do not have concerns about their safety. This would not be the case if they 

were displaced. 

In addition to the economic or material effects of being displaced, people in 

Areng resist the dam and relocation because of the effects it would have on their 

traditional culture and the natural environment.615 For community members in Areng, 

traditional culture is closely connected to the natural environment. The community’s 

religious beliefs include the spirit forest in which the ancestors of the community reside. 

Being displaced would mean leaving the spirits of their ancestors behind. The majority of 

the people I spoke with in Areng, though, focused on the economic and livelihood aspects 

of the dam and potential relocation, before cultural aspects. There was something of a 

generational divide – grandparents, in their 60s and older, were more likely to talk about 

the damage to traditional culture. This is likely because younger community members 

like him would be affected, more than the elderly, by a switch in farming or economic 

life, including to wage labor.616   

In the conversation with Ahren about his future, mentioned above, he spoke for 

more than ten minutes about his desire to stay in Areng and be a farmer and the reasons 

why that may not be possible. Only at the end of the conversation did he mention his 

traditional culture, after an older relative prompted him. Many community members did 

                                                 
615 Pichamon Yeophantong, “Science and Religion in Transboundary River Activism in Southeast Asi,” 

(April 6, 2018), https://www.isanet.org/Conferences/San-Francisco-2018/Program/Browse. Dr. 

Yeophantong focuses on cultural and religious resistance to the dam.  
616 Cambodia has a substantial youth bulge. Thus, while I include the voices of older community members, 

I do have a focus on youth, because they make up a large proportion of the population of the community 

and the country. See May Kunmakara, “IMF: Make Youth a Demographic Dividend,” Khmer Times, June 

8, 2017, https://www.khmertimeskh.com/8720/imf-make-youth-a-demographic-dividend/. 
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highlight the importance of their traditional culture and connected their culture to their 

farming practices. However, for daily life, most people seemed more concerned with 

their material survival. This was particularly true of younger community members, such 

as Ahren.  

Additionally, community members did not seem to be focused on issues of justice 

or fairness in their struggle for their land. Only one person mentioned justice specifically, 

and it was in the context of an arrest, not the general struggle for their land. In Chapter 

Seven, below, I explore how community members embrace and/or resist various concepts 

being introduced by international civil society actors. I demonstrate that community 

members resist the concept of human rights. This resistance appears to because 

community members consider human rights unattainable or irrelevant goals, in the face 

of more immediate threats to their lives and livelihoods, particularly around their land 

tenure or potential reduction of land held individually and communally by community 

members. It may be that the concept of justice does not seem attainable or relevant in the 

current context. Norms and tactics which diffuse from the global North and which are 

contested by community members are discussed further in Chapter Seven.  

 Among community members, there was a consistent and nearly universal 

narrative of resistance to the dam. I only interviewed one person who supported the dam 

openly, an ethnic Khmer teacher in Thmol Don Pov commune who had migrated from 

another province to work in the community. He said wanted the dam because he wanted 

electricity and running water in the village. In the same conversation he told me that he 

was dissatisfied with other aspects of life in Areng and how underdeveloped the area was. 
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He was, he said, saving enough money so that he could move back to him home and get 

married. A few people told me that they initially supported the dam when they thought it 

would bring jobs and before they had been made aware of the potential negative effects 

by civil society actors. The teacher, however, was the only person I spoke to who still? 

vocally supported the dam. 

Elected officials, whom I discuss in greater length at the end of this chapter, 

tended to avoid questions of their personal feelings on the dam, and instead focused on 

the fact that it was a government project or on the concept of development more 

generally. Several simply said that they would do what the bulk of the community agreed 

with. A few villagers agreed with this stance, at least in private. One young man who 

worked in ecotourism told me that if everyone agreed in the community, then he would 

agree to leave as well. But, he said, if the people did not want to go, then he would stay 

with the community.  

The dam was not the only threat to land tenure security in Areng. Two other 

threats existed, which demonstrate that land is at the center of the case. The first is the 

titling process itself. The second is installation of power poles, discussed below. If 

community members are given individual land title, as the government has indicated, 

rather than the communal title they are seeking, the result would be a severe reduction in 

plot size, from 10-25 ha to 5-10 ha.617 Soeung outlined how the process was taking place 

in his community. He is a farmer, husband, father of three, an indigenous rights and anti-

                                                 
617 It can be assumed that the government assumes two adults and some children per household and plot. 

Families in Areng, as discussed, are often larger and more extended than this.  
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dam activist. His commune, Tmol Don Pov, is across the Areng River from the other two 

communes.  

According to Soeung, the plan was for each family to receive five hectares.618 

Soeung said the community was against the plan because they knew that they owned and 

had a right to more land than that.  He said that each family had roughly twenty-five 

hectares.  Five ha would not be enough for the people to support themselves with 

farming, using their current methods. The community was concerned about the plan 

because they wanted to know what would happen to the other twenty hectares each 

family current claimed.  Who, he asked, would it belong to?  He noted to me that the plan 

was still under consideration at that time, but the conservation organization was working 

with the government, which we both tacitly knew made it likely that the plan would be 

implemented. The next time I spoke with him, it appeared that this was the case. No titles 

had yet been issued, but he and some community members had received documentation 

of what their allotted plots would be.  

In one of our conversations about the dam and the evictions, Soeung told me the 

villagers understand that after the dam they will have electricity but they will have no 

house or land. They resisted the evictions, he said, because of the example of 

communities such as those displaced by the Sesan dams. He had recently been to a 

meeting in Stung Treng of those who had been displaced. The displaced people had sold 

their land and now had many problems.619 He saw that they had no money and no jobs, 

                                                 
618 I confirmed this with staff at two conservation organizations and even saw the map of the proposed 

titling, but was not allowed to photograph or copy it 
619 It is likely that they borrowed against their land titles and lost their homes when they were unable to pay 

the debt. This happened to many families relocated from Boeung Kak. Cambodia is also experiencing a 
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they just played cards all day. Those people believed the government, he said, meaning 

that the people in Sesan believed the government’s promises regarding their relocation 

and compensation, which the government did not follow through on. As a result, he said, 

residents in Sesan have no house and cannot make money farming. Areng residents 

believed the Stung Treng and Sesan community members about the bad effects of the 

dams and evictions. The company representatives tried to convince them that the dam 

was a good idea, but the community members understood.  Here Soeung demonstrates 

the importance of networking between rural communities in building the new political 

consciousness discussed in Chapter Six. In Chapter Seven I discuss the role of the civil 

society in fostering this networking.  

The other threat to the community’s land was high-capacity electrical power 

transmission lines that were being constructed to bring electrical power from the Tatai 

hydroelectric dam in Koh Kong Province to nearby Sihanoukville Province, a growing 

tourist destination.620 The lines were, when I last went to Areng, being constructed along 

the road from Veal Bpi toward Tmor Bang. The plan was for the lines and the road 

construction that came along with them to eventually continue into and through Areng. 

The poles were massive and installing them involved cutting trees and brush. Community 

                                                 
debt crisis. Phlip Hejimans, “Nation of Debtors: Here’s Why Cambodia Has a Big Problem with Small 

Loans,” Business Standard News, October 2, 2018, https://www.business-

standard.com/article/international/nation-of-debtors-here-s-why-cambodia-has-a-big-problem-with-small-

loans-118100200126_1.html. 
620 Pisei Hin, “Sihanoukville Tourism First Half of 2018 Sees 1.3M Visitors,” Phnom Penh Post, October 

3, 2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/sihanoukville-tourism-first-half-2018-sees-13m-

visitors. 
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members had been told that they would be compensated if the poles were placed on their 

land, but they were understandably fearful that this would also result in loss of land. 

The community’s fears of the negative effects of eviction were reasonable, based 

on the experiences of other communities in which dams have been constructed or large-

scale evictions have taken place. At a meeting of representatives of rural communities 

facing eviction in Phnom Penh, I talked to a female farmer from Svaiy Reing Province.621  

In her community, because of on-going land disputes, some families had been evicted 

and some others had lost a portion of their land.  She had not been affected but was 

working on behalf of community members who had been.  She told me that the children 

of the land-poor and landless people had to go Thailand to work.  The young men, she 

said, went illegally.  Women tended to migrate legally.  They would go to Phnom Penh to 

work in a garment factory, until they made enough money to get a passport.  They would 

then go through a broker, who would arrange for their migration.622 The people in the 

communities saw that many of their neighbors were migrating, and so they followed that.  

I asked about the effects of this migration on the community.  She told me that the 

grandparents suffer because of the outmigration.  They were left taking care of 

grandchildren in their old age, instead of their children taking care of them.  I about 

solutions for the problem, and she told me yes, there was a solution: land.  As a farmer, 

they should have enough residential and farmland so that they can live “peacefully.”  

                                                 
621 This interview took place during a lunch break at a conference on forced eviction and land issues in 

Cambodia organized by one of the NGOs which took part in this research.  
622 Though they are more legal, these arrangements are often still abusive. Workers’ passports are 

confiscated by brokers then employers, and workers are often told that they need to pay back the fees for 

their migration. They may effectively stay in debt-bondage for much of their migration. However, it can 

also be a strategy to lift an entire family out of poverty. 
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Farmers also needed a market to sell their crops, she emphasized.  I asked if they could 

support themselves with farming, a question that had arisen in Areng.  Like the Areng 

residents, she told me, yes, in her community, if they had enough land, they could support 

themselves with farming.  However, as land grabbing and evictions had taken place in her 

community, this was no longer the case. In 2014, I traveled to Mondulkiri province, in 

Cambodia’s north. Along with Rath, a lawyer, and several staff of an indigenous 

organization, I visited a community where land had been seized by a corporation and 

community members had been left land-less or land-poor. Community members related 

similar problems when they lost their land: increases in debt and unemployment, 

increases in gambling and other bad behavior, and increased poverty. 

In addition to community members, I interviewed civil society actors supporting 

the communities and who were familiar with other cases of rural evictions and land loss. 

These interviews confirmed that the fears of the community about negative impacts of 

eviction were reasonable, based on other evictions that had taken place.  Rath is a lawyer 

who, when I met him, was working for a major, Western-based, international 

organization. He handles land tenure and anti-eviction cases with indigenous 

communities in Northeastern Cambodia and is familiar with the Areng case. He told me 

that many indigenous communities in Cambodia are having problems now.  It was 

normal for them to have a traditional livelihood [swidden farming, fishing, hunting and 

foraging] but they now needed to adapt to economic development and a market-oriented 

economy. People needed cash incomes in addition to their subsistence farming. In the 

communities where he was working, people were beginning to sell agricultural products 
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and to provide transportation for a small but increasing number of tourists in the area.623 

The main priority of the people, he told me, was to be self-employed, to own the land 

communally, and to protect it for grabbing by the corporations. It was a project of the 

government, he said, to move people into jobs. The government gets nothing from 

“traditional” employment, but corporations pay taxes. So, the government benefits from 

moving people into paid work.624  

Rath’s statements clearly reflect his view of development, which is in line with 

much of the critical development work discussed in Chapter Two. His views are in part 

likely reflective of his engagement with the international and regional civil society 

networks that are the subject of Chapter Seven. It is also reflective of what community 

members in Areng communicated to me about their daily and economic life. As discussed 

in the livelihoods section of the Chapter Four, community members report increased need 

for cash incomes, in part because they are moving to more consumer goods and other 

things like conventional, as opposed to traditional medicine. This move to wage labor is 

also related to development trends in Cambodia in general.  

Sengbon, director of a farmer’s union, told me he supported the people in Areng. 

He referenced Bong Vanna’s legal case – the community leader was jailed on charges of 

forestry crimes that Sengbon and many others considered to be false and to be an attempt 

to punish Bong Vanna for his leadership in the mobilization. Sengbon went on to talk 

about farming and livelihoods in the community. The people did not have enough rice 

                                                 
623 I traveled with him to two of the communities where he was working in Mondulkiri and confirmed that 

other than geography, the lifestyle, farming traditions, and economic concerns are similar to Areng. 
624 See Levien, Dispossession Without Development; and Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong for more 

on this. 
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and they did not have a market to sell their rice. They needed rice to eat, he said. If the 

dam was built, community members would lose their ability to farm. They need land, he 

said. Without land they will not have rice to harvest or eat or sell. The people in Areng 

have no other jobs, he said. They are not factory or industrial workers, he told me. The 

dam was the wrong kind of investment, he said. This development did not support the 

principles of human rights in Cambodia. speaking emphatically, he told me that 

investment throws people away. There is corruption in development, he said. He gave an 

example of the local authorities and governors who approve bad projects because the 

profit, via corruption. “Development projects”, he said, “provide for the capitalists but 

not for the grassroots people.” Sengbon has a very nuanced understanding of 

development and corruption in Cambodia. Like others working with civil society, he 

understands that development benefits those in power, rather than those most in need of 

development. 

Bong Steav was the director of a youth organization working closely with the 

Areng community. He was concerned about the ability of the community to survive, 

economically, if they were relocated. The rumor was that the community would be 

relocated to an upland area which was suitable for cashew farming, but not the type of 

rice farming the community practiced.625  The process of switching to tree farming would 

be long, Bong Steav said. Tree crops take several years to mature.  The community did 

not have enough land or capital to make the switch, he said. Currently, he said, the 

                                                 
625 There were several rumors about the relocated site, including this one. As the dam was not constructed, 

there likely was no firm plan for the relocation. I hold this rumor to be as credible as any other that I heard, 

and I heard it from several NGO staff familiar with the case. 
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community had between 10 and 45 hectares (ha) per family. At the relocation site it was 

rumored they would only have one-to-three ha.626 Additionally, they had already 

prepared their land in Areng for farming. If they moved, they would have to start from 

“empty hand.” Many of the people in the community were already old, he said.  They had 

no money. In the relocation site, he said, there was not even grass to feed the buffalos. 

The people and the buffalos would die if they had to move.  

It is clear from interviews and observations with community members that they 

resist eviction because they see it as an issue of economic and material survival. NGO 

staff and experts familiar with the case have the same understanding of the situation. 

Below, I will discuss similar issues in Boeung Kak.  

 

Boeung Kak Lake 

As described in Chapter Four, Boeung Kak Lake neighborhood is and urban poor 

to mixed-income community. Many older and longtime residents are migrants from rural 

areas who moved to the city after the Angkar era then Vietnamese and UN 

administrations. This is in keeping with the literature on rural dispossession and urban 

informal communities discussed in Chapter Two.627 Also, in keeping with the literature, 

many community members make their living in the informal economy or rely on the 

informal economy in some way for their livelihood.628 In this section I will explore the 

economic and material reasons why community members resist displacement and 

                                                 
626 1-3 ha was the lowest estimate I heard – Soeung and several conservation staff members estimated that 

plot sizes would be 3-5 ha.  
627 Elyachar, Markets of Dispossession; Nair, Undervalued Dissent. 
628 Bayat, “From `Dangerous Classes’ to `Quiet Rebels’.” 
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eviction, focusing on the importance of the informal economy and the role of the network 

in livelihoods and material survival in the community.629  

Eviction is also a gendered issue in urban communities, including Boeung Kak.630 

Eviction is not exclusively a women’s issue and I do not see this as being an exclusively 

or even primarily women’s issues or mobilization. As women do make up the majority of 

those engaged in the mobilization, I have included many female voices below, perhaps 

disproportionate to the makeup of the community, but reflecting the makeup of the 

mobilization and my experience in the community with my key informants.  

In Boeung Kak, the gendering of eviction stems from the fact that many women 

in the community run or formerly ran small businesses from their homes, rather than 

working outside their home. Eviction or dispossession threatens their ability to continue 

their businesses. Women form the majority of the social mobilization in the community, 

and the Boeung Kak eviction have been framed as a women’s issue or women’s protest. 

This is one reason I have focused the research on women’s voices. 

Chreb owns a home in southern Boeung Kak.  Previously, she ran two small, 

informal shops in front of her home, catering to budget tourists. She sold bus tickets, 

                                                 
629 Throughout this section, I rely on interviews with individuals and families and personal observations in 

Boeung Kak and Borei Santipheap II, the relocation site, between 2015 and 2016 
630 Katherine Brickell, “‘The Whole World Is Watching’: Intimate Geopolitics of Forced Eviction and 

Women’s Activism in Cambodia,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 104, no. 6 (2014): 

1256–1272; Dr Katherine Brickell, “The Real Housewives of Cambodia,” April 4, 2013, sec. Women, 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/9971064/The-real-housewives-of-Cambodia.html; 

Katherine Brickell, “Cambodia’s Women Activists Are Redefining the Housewife | Katherine Brickell,” 

The Guardian, April 2, 2013, sec. Opinion, 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/apr/02/cambodia-activists-housewife; “Women on the 

Frontlines of Cambodia Land Fight,” VOA, accessed April 9, 2019, https://www.voanews.com/a/women-

frontlines-cambodia-land-fight/3914103.html; “Tep Vanny,” Vital Voices, accessed April 9, 2019, 

https://www.vitalvoices.org/people/tep-vanny/. 
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changed travelers’ checks, and assisted tourists booking tours and other services. She told 

me that prior to the evictions, people in the community were not poor. She made a lot of 

money working with tourists.  She was not poor, she reiterated.  There were many 

foreigners to spend money.  But she is poor now, she said.  The tourist trade in the 

neighborhood declined sharply when the evictions began, both because of the conflict 

and because so many businesses closed after being affected by the evictions or filling the 

lake. Now, she said, she did not have work or an income.  She had a livelihood now 

because some people rented the ground floor of her home. If not, she told me, she might 

die, invoking the life-or-death language of evictions that so many Areng residents used. 

Chreb talked about the importance of pluri-activity for livelihoods in the neighborhood, 

focusing on food security. Previously, community members could find food – community 

members would harvest wild food such as snails or wild morning glory on the banks of 

the lake, grow some small kitchen crops, and catch fish to eat or sell.  But now they could 

not because the lake was filled and community members had lost land as a result of the 

evictions. 

 Community members who were not evicted talked about their fears of eviction. 

Those who were evicted had experienced those effects firsthand. Bong Yem, who was 

evicted from Boeung Kak talked to me about the difference between life before and after 

the evictions and the economic and social effects of the evictions. The community 

enjoyed life before, she told me.  She had owned a two-story home.  She rented out part 

of the home and ran a small shop from another part.  Many community members worked 

in similar way she said, that is, relying on multiple productive activities and the informal 
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economy to support themselves and their families, similar to the pluri-active farming in 

Areng. Residents rented out rooms and ran small businesses in their houses.  They also 

had small gardens and were able to raise chickens and ducks, to offset food costs. The 

community had good access to public services, such as a free public clinic.  Boeung Kak 

was close to markets and schools as well.  Because everything was in easy walking 

distance, they did not have to pay money for transportation. These were all reasons why 

she resisted the evictions. 

However, she told me, the government threatened the people, saying that if they 

refused the relocation plans, then their homes would be destroyed.  The officials told 

them, she said, that if the people had not left within a week, they would not only lose 

their homes and receive no compensation, but they may have to pay the labor fees to the 

company for the destruction of their own home.631 So, she said, she had no choice.  She 

had no chance, even, to stand up.  Part of her home was damaged in the initial sand 

pumping, and she was afraid that if she did not accept the relocation compensation and 

relocate quickly, she might lose everything she owned. So, she took the compensation 

and left.   

The informal economy is important for many community residents who rely on it 

for their livelihoods. Hoeung, whose story opens this chapter, and her husband both work 

in the informal economic sector in Boeung Kak. Her husband works as a moto-dop, or 

motorcycle taxi driver. Like many of his colleagues, he relies mostly on local customers 

                                                 
631 I could not substantiate whether this threat was ever carried out. I heard versions of this statement from 

several people, but not consistently or from NGO staff, nor did I encounter a former resident who was 

forced to pay for their home being moved. 
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taking short trips, such as to a larger market or to a hospital. Hoeung runs a small, 

unlicensed pharmacy from their front room. Social and economic ties in the community 

are close. Across the street from Hoeung, her neighbor runs a small, unlicensed shop 

selling drinks and snacks to local residents and Hoeung’s occasional foreign guests. At 

the corner, a grandmother sews piece work while caring for her grandchildren. The 

counterfeit goods she produces stay in the local market, while the garments produced by 

factory workers like her daughters are destined for export. While Hoeung’s pharmacy is 

clearly illegal and she could be fined and her shop shut down for it, shops run from 

homes exist in a legal grey area. Police can and do harass street vendors and shop owners 

for bribes, but the bribes are small and are generally accepted as being part of the cost of 

doing business. The entire street likely engaged in the informal economy in some way, as 

a producer, consumer, or both of informal sector goods and services.  

When I first asked Hoeung why she resisted eviction, she told me:  

Because I didn't know where I can go, what I can do for money.  I want to stay 

here and die here.  It would be so far, my husband is here, my children learn here 

- hard for them to get an education because my husband has no job.632 

She was one of several middle-aged to older residents who expressed a desire to die in 

their community, including Om Ly, who I introduce below. These statements, which echo 

similar statements made by older community members in Areng, reflect the depth of the 

issues – community members view evictions and displacement and the resulting 

economic and material effects as being matters of life and death. As is seen below, from 

                                                 
632 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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research conducted in the relocation site, eviction was a matter of life and death for some 

community members, unfortunately. 

Om Ly is in her 70s and is still an active member of the Boeung Kak social 

mobilization. One of her daughters is also an activist, and the daughter’s partner is a 

community organizer. In one of our early conversations, Om Ly told me “Development is 

not good for the citizens.” Regarding the evictions, she said that those who were evicted 

only received a little compensation.  How can they get another house with that amount, 

she asked? There was development, she said, but Cambodians were still poor. She 

brought up the example of Borei Keila, where evictions also took place and resolution 

was stalled for several years, highlighting that the problem was not isolated to Boeung 

Kak. She told me that the land was the reason she went to protest.  

Om Ly has waged a legal case against her family’s eviction that has been on-

going for many years. Her family was evicted from the home they owned but given an 

adjacent plot as compensation. The adjacent plot, however, was contested. Another 

community member alleged that it infringed on her land. Om Ly frequently expressed 

frustration at this – she wanted her own land, she told me several times, not to take 

someone else’s land. If she changed her house, she would lose her job, her customers, 

and her salary. From her heart, she said, she did not want anything other than her own 

land and house. Eventually, her case was settled, but not to her satisfaction. She was 

relocated to an adjacent plot that had formerly belonged to a neighbor. This led to conflict 

between Om Ly and her former neighbor, who was relocated and did not receive land in 

compensation. Om Ly was upset by this. She reiterated again that she was not seeking 
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more than she had before nor did she want to take her neighbor’s land. She felt insecure 

because she saw that her neighbors who were evicted had to go and rent homes. She was 

worried about her family, if they lost their house and had to rent. “Bi bak jet – difficult 

heart,” she said, using a common phrase to mean heartsick, consumed with worry, and 

other psychosomatic symptoms.633 Her family as continued to be insecure. They 

constructed a new house and a shop but did not have the funds to construct a gate to close 

the shop off from the street. As a result, a family member typically slept outside, with the 

family’s dogs, to prevent theft.  

A few streets away from Om Ly’s house, Sokchinda owns a hang bai, a small 

open-air restaurant that typically serves breakfast, lunch, coffee, and small snacks. I got 

to know her over several afternoons spent in her shop, after I stopped for lunch one day. 

Our initial conversation took three days, as she paused the conversation each time she 

was busy with customers. She and her husband had managed to resist the eviction and 

stay in their home, but they lost the land on which they had previously operated the shop. 

They had received informal permission to use the plot they were currently using but were 

unsure of how long the arrangement would work as the agreement was unofficial.  The 

new arrangement also required that her husband sleep in the shop, outside, to prevent 

their things from being stolen. She was in a highly precarious position, and as a result, 

she had stepped away from the social mobilization, after being one on the early leaders, 

so that she could focus on her business. 

                                                 
633 McGinn, “‘Every Day Is Difficult for My Body and My Heart.’ Forced Evictions in Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia.” 
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I asked Sokchinda about how she first became engaged in the social mobilization. 

She initially joined a small meeting, led by three women who stayed leaders in the social 

mobilization. She joined them regularly and began spending her evenings going from 

house to house in Boeung Kak talking to her neighbors about the evictions and why and 

how to resist. She talked to fellow community members about the difficulties if they were 

to be evicted, as well as about the violations committed by the corporation. The women 

talked to each other, she said, because they were sad and worried. They did not want to 

lose their land. It was hard to convince people, though she said, and to make them realize 

the potential harms and to make them active. People were so slow to understand, she said. 

But when the company took immediate action to seize the land, people realized they had 

to take action. This was in 2007 and 2008, she said, the time of the sand pumping. People 

realized that they had to join. Like community members who used “life and death” 

language, Sokchinda focused on the imperative of resistance. They had to resist, she said. 

The implication is that not only their land but also their livelihoods would be lost if they 

were evicted. 

Sokchinda talked about the specifics of being engaged in the social mobilization. 

Like many women who ran their own businesses in the community, she started work very 

early in the morning, when the markets opened, and finished in mid-afternoon. From the 

time she stopped work, she said, she would meet with people in the evenings and try to 

convince them to join the social mobilization. sometimes, after working since 5:00 am 

she would work again in the evenings, until 10:00 pm, organizing in the social 

mobilization. I asked her what she would tell her neighbors, to convince them of the 
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importance of joining the social mobilization. She said she would talk to them about the 

benefits of living in the city, including being close to schools, the market, and the 

hospital. She also told them that this was the last property they would have – if they sold 

it, they would have nothing. They are citizens and owners, she said, so they have rights 

and protection against injustice.  

Concepts of justice and fairness came up in conversations with Boeung Kak 

residents more often than with Areng residents. My understanding of this is that 

community members in Boeung Kak had more and more frequent contact with civil 

society and NGOs, because of their location, and thus may have internalized the language 

of civil society more fully. As shown in Chapter Seven, Areng community members do 

invoke and use these concepts, when they seem appropriate or useful.  

 The bulk of my dissertation research was undertaken via a Fulbright grant. My 

affiliate in Cambodia was Sahmakum Teang Tnaut (STT), a housing and urban rights 

NGO in Phnom Penh. When I completed my Fulbright and was doing follow-up research 

and data analysis, I worked for STT as a research consultant on four projects, two of 

which connected to this research in some way.634As part of that research, I conducted a 

focus group of members of communities experiencing or threatened by eviction. The 

focus group included several people who had already been participants in my research.635  

                                                 
634 From the beginning, we agreed that I would be sharing my findings with them. Two of the reports 

produced are: “Promises Kept”; “Profiling the 13 Boeung Tompun Lake Communities as They Face the 

Threat of Forced Eviction,” Fact and Figures (Phnom Penh: Sahmakum Teang Tnaut, January 18, 2017), 

http://teangtnaut.org/fact-figures-30-profiling-13-boeung-tompun-lake-communities-face-threat-forced-

eviction/?lang=en.  
635 “Promises Kept.” 
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One of the first questions my team asked participants in the focus group was why 

they resisted the evictions. As in my own research, responses largely focused on 

economic issues. The first woman who spoke was from a community called Rotehpleung, 

or Railroad, which is adjacent to Boeung Kak and was being threatened by expansions to 

the railroad from which it got its name. She said she did not agree with the impending 

eviction. The evicted people did not have services, she said.  "In my experience, I don't 

think it's good for health, electricity and water, [there is] very bad water at the relocation 

site, it's green.” A woman from Borei Keila, another urban community affected by forced 

eviction which has close ties to Boeung Kak, said “I don't agree either. Where I stay now 

the environment is not good: rubbish, bad smell, diseases.  No improvement.  I don't 

believe it [referring to the idea that they may have improved services in the relocation 

site].” A man facing eviction from Chroy Changvar community agreed and spoke 

specifically about the lack of toilets and sanitation facilities in the housing provided at the 

relocation site. Lack of sanitation had been a problem in the Boeung Kak relocation site 

as well, as will be seen below. The man from Chroy Changvar continued his critique of 

relocations and compensation packages. He said:  

Evicted people must get enough compensation and a good place to live.  

Relocation is better than before.  Like in Sihanoukville, they got a good solution, 

so we want that.  A better place after the eviction, but we really want no eviction.  

We don't want to be thrown away like an animal.  I would agree to eviction if the 

new place was better. 
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I understand his statement that “Relocation is better than before” to mean that in order for 

relocation to be fair, those who are relocated should be left better off than before their 

eviction, rather than worse. Bong Roth, the younger sister of Sorya mentioned above, 

summed up the problem succinctly “No adequate livelihood.” Community members 

facing eviction from Boeung Kak and other communities clearly indicate, as do Areng 

residents, what they resist displacement and relocation due to potential or actual negative 

impacts on their livelihood and quality of life.636  

While Areng residents have by and large learned about the effects of eviction 

second hand, Boeung Kak residents have seen firsthand the economic downturn that 

many of the 3,000 faced as a result, as well as being engaged with a network of other 

communities, including several where evictions had taken place. The negative economic 

and material effects of the evictions were clear. Borei Santipheap II is the relocation site 

for Boeung Kak, and some 1,000 families were relocated there.637 The community is 20 

km from Boeung Kak and the city center, along the busy National Road 4. The road has 

heavy truck traffic, making the trip to and from the community by motorbike somewhat 

terrifying. In 2016, I spent several days in Borei Santipheap II, interviewing Boeung Kak 

residents who had been relocated to the community. On the first day I walked around 

observing conditions and speaking to community members, many of whom wanted to tell 

their stories and for me to share their stories. Conditions in the community were bad 

when community members were initially relocated there. Homes were unfinished, 

                                                 
636 “Promises Kept.” 
637 The remainder of this paragraph relies on interviews and observations conducted in Borei Santipheap II 

in 2016, with former Boeung Kak residents relocated to the Borei Santipheap II. 
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lacking indoor toilets and kitchens. Some homes did not have roofs when residents were 

relocated there, and they initially lived under tarps. Families immediately spent some of 

their compensation money to improve the house, adding kitchens, bathrooms, and 

additional rooms. The larger problem was that the community was far from the city 

center and that former residents who had relied on the informal economy in Boeung Kak, 

discussed above, found themselves without an income. 

As noted, many families took on debt as a result of their evictions. One family 

used their compensation to add a kitchen and bathroom to their house. Not long after, the 

father of the family, who worked as a moto-dop (motorcycle taxi driver) was injured in a 

traffic accident and left significantly disabled. The family took on a bank loan to pay for 

his care. They were unable to pay the bank loan and took on an informal loan, at a much 

higher interest rate, to pay back the bank loan. The eldest daughter went to work in a 

garment factory and another family member had migrated for work, leaving the 

grandmother caring for a young grandchild as well as her disabled husband. Still, the 

family was on the verge of losing their home because of their debt. Two other women in 

the community told me they had lost their homes because of similar stories of debt. One 

was living with AIDS and went into debt to pay for her husband’s medical care and her 

own. Both she and her neighbor were left homeless and widowed. They relied on the 

charity of neighbors to support themselves. Having lost their own homes, they slept at the 

homes of neighbors, at the community’s Christian church, or occasionally on the street.  

Srey Yem was evicted from Boeung Kak and chose to resettle on her own. She 

rejected the house in Borei Santipheap II and instead took cash to find her own 
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apartment.  Her daughter was in school, so she rented a room close to the school so her 

daughter could continue her education.  But the money was gone quickly, because rents 

were high.  Before she owned her own home, but new she had lost everything, she said.  

It was painful for her. She took on debt as a result – this was something I heard from the 

vast majority of those who had been evicted and relocated.  In one group interview with 

twelve former Boeung Kak residents in Borei Santipheap II, in which Srey Yem took 

part, all but two participants admitted to carrying debt.  After the interview, the woman 

who helped me arrange it told me the other two woman had debts as well but were too 

shy to admit it in public. Srey Yem confirmed this, telling me that many were in the same 

situation as her.  They could not afford to pay to rent room, and their conditions 

deteriorated.  Srey Yem managed by sharing an apartment with another woman, but 

several single female Boeung Kak residents were left homeless as a result of their 

eviction and debt. 

 Srey Yem continued her story of the evictions.  Many people were not fully 

compensated, she said.  The government lied, she said.  Some people only received $500-

$2,000, rather than the $8,500 they were entitled to, because the authorities said they 

were living illegally.638 The government threatened and intimidated them, she said.  The 

apartments that were provided were low quality.  They leaked in the rain and were in an 

area prone to flooding.  Many people, she said, used the title to the apartment to get a 

loan.  But they were unable to pay it back, and so the bank kept the title.  They now paid 

                                                 
638 Several former Boeung Kak residents told me something similar. This fits with what I understand of the 

culture of corruption in Cambodia.  
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to rent the apartments there were supposed to own.  There were not job opportunities near 

the apartments.  Those who took the cash and relocated themselves also found that it was 

not enough to buy a new plot of land.  Many, she said were now homeless and living 

along the railroad, which is adjacent to their former community.  Now, she said, they 

were all renters.  Some people had even become recycling or rubbish collectors, picking 

through trash on the streets for recyclable or other items they can sell. While it is a job, as 

opposed to begging, collecting recycling is low paying, dangerous because workers are 

on the streets, and low social status.  

On my second trip to Borei Santipheap II, my research contact in the community 

arranged for me to conduct a group interview with twelve older female residents of the 

community, including her mother, who owned their house.639 I asked several women how 

their eviction from Boeung Kak made them feel.  There was an outpouring of phrases: 

“Very difficult.” 

“I cannot say.  I'm nearly crazy now."  

“Very difficult, no hope.”640 

                                                 
639This trip was, frankly, ridiculous. It had been raining for hours and Phnom Penh was badly flooded. I 

attempted to reschedule, but my research contact in the community had invited several women to meet with 

me. I drove my own motorbike through flooded Phnom Penh streets to meet my research 

assistant/translator. She had invited a friend to join us and from there, we made the more than one-hour 

drive to Borei Santipheap II with all three of us on one motorbike. When we arrived in Borei Santipheap II, 

the flooding was worse there than in Phnom Penh. My research assistant managed to muscle the motorbike 

through the floods, while her friend and I got off and walked through dirty water up to our thighs. We 

arrived hours late and completely soaked. My contact in the community offered to find dry clothes for us, 

but I am relatively tall and fat by Cambodian standards. The only thing she could find to fit me was a 

slinky, open-backed dress. I have a large tattoo on my upper back. It is unusual for Cambodian women to 

have tattoos and tattoos are somewhat stigmatized as being related to crime. Our host found me a scarf, and 

I did a nearly four-hour long group interview with the women while sitting on a floor wearing a dress 

appropriate for a nightclub.  
640 Interview, Borei Santipheap II, 2016 
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One woman spoke a greater length, talking about her past eviction under 

Democratic Kampuchea: 

We left from the home, 21 family members, and only me left behind.  Very 

terrible feelings.  I hope I can raise my children to be educated.  The government 

should provide more equitable compensation for us, maybe my children can do 

better.  We should have justice after the Pol Pot time, because I lost my whole 

family.  I want the government to help for my family and my children.  During the 

Pol Pot time it is the same, nothing has changed, because the government now 

uses the military to threaten and hurt us.  I remember during Pol Pot's time, and 

this regime is the same.  Very much suffering.  I only want a home for my 

children, I'm old already.  It's been 30 years since my mother died and I never 

made the funeral ceremony for her.  If I have some money, I will make the 

ceremony for my mother.  Miserable during the Pol Pot time and lost I lost all the 

land and my home.641   

She was one of several older Boeung Kak residents made the connection between Pol 

Pot-era displacements and the current wave of forced evictions in Cambodia. Om Ly 

once told me that Hun Sen was “worse” (agrok cheing) than Pol Pot, because while Pol 

Pot killed everyone, Hun Sen only killed the poor. This was likely an exaggeration for 

emphasis, but it highlights the importance of these issues for community members.  

As in Areng, supporters of the communities agreed with these analyses. Luk 

Kosal put this very forcefully.  While we were speaking about his organization’s legal 

                                                 
641 Interview, Borei Santipheap II, 2016 
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work to support communities facing forced eviction all over Cambodia.  I asked about 

concerns for safety, as protest is still dangerous in Cambodia. People were concerned 

about being arrested, imprisoned, or even killed.  But, he said, if they did not struggle, 

they would lose their lands.  And if they lost their lands they would die. So, he said, the 

people are standing up.  The NGOs are working closely with them, and so the community 

members understand their legal rights.  The community members are not silent, they are 

active in the struggle – this, he said, is what he sees as the attitudes and behaviors of the 

“affected people.”  His colleague Youpheng, at another human rights organization, said 

that the people think of their children’s future when they decide to protest.   

 In addition to the economic and material effects of the evictions, and perhaps at 

least partially as a result of these effects, there have been effects on families as well.642 

Several of the women prominent in the mobilization have divorced or separated, which 

they attribute to their involvement in the mobilization. Hoeung told me that initially her 

husband disapproved of her going to protest and they argued about it for a time. He 

eventually came to agree with her about the importance of the mobilization. Other 

women said something similar. One woman noted that her husband used to “blame” her 

for not cooking for him and their children when she was busy with the protest. Like 

Hoeung’s husband, he eventually agreed and supported her, but they argued badly for a 

long time and she was afraid they would divorce. Traditionally in Cambodia, women are 

                                                 
642 Conditions which discourage social mobilization and contentious collective action are discussed in 

greater depth in Chapter Seven.  



222 

 

expected to focus on their families, to be quiet, and to be subservient to men.643 Women 

are increasingly challenging these traditional gender norms, and women do not, in my 

experience, use the chbab srey, or “rules for girls”, to structure their lives. Nonetheless, 

women taking an active role in public life is new for many Cambodians, and in Hoeung’s 

family and several others, it created tension when they did do so.  

There was one suicide among evicted Boeung Kak residents that I was able to 

document. I chased the story, which I heard from many community members, for more 

than a year before I met the deceased woman’s sister.  I was reluctant to include the story 

of the suicide, which was dramatic, because I could not confirm it from media reports.  

The sister of the woman told me that her sister had leapt from Chroy Changvar Bridge as 

a result of having lost her home and livelihood in the evictions.  However, the family was 

concerned about the woman’s children being looked down on or stigmatized by teachers 

and peers because of their mother’s mental problems and suicide. The family reported the 

drowning as an accidental death.  But the sister attributed the suicide and subsequent 

fracturing her family to the stress of the evictions.644 Srey Yem told me the story of 

another woman who was left homeless and without compensation. The woman “went 

crazy” and tried to commit suicide by an intentional overdose.  A neighbor intervened, 

and the woman was saved. In both cases, this indicates both the severity of the problems 

generated by eviction and the increasingly negative relationship with local authorities, 

                                                 
643 Wilwohl, “There Is No Place for ‘Chbab Srey’ in Cambodian Schools”; “The ‘Perfect’ Cambodian 

Woman,” Equal Times, accessed April 9, 2019, https://www.equaltimes.org/the-perfect-cambodian-

woman. 
644 See also  Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 240. 
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discussed in the following chapter – community members and the families involved dealt 

with both incidents without involving local authorities.  

 

Conclusion 

  

This chapter demonstrates that community members resist forced displacement 

largely because it would threaten their economic and material survival. In Chapter Six, I 

discuss how engagement in the conflict with the state over their land has led some 

community members to a new understanding and critique of the state and of 

development. this new understanding and critique is related to the new political 

consciousness and agency which are allowing community members to engage in 

sustained contentious collective action, or in Luk Kosal’s words, to “stand up.”  
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DEVLEOPMENT AND THE STATE 

 

"Don't have a choice, we have to protest" – Sorya, Boeung Kak community activist, 

interview 2014 

 

Introduction 

 

I first interviewed Sorya in her home in Boeung Kak. Her family successfully 

fought the evictions, along with around 1,000 of the approximately 4,000 households 

originally living on and around the lake. Sorya’s victory came at a high cost. She spent 

two lengthy terms in prison and she and her husband separated, leaving her a single 

parent to a young son. I asked her why she protested, despite the costs. She said: “Don't 

have a choice, we have to protest.” The mobilization in the community was for “our 

children,” human rights, land, and justice, she said. The community was not against 

development she said, but they need justice and development for everyone. This 

understanding and critique of development was new for her. Sorya described herself as 

having been a housewife and unengaged with politics prior to her engagement in the 

conflict and social mobilization against evictions in Boeung Kak. It was no until her own 

family was threatened by evictions that she became engaged in the protest and social 

mobilization. 



225 

 

 Sorya’s experience reflected that of many of her neighbors. As a result of their 

engagement in the conflict with the state over their rights to land and housing, members 

of both communities are beginning to articulate new critiques of development, such as 

Sorya’s assessment, above. Via these critiques, they are beginning to connect issues of 

development in their communities with problems related to development in other 

communities. This includes making connections between issues in urban and rural areas. 

This is leading to a new critique of the state, which, as will be seen in the final chapter, is 

connected to the new political agency I see emerging from members of this mobilization.  

In Chapter Seven, below, I examine the role of civil society in generating and sustaining 

the mobilization – I see a fairly complex interplay in which community members adopt, 

modify, or reject concepts diffusing from international and regional civil society, based 

on how useful, appropriate, or attainable those concepts may be to their situation.  

 

Development Related Critique 

 

 I will begin with this section with community members’ understanding of what 

development means. As discussed in Chapter Two, development is a complex concept. 

Community members have a complex understanding of development that is based on 

their own experiences of development. The ways in which community members discuss 

development reflect their own experiences with development, which have been largely 

negative. The international development community uses a wide definition of 

development which includes infrastructure improvements but also improvements to other 
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measures, including maternal and child mortality and literacy rates. When community 

members discuss development, however, they tend to use a more narrow definition which 

focuses on large infrastructure projects such as roads, dams, and urban redevelopment. 

Community members in Areng welcome improvements, such as increased access to 

health care and education, that have taken place over the last generation, but they do not 

often refer to these as development. In terms of development, they tend to focus on 

improvements to the road as positive development and the dam as negative development. 

In Boeung Kak, community members often employ a narrative that “development is the 

people’s tears”. Community members have certainly benefitted from development in 

Cambodia in the last 30 years, but, as with community members in Areng, when they 

discuss development, they tend to frame it as a negative thing for them and their 

community and to demand development which is more equitable.645 In this section I 

explore community members’ understanding of development and growing critique of 

development.  

Returning to the focus group conducted with victims of urban forced evictions 

with my organizational partner, discussed in the previous chapter, we asked community 

members what development meant to them.646 A man from Chroy Changvar community 

said:647 

                                                 
645 See Tania Murray Li, The Will to Improve: Governmentality, Development, and the Practice of Politics 

(Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2007) on conceptions of development in rural Indonesia . 
646 “Promises Kept.” STT, 2016, Promises Kept 
647 “Government to Evict Families under Bridge,” Khmer Times (blog), January 3, 2017, 

https://www.khmertimeskh.com/63611/government-to-evict-families-under-bridge/.  
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I am a victim.  I am affected by the development.  So much suffering.  

Government didn't do like other countries.  Development is like tears. But 

government thinks development is selfish, for the government.  So, the 

government will think if they develop, they will be selfish.  Relations gain money 

from other countries, but government only for selves.648 

He was articulating a point that several other community members made in various ways 

– that the government or those in power were benefiting from development which caused 

the people to suffer. Not everyone made the full chain of causality, but the implication of 

his statements is that the government is directly benefitting from the suffering of the 

people. A man from another community facing forced evictions, in Stung Meanchey, 

clarified by what was meant by development. He said: 

 Development has two meanings.  One, to improve.  Two, the community learns 

about development processes.  But for us, the government wants to improve 

livelihood for public interest.  But other side is just for benefit of self and 

companies.649 

The difference he highlights between development as a means to improve the community 

and development as it is currently being practiced by the Cambodian government 

important throughout the research. Community members and their supporters and the 

invoke the concept of development, as do Cambodian government and its partners and 

spokespeople. Community members, however, has a view of development that is in 

                                                 
648 “Promises Kept.” 
649 “Promises Kept.” 
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tension with development as it is practiced in Cambodia and sometimes with the concepts 

of development employed by civil society actors. Via engagement with civil society, as 

seen in the next chapter, community members have created a concept of development 

which is inclusive, and which benefits all segments of the population. Roth, a semi-

official Boeung Kak spokesperson furthered the point: 

Before we thought development was good for us, but we didn't receive any 

benefit. Development for corruption, not for community or citizens.  Only 

improvement for company and corrupt officials.  People are affected.  

Government thinks development is improvement because they get money to build 

big buildings, but do not think about poor people.650 

A man facing eviction from a different community along the railway brought the 

conversation to specifics about what he meant by development. He explained: 

Development means to improve community, livelihoods, environment, resolution 

for community.  But development in Cambodia means tears, because when 

government developed, they never think about the community or consultation or 

give appropriate compensation.  What is appropriate compensation to the 

community?  $100,000 alone is not enough, community has to agree and be 

consulted and agree on a middle point.  Need to be satisfied.  This is appropriate 

compensation.  But we got no compensation.651      

                                                 
650 “Promises Kept.” 
651 “Promises Kept.” 
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He invoked the same tears or crying metaphor that many other community members did 

when they spoke about development in the community.  

Continuing the discussion, a female Boeung Kak resident said: “Development 

should not make people go from rich to poor.  Think about the people's interests and don't 

use the courts to threaten the people.” A woman facing eviction from a neighborhood 

adjacent to Boeung Kak agreed with her, saying: 

Poor people also need to live in the city.  Justice has to be for the poor people…  

Because poor people area also human resources to develop the city.  We are 

people too.  We have right too.  Authorities say that my daughter should go to 

work, but my children need to live in the city and get and education, even up to a 

Master’s degree.652   

She was one of the many to invoke the “right to the city”, a right that was championed by 

the partner organization hosting the focus group. Her neighbor agreed with her, citing 

various international laws and bodies with enshrined human rights. “The law, the 

UNUDHR [the Universal Declaration of Human Rights], international law all say we 

have equal rights, poor people have the same right to live in the city.” A man summed up 

the demands of the various communities: “No more evictions, no more relocations.  The 

evictions must come with solutions for the people.” A Borei Keila resident fighting 

eviction put it even more succinctly: “Respect your promises.”653 Community members 

are clear that eviction is an issue of rights and fairness and that they consider the 

                                                 
652 “Promises Kept.” 
653 “Promises Kept.” 
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government responsible for problems and abuses related to development in their 

communities. 

 I asked them to speak more about the idea of rights and equal rights. The woman 

from Borei Keila replied “Because the government are also human beings.  The same as 

[sma kinear].” She was appealing to a shared sense of humanity. Boeung Kak women 

often invoked something similar in their interactions with the authorities at 

demonstrations. Older women, especially, describe themselves as wives and mothers to 

police, and remind police that they are also Cambodian citizens, I argue, in an attempt to 

build shared humanity.   

A man from Stung Meanchey spoke about rights, using a specific example of 

access to the city. He said “Every evicted person has the same right to live in the city.  

Citizens for the city.  Evicted people should be located in the city, not more than 2-3 km 

from where they were. Not far out of the city.” he was referring to the fact that many of 

the relocation plans for urban evictions, including Boeung Kak, called for people to be 

relocated to the outskirts of the city, far from their former homes.  

In the next chapter I discuss Areng resident’s understanding of and rejection of 

the concept of human rights, which do not appear to be relevant to their context. I found 

in Boeung Kak and other urban communities where I conducted interviews and 

observations that residents did not reject the concept of human rights, but they did tend to 

focus on tangible rights, such as land and the right to the city. Fairness and equity stood 

out in all these statements, in addition to the right to the city. The participants also lay 
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clear blame on the city or national government for the human rights abuses they are 

seeing in their communities. 

Om Ly in Boeung Kak once told me: “Development is not good for the citizens. 

Only a little compensation [when they were evicted].  How can we get another house? 

They [those in power] develop, but Cambodian people are still poor.” I asked her to 

follow up on her statement, and she outlined the compensation she and other former 

residents of Boeung Kak and neighboring Borei Keila had received, asserting that it was 

not enough to buy a house.  She told me that her life is more difficult since her eviction, 

and that she was specifically worried about the effects on her children.  “Yes,” she said, 

“it’s really difficult. I tell my children, please, learn about the law, human rights, to be 

strong like me.  Don’t be afraid to challenge and debate.  If you are afraid, you will not 

have any land to live on at all.” I asked her neighbor, Lina, about development, and she 

told me: 

Development is not good, because it hurts the citizens.  Some got money and went 

out from BKL and now go to protest anyway.  Some only got $2000, $3000, 

$8500 at most.  And they did not decide to go on their own, they were forced out, 

threatened, intimidated, the sand destroyed their homes, went to the suburbs, not 

near the hospital or school, so difficult.  They spent the money quickly, had no 

house, have to rent, have no work.  This is development in Cambodia.654   

Other neighbors agreed. One shop owner told me that development in the community and 

in Cambodia made people go from rich to poor. She had seen a decline in her business, 

                                                 
654 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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and she blamed the development in the community for it. She said that development was 

supposed to make people richer, not to make them go from rich to poor.  

In interviews and conversations, other Boeung Kak community members 

expressed similar critiques of development as it was being conducted in their 

communities and similar communities. In a conversation that took place in Borei 

Santipheap II, Sotheary, a former Boeung Kak resident quoted in the previous chapter 

said, forcefully “Development for who?  It’s because of development that we are poor 

now.”  A senior leader at an NGO focusing on human rights used almost the exact phrase 

when he said: “Development for who? We support development for the livelihood of the 

people,” his implication being that the government did not support development which 

benefitted the community, only that which benefitted those in power, in the form of 

corruption.  

 In Areng, community members had similar critiques of development. Community 

members also expressed, often strongly, the need for development in the community, 

which is underdeveloped even in comparison to other rural poor communities in 

Cambodia. There were gendered aspects to the critique of development and the 

development needs in the community. Men, in particular, tended to prioritize economic 

aspects of development, such as technical assistance on farming or job training. Women 

tended to prioritize healthcare first, and schools and sanitation as close seconds. Maternal 

healthcare was a particular priority – most women give birth at home in the community 

but would prefer to give birth at a hospital or medical center.  
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  I do not want to generalize about gender here. However, women in Areng, as well 

as Boeung Kak, tended to prioritize matters related to their children’s futures, including 

education and healthcare while men were more focused on improving the family’s overall 

economic situation. This likely reflects gender norms and expectations in Cambodian 

families, in which women are expected to stay at home and care for families, while men 

work to support the family. 655 

Everyone prioritized the road. Improvements to the road would give faster access 

to healthcare, markets, and schools. Many women saw improvements to the road as a 

means of ending homebirth in the community. Since the road is so long and bumpy, 

women would need to leave the community well ahead of giving birth in order to deliver 

at a hospital or even health center. With faster access to Thmor Bang and Koh Kong City, 

more women could deliver in the hospital, with access to medical care. Some people 

might see this as moving away from traditional Jong or Khmer culture, which has 

specific rituals around birth. However, women nearly universally expressed a desire for 

more access to healthcare, especially birth and delivery care. Even elderly women like 

Meng Mao were excited about the availability of birth control. Meng Mao had seventeen 

pregnancies, with six of her children surviving to adulthood. Her niece, Srey Mao, was 

able to choose to limit her family size to two children, something Meng Mao was amazed 

and please by. Access to family planning is obviously an aspect of development however, 

                                                 
655See the chbab srey,  or “rules for girls” discussed in Chapter Five and in Wilwohl, “There Is No Place for 

‘Chbab Srey’ in Cambodian Schools.” 
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as noted, community members tend to employ a concept of development which focuses 

on infrastructure rather than aspects like healthcare or education.  

 As in Boeung Kak, the community had clear demands and goals around 

development and those goals did not align with the government. In addition to resistance 

to the dam, there was an issue of resistance to the high capacity power transmission lines 

and poles discussed above. Community members rejected the construction of the lines 

and poles, even if they would bring electricity, on the grounds that they would result in 

significant losses of land for some community members who owned the areas where 

poles were installed. Several research participants countered the government’s assertion 

that the community needed electrical power, arguing that retaining their land was more 

important. 

 There was also some debate over several schools and health posts constructed by 

Cambodia Youth Movement 157. The group is ostensibly a volunteer group that in reality 

is essentially a paramilitary group associated with the ruling party.656 The group is led by 

Prime Minister Hun Sen’s son and current heir-apparent, Hun Manet. People were 

grateful for the schools but some expressed concern. Sothea told me: 

We are happy and thankful for the new schools.  If the government builds roads, 

hospital, other things for development, people will join.  But if the government 

gives land to the Chinese to build the dam, we will go to protest again.  If we 

                                                 
656 Khuon Narim, “Hun Manet Inaugurates Areng Valley Schools -,” The Cambodia Daily, March 2, 2016, 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/hun-manet-inaugurates-areng-valley-schools-109283/; Khuon 

Narim, “After Distributing Cash, Group Denies CPP Links,” The Cambodia Daily, June 30, 2015, 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/after-distributing-cash-in-areng-valley-group-denies-cpp-links-

86879/. 
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don't block the road and protest, the government will think we agree with the dam 

project, but if we block the road and protest, the government will know we don't 

agree.  The government should ask how many people want the land.657   

Chea, privately, expressed a similar concern and added that the schools were built at a 

time when it was “quiet” in the community, implying that the schools were a reward or 

perhaps more simply would not have been built if the community was still engaged in 

contentious collective action against the state. Both Sothea and Chea were concerned that 

the schools were built at a time when the social mobilization was at an ebb and were a 

bribe or a reward to keep the community “quiet” in Chea’s words.  

During my follow up research in 2017, I spoke to Soeung again about his 

understanding of development and how it had shifted as he engaged in the conflict and 

with the mobilization, including trips to other communities and to meet with indigenous 

and forest community leaders from around Southeast Asia. He said: “The state always 

talks about development and talks about suitable compensation and talks about 

development without tears. But only talks. But in practice, no.” I asked how he felt about 

the government’s statements regarding development in the community. He told me “I do 

not believe the government.” I asked if he believed the government before the conflict 

over the dam began. He said “Before, I believe these things. But now I’ve worked with 

NGOs and I visited a lot of places, and I have Facebook now, and it makes me not 

believe them anymore.” This lack of faith in the ability or willingness of the government 

                                                 
657 Interview, Areng Valley, 2016 
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to solve the problems facing the communities was a common theme that relates to the 

discussions of legitimacy of the state. 

As we with displacement and livelihoods, civil society actors and experts familiar 

with the community express similar concerns to those expressed by community members 

relating to development. Theara is a youth activist who has worked closely with the 

Areng community. Though he grew up in Phnom Penh, he is Cham Muslim, one of 

Cambodia’s largest ethnic minorities. Costal Koh Kong province has a large Cham 

population, and Theara’s status as a minority and his familiarity with the province 

allowed him to bond with community members in Areng. He spent extensive time in the 

community. Over dinner on the Koh Kong City riverside, he told me that the government 

had forgotten about the people in Tmor Bang District, the district that includes Areng. 

They had no social services: no healthcare, no education. But they had the dam projects, 

he said, implying that the government did have the ability to invest in the community in 

some way. The private sector and the NGOs could not do anything to help at this point, 

he said. The conservation organizations and some other NGOs had been providing 

support for education and farming, but they stopped when the dam issues started.658 Now, 

other organizations had come to work on the dam issues. He is describing a shift that took 

place as the Areng conflict developed, which other research participants also mentioned. 

Conservation organizations, which typically work with the Cambodian government, 

curtailed the work in Areng and the conflict developed. At the same time, activist and 

human rights organizations increased their work. One explanation, which I heard from 

                                                 
658 This is the same program which previous employed Srey Kolob as a teacher – see above. 



237 

 

several staff at conservation organizations, was that organizations did not want to invest 

resources and time in the area if it would be flooded by the dam. It simply was not a good 

investment for the organizations to be making. Conservation organizations also typically 

partner closely with the Cambodian government for patrols and enforcement. This makes 

them unwilling to engage in activities or advocacy that would strain the relationship to 

the Cambodian government.659 Several other people pointed out that it was harder for 

more moderate organizations, like the conservation organizations, to work in the 

community once self-described human rights organizations started working closely with 

the community. The concept of human rights is a contentious one in Cambodia. Human 

rights organizations in the country have been targets of repression. The government has 

repeatedly rejected the findings and recommendations of various international human 

rights organizations.660 Staff of several NGOs told me that they avoided using terms such 

as “advocacy” and human rights, as the government was hostile – they used terms such as 

empowerment instead. 

Theara went on to say that if the government decided against the dam, it would 

open the door for development which would benefit the community. Though the dam was 

                                                 
659 Interviews with development organizations staff and development experts.  
660 “Cambodia Rejects Report Alleging Military Rights Abuses,” VOA, accessed April 10, 2019, 

https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-rejects-report-alleging-military-rights-abuses/4458560.html; 

Mech Dara, “Government Rejects Rule of Law Ranking, National, Phnom Penh Post,” accessed April 10, 

2019, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/government-rejects-rule-law-ranking; Mech Dara, 

“Government Rejects Damning HRW Report, National, Phnom Penh Post,” accessed April 10, 2019, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/government-rejects-damning-hrw-report; Niem Chheng, 

“Government Rejects ‘Not Free’ Rating, National, Politics, Phnom Penh Post,” accessed April 10, 2019, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national-politics/government-rejects-not-free-rating; “Cambodia Rejects 

Findings of US Rights Report,” VOA, accessed April 10, 2019, 

https://www.voacambodia.com/a/cambodia-rejects-findings-of-us-rights-report/4830816.html; “Cambodia 

Rejects Findings of US Rights Report.” 
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on hold at that point, development was at a standstill, he said. Reiterating his earlier 

comment, he said that no one wanted to risk new projects because of the possibility of the 

dam. He wanted the community to develop, but in ways that would protect their way of 

life. We did not talk about it in this conversation, but in other conversations Theara talked 

about his own ethnic identity to explain why he wanted to protect Jong culture and 

identity. The two communities had ways of life that were both unique and increasingly 

uncommon and, he felt, increasingly under threat in Cambodia.  Land title had to come 

first, he said, before other aspects of development. His organization lacked the capacity to 

work on the land titling issue, but they encouraged other organizations to focus on the 

land and title issues and to make the community “strong to protect” their own land. 

Highlighting the economic issues, he said that the second priority was ecotourism, to 

develop the economy. He explained that felt that ecotourism was the best way to develop 

the community economically and still preserve their traditional way of life.   

Theara’s fellow youth activist and friend Chanty agreed. She spent long hours 

working in and with the Areng community, without pay, doing organizing and 

development work. She was focused on economic development and access to markets, 

which she understood to be the most pressing needs in the community, along with issues 

of education and health. I asked her why she was so passionate about her volunteer work 

with the community. She said: 

Because we understand what will happen if we build the dam - the river flow, the 

fish, other natural resources, rare fish and animals.  Most Cambodian people 

depend on the river.  What will be the effects on the people, land, nature?  And 
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the land.  Most of the people are farmers, they depend on the land.  How can they 

farm?  Not only the trees,  but the fish, the environment is for all - the people, the 

land, the trees, the fish.  In the future, maybe no fish.  In the future I think 

Cambodia will have a water war.  San Kriem Tek.  People will die faster.  

Cambodia is downstream of several dams and now Cambodia is building the dam 

too.  It's just crazy thinking.  They can just open the door of the dam and affect 

Cambodia very seriously.  Cambodia needs electricity but it does not need to 

build so many dams.  Just a small dam can provide enough electricity for 

Cambodia.  But the government needs big contracts for the money, for the 

government. I did research on the Sambo dam - $5 billion contract, divided bit by 

bit among many people.  They have to get money.  They have many pockets.661 

Chanty was focused on the connection between underdevelopment in Areng and with 

corruption related to development. She is articulating a clear critique of development in 

the community. Chanty’s solution to the problems facing Areng was also economic – she 

wanted the region to continue to develop ecotourism as well as begin farming organic 

product to sell outside of the community. Chanty and her involvement in Areng were a 

product of the networks of civil society discussed in Chapter Seven. She initially became 

engaged with the community via her work with a United Nations organization and an 

internationally funded organization in Cambodia. 

Some community leaders focused on the importance of economically developing 

the community as well. As a part of my Fulbright research in Cambodia, I was invited to 

                                                 
661 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2016 
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meet with US State Department staff working in Cambodia to discuss my preliminary 

findings and some ideas for their work. Because of the participatory nature of the 

research and the ethnographic and anthropological project in general, I wanted to include 

community members in this process. I met with community leader Bong Vanna and 

asked him to prioritize development needs in the community.662 He prioritized agriculture 

and told me that if people could make money from farming, it would prevent them from 

engaging in illegal wildlife poaching.663 Bong Vanna went on to talk about the need for 

technical assistance on farming in the community, including education and also 

equipment and seeds. The community wanted to change from swidden farming, he said, 

to do more conventional agriculture, so they could harvest more rice and sell the surplus. 

He noted at this point that improvements to the road were also necessary for this to 

happen. It was only when I asked him if there was anything else he thought was 

important that he spoke about land titles, saying that the process needed to take place as 

soon as possible. If it took too long, he said, the government would try to grab the land 

again, and the community may not be able to fight back. His statements highlight 

importance of land for community members’ livelihoods and economic stability.  

                                                 
662 I also discussed this with a group of Areng residents in Phnom Penh, but no coherent narrative emerged. 

The group had just arrived at an NGO office in Phnom Penh, after a six-hour van trip. They answered a few 

of my questions but made it clear that they were more interested in socializing with the staff of the NGO 

and taking a rest after the trip.  
663 Poaching is a problem in Areng and in Cambodia in general. Most families hunt for their own nutrition, 

and I refuse to consider this poaching or illegal, as it is within their rights as an indigenous community. I 

did have ethical problems with eating wild meat while in the community but made the decision to do so on 

several occasions. While this type of poaching is wide spread, it is less problematic than people who poach 

for profit, to sell on the illegal wildlife market. I heard consistent rumors that one family poached and sold 

on a regular basis and consider these rumors credible but was unable to confirm them.  
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In Areng, I was able to interview or have informal conversation with several 

elected and appointed officials in Chum Noab and Pro Laiy communes, including 

members of the commune councils, village chiefs, and one commune chief. Each person I 

interviewed expressed a slightly different viewpoint, but there were some key 

similarities. Like other community members, local officials consider development in the 

community to be slow and uneven relative to other communities in Cambodia. I agreed 

with this assessment. Several of the officials expressed that development was slow in the 

community but did not attempt to blame anyone or provide a reason this might be, other 

than the remoteness of the community. One local official in Pro Laiy commune, Mr. 

Vandy, expressed frustration at the slow pace of development in Areng, focusing on the 

road. The funds were too low to begin with, he said, and only covered repairs, not 

building a new road that could be used in all seasons.  Further, the upper levels of 

bureaucracy were slow to release the funds that were allocated to the community.  Mr. 

Vandy was not sure why this was, but he knew his superior had gone to the level above 

them to request in strong terms that the funds be disbursed.  Many other research 

participants discussed the levels of bureaucracy in Cambodia and how those could slow 

the pace of development – see the sections above.  

I asked about development in general in the community, noting that Areng was, in 

my experience, less developed than many other areas in Cambodia.  Mr. Vandy agreed 

that the pace of development in Areng was slow, and said:  

The authorities do not take action because they want to develop in more populated 

areas, not rural areas.  This is not fair.  I don't know exactly about the plans of the 
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authorities, I'm not clear.  The authorities in Tmor Bang promised to build a road 

into the mountains, near the roadblock, because the road there is so bad.  I heard 

but I do not know exactly when.664 

Other local official agreed with him on the levels of bureaucracy slowing the process of 

development. I asked Mrs. Oah, a female member of the commune council, about 

development in Areng. She told me development in the community was slow, and that 

Areng was development more slowly than nearby Chipat. This was because Chipat had 

“companies” and needed infrastructure like better roads because of this. I asked about 

Chipat was more developed. She said she did not know. She said they ask the district 

level authorities, in Tmor Bang, to ask and the province, passing the issue up the chain of 

command. She did not know clearly, she said. However, she did note that the commune 

chief was responsible, because he was the “decision maker” and should “request for 

development.”  

 Mr. Vann is Bong Vanna’s father and also an elected leader in the community.  I 

interviewed him his wife at their phteah chamkar, or field house, while the couple was 

harvesting rice with the help of their youngest daughter. I asked about development and 

the dam. Mr. Vann took no direct stand on the dam but told me that he wanted to preserve 

the natural resources in the community and his own land. He said that in 1993 the Prime 

Minister said, “you can go to your hometown,”  and so now they could not abandon their 

“special place.” He was referring to the process of resettling Cambodia after the mass 

displacements under the DK regime and the subsequent conflict with Vietnam. I asked 

                                                 
664 Interview, Areng, 2016 
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who or what was responsible for the problems related to development in the community. 

He said that the companies, Sinohydro and Sarwath, which were responsible.  He was 

one of few people I interviewed who focused on the Chinese corporations and not on the 

Cambodian state as the primary party responsibly for the dam and conflicts over 

development – compare him to Meng Mao, who described the government as the real 

steerers of the country. 

Mr. Vann avoided taking a position on the dam and said instead that he was 

following the position of the community. He said: 

The community did not want the dam, so I must follow them, even though I'm the 

guardian.  The government wants to develop that way, but the community does 

not.  Even though I'm a village chief, the community did not want it, and even 

though the government told me to spread the information, I cannot because the 

community did not want it.  Especially the older people raised their hands to 

refuse the dam.  They have lived here for many centuries and have a lot of crops 

here.  Some of the younger people want the dam, but the older people do not want 

it because this is ancestral land.  Because they want to keep it for the next 

generation and want ecotourism instead.  The Khmer people want the dam.  The 

Jong people want to conserve the land.665 

Mr. Vann has a complicated family relationship to the dam. He is an elected official and 

so it is understandable that he took no clear position on the dam. His adult son, Bong 

Vanna, is a leader in the anti-dam movement in Areng and served nearly a year in jail, on 

                                                 
665 Interview, Areng Valley, 2016 
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a forestry crime charge and most people agree was actually punishment for his leadership 

in the social mobilization. It is understandable to me that he may feel some tension 

between his position as an elected official and his personal relationship to his son and the 

social mobilization. He and his wife are some of the poorer residents in Areng. They do 

not even own a motorbike, which is rapidly becoming rare in the community.  

Bong Keo, another village chief, told me that he was glad the community 

protested and that the dam was cancelled. But he also declined to take a position on the 

dam. He told me that the dam was a government project, which implied to me that he 

considered the dam to be not something he could or would resist, because it was a 

government project. Rather, he said there would be costs and benefits to the dam. The 

dam would provide electricity and water, he said, and electricity is part of development. 

The community did not want to be evicted, he said, because they came here with nothing, 

again referring to the process of resettling the community after they were displaced to 

Chipat. “It was misery here at first,” he said.  The community had worked hard here, so 

they did not want to leave. Bong Keo’s colleague, Mr. Dy, agreed with this position and 

also did not take a stance on the dam. He told me “I work for the community.  I’m the 

deputy chief. I should live or die with the community.”  I took this to mean that he would 

follow the will of and/or fate of the community and stay or be evicted with the rest of the 

community.  

Bong Vuth is a village chief in Areng who identifies as Khmer, married to a 

woman who identifies as Jong. Discrimination against Jong and indigenous people is 

common in Cambodia, and some community members prefer  to be identified Khmer 
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rather than identified as Jong, despite members of their family being Jong. Regarding 

development, Bong Vutha told me “I didn't refuse about development, if it's focused on 

infrastructure like roads and schools.  The road is important, so they cannot go into the 

forest and they can sell their crops instead." He was referring to the charge that 

community members were engaged in illegal logging and poaching, which he asserted 

people would not do if they were able to make an adequate livelihood from farming or 

another activity. I asked specifically about the dam, and he told me "I refused the dam, 

but I did not stand.  I followed the community.  This is my wife's homeland and my 

homeland, and I did not like it, but I cannot say anything because I follow the commune 

chief." Bong Vutha clearly separated his personal feelings on the dam from his position 

as a village chief.  

 On the other end of the spectrum was Mr. Lim, another village chief and the most 

hostile research participant I interviewed.  He  declined my initial request for an 

interview and instead semi-jokingly threatened me. Srey Mao, who was related to his 

family, did not consider the threat credible, and I agreed. The next morning, she worked 

with the women in his family to arrange in ideal time to stop by. The women in the 

family quickly invited me in, before he could refuse or meet me outside, where he could 

have cut the conversation short. Once I was an invited guest, though, rules of politeness 

took over, and he likely felt obliged to speak with me for a time. I asked him if 

development in Areng was fast or slow. He did not answer, and told me that if there was 

development, it should follow the law of the government. I asked a follow up question, 

asking if there were specific problems related to development in the community. He 
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replied that yes, there were a lot of problems of challenges, so it took a long time. He 

said: 

Everything we want, there are challenges and impacts. But if they do not do 

anything, there will be no challenge or impact. The Prime Minister spoke about 

frog jumps. There are many steps to building the road from the main road. They 

will do it like a frog jumping, one bit at a time.666 

His statement referred to a government strategy of making improvements in increments, 

or frog leaps, such as building the road from Thmor Bang to Areng by starting with the 

bridges and filling in the gaps.  

I tried to focus the conversation on development, asking about specific processes 

when the community had a need. The conversation took a challenging turn at this point. 

He told me that his work was under the district authority. NGOs have supervisors, he 

said.667 He then asked me if I had a permission letter from a ministry. I explained that I 

did not, my letter was from the US Embassy but I agreed with his point, and said that yes, 

even my embassy has supervisors. He seemed to be implying that we were both required 

to follow instructions from out superiors. 

 I tried to refocus the conversation on development in the community, including 

positive development issues. He prioritized the road, as it would bring more tourists to 

the area. He gave the example of when the government issued him a motorbike, but it 

broke down quickly because of the bad road. It took two liters of gas to go from here to 

                                                 
666 Interview, Areng Valley, 2016 
667 Like many community members, he assumed I worked for an NGO. I tried to explain that I did not on 

many occasions, but I was still termed angkaw. 
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the main road at Veal Bpi, and sometimes he would have to carry the motorbike, instead 

of it carrying him. He turned to my translator, an indigenous woman from a different 

community, and asked her if she would want a better road. Without waiting for her to 

reply, he said that maybe she would not want the road. He seemed to expect her to 

oppose development, including the road. The road, he said, was good for pregnant 

women to deliver babies. He talked for a moment about a foreign staff member at a 

conservation organization who would drive women to the hospital in his vehicle, but the 

staff member no longer worked in the community.  

 At that point, Mr. Lim, unprompted, started telling me the story of his life since 

Democratic Kampuchea. He said: 

Cambodia has suffered from many regimes, but people must try and live.  Even 

before Pol Pot it was a bad regime, but people have to try to live.  Under Angkar 

if someone was against the government they would be killed, so no one was 

against anything.  Did you see the museum about Angkar? Those people who 

were against - students, the educated - were killed but when they asked if I could 

read well, and I lied and said I could not read, so I survived.  The dam has been 

canceled, so if you want to walk from here to Sihanoukville, you can see that 

there's nothing.  I'm not hiding anything.  In 1985 Sihanouk put something to 

measure the water to build a dam, but the war came and he could not.  So, the 

plan for the dam is not new, it's a continuation of the old dam.  No construction, 

but the companies came to do EIAs.  I've seen a lot of regimes, even Pol Pot, and 

I’m still alive because I do what they tell me.  I'm very lucky.  Why?  Because I 
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am gentle and I follow whatever they want me to do.  The community has to be 

gentle, like with Angkar, so please be gentle.668 

I interpret his statement to mean that not being “gentle” and not doing what one is told is 

potentially dangerous. The undercurrent was that dissent against the state was dangerous, 

historically and currently. Mr. Lim said, “I’m still alive because I do what they tell me.” 

While he did not compare the current regime to the Angkar-era as some community 

members did, he said that the community had to be “gentle”, just as they were during the 

Angkar-era. Like the other elected officials, Mr. Lim likely feels compelled to toe the 

party line. However, Mr. Lim came as close to saying explicitly the undercurrent I heard 

from almost everyone I met in Cambodia who was attached to the government, from the 

military police who threatened me in Tmol Don Pov commune to the traffic police in 

Phnom Penh who regularly solicit bribes from foreigners at traffic stops: dissent is 

problematic and potentially dangerous.  

These conversations with elected officials in Areng illustrate several things. One 

is that, like other community members, officials prioritize development which would 

support their economic situation. Like other community members they acknowledge that 

development in Areng is slow, compared even to other rural poor communities. A few of 

the local officials even acknowledge that the government is responsible for this slow pace 

of development. However, they do not offer open critiques of the state, and only one was 

somewhat openly associated with the mobilization against the dam. A likely reason why 

is that they have closer ties to the state, benefit from those ties, and from the patronage 

                                                 
668 Interview, Areng, 2016 
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system in Cambodia in general. This would not encourage them to dissent against the 

state, because they are benefitting from the relationship to the state, unlike the 

community members who are engaged in contestation against the state and with the 

social mobilization.  

 

Understanding and Critiques of the State 

  

As demonstrated in the previous section, community members and others 

involved in the social mobilization are expressing a critique of development as it is being 

practiced in their communities and in Cambodia in general. These critiques are part of a 

new political consciousness and new political agency, which are discussed in the final 

sections of this chapter.  Extending from the narratives of broken promise above, I asked 

many research participants who or what was responsible for the problems related to 

development or lack of development in their communities. I found that related to their 

critiques of development, community members were forming a new understanding of the 

role of the state and the relationship of the state to the people. This was resulting in them 

developing new critiques of the state.  

 I interviewed Chreb, a Boeung Kak resident at her home.  The middle-aged 

woman had previously been employed by the Phnom Penh Port Authority. She told me 

that she did not “hate” the government, but her experience working at the port made her 

not trust the government. Cambodia had “so much money, so many goods,” she said, but 

noted that these goods were leaving the country, rather than staying in Cambodia hands. 
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Rice, she explained, was being exported to Vietnam (she used an offensive term for 

Vietnamese here), but Cambodians did not have enough to eat.  The government built 

bridges and roads and took credit for the construction, but the money came from other 

countries.669 Chreb turned to the lack of social services in Cambodia, saying that there 

were beggars and mentally ill people, but the government did not take care of them.  She 

wanted the government to build “hospitals” to take care of these people. Again, she is 

highlighting that those in power are benefitting at the expensive of the poorest and most 

vulnerable people, including the mentally ill and those living on the streets.   

Who was responsible for problems of development in the communities and the 

government not being responsible for the needs of the people was a common theme in 

interviews with community members and their supporters. I asked Luk Vutha, a monk 

active in environmental issues, who or what was responsible for environmental problems 

in the Cambodia.  He told me there were two: first, businessmen, and second, “neak 

mian” – literally, “people have” or “those who have,” meaning wealthy people.  Wealthy 

people, he explained, were supported by “tiohien,” soldiers or the military. The 

authorities can cut the trees easily, he told me. The government does not “take care.” 

Many other people used the term neak mian when discussing the government and 

                                                 
669 She was referring to both donations and foreign direct investment (FID), both of which Cambodia is 

heavily dependent on. “The Council for the Development of Cambodia (CDC) » FDI Trend,” accessed 

March 5, 2019, http://www.cambodiainvestment.gov.kh/why-invest-in-cambodia/investment-

enviroment/fdi-trend.html; Pang Vichea, “Inflow of FDI up in first half,” Text, Phnom Penh Post, July 23, 

2018, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/business/inflow-fdi-first-half; “Aid and Development,” Open 

Development Cambodia (ODC) (blog), accessed March 5, 2019, 

https://opendevelopmentcambodia.net/topics/aid-and-development/; Ek Chanboreth and Sok Hach, “Aid 

Effectiveness in Cambodia,” Brookings (blog), November 30, 2001, 

https://www.brookings.edu/research/aid-effectiveness-in-cambodia/.  
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powerful people, using it as a shorthand for anyone in a position of authority or power. 

Luk Vutha’s point was that the government was benefitting from destruction of the 

natural environment, at the expense of the local people. 

Luk Vutha focused on forestry law and its enforcement, which was a contentious 

issue in Areng, after Bong Vanna was arrested on charges of forestry crimes that many 

community members rejected as false. Regarding one aspect of the law, a prohibition on 

chainsaws, Luk Vutha said: 

Government doesn't care about chain saw - they allow them to be sold in the 

market, rich people can buy then.  Some people buy them and go into the forest to 

cute wood.  The authorities do not protect the forest.  People want to protect it, 

but the authorities do not, because of corruption.  Wood is very expensive - the 

government says people cannot cut it, but the machines are still sold, and wood is 

still expensive, so people go to cut more.  Authorities don't care about the forest. 

Corruption - authorities allow the wood to be transported, get bribes when the 

wood is transported. Because people are poor, they don't know if they can live if 

they don't cut the forest for money.  The forest is cut, and the government blames 

the local people - it's corruption. In Cambodia the rich people, businessmen don't 

go to cut, they buy from the citizens.  The story is separated, and they are 

protected, but the people go to jail. For the court there are 2 kinds of people - rich 

people are one kind and poor people are another.  Example: the citizens cut a little 

wood, like Bong Vanna [who was arrested for forestry crimes]. but rich people 
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cut a lot, have a big truck.  But the law does not take care, but it will arrest the 

citizens.670 

When he said that the “story is separated”, he meant that a layer of legal separations 

existed. Those who had money and power could pay others to log for them, either by 

paying them directly or by buying the wood after poorer people logged the trees. Luk 

Vutha referenced the inequality of the situation, in which the rich benefitted and the poor 

suffered. Luk Vutha’s understanding was informed by his experience in Areng and also 

by his experience of growing up indigenous in a different forest community in Cambodia.  

Distrust of or lack of faith in the courts was a theme that emerged. Again, this was 

a common theme: that rich people benefitted from corruption while poor people are 

punished for their role in corruption., even if their crimes were more minimal and they 

received less benefit than the powerful. Community members and civil society actors 

assert that they engage in contentious collective action because they have no hope for a 

solution via the courts. Many community members told me that although they were 

working to pursue legal cases, they had little hope of a legal solution and a low level of 

faith in the court system in general. This was related to the slow pace of the bureaucracy 

they saw, the conflicts they were engaged in, and the human rights abuses they saw being 

enacted in their communities and communities like theirs. 

Srey Mom’s sister, Leakhena who was mentioned briefly in the previous chapter, 

was well-known in the Boeung Kak community for tragic reasons. At a protest in Phnom 

Penh a police officer struck Leakhena, who was then about four months pregnant, with an 
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electrified baton. She collapsed and suffered a miscarriage as a result of the shock and/or 

the fall. Her husband blamed her for the miscarriage, which put incredible strain on her 

family. He told her that if she had not gone to protest, she would not have lost the baby. 

The couple nearly divorced as a result of the turmoil. They eventually reconciled, but the 

marriage was still strained and Leakhena seemed to me to be much more solemn and 

withdrawn than her forceful, energetic sister. I asked Leakhena if she considered suing 

the government for the injury and miscarriage.  No, she said: 

Even if I went to the court, I have no hope of a solution. Even Mommy went to 

the court when she was hit on the head [by police at a protest], and she got no 

solution. So, I have no hope. The court and the government are the same. All that 

I do, I’ve sacrificed for my land and my son and daughter – my health and my 

money.671  

Leakhena had engaged in one legal battle, for the title to her home. The experiences she 

had as a member of the social mobilization left her unable to trust the courts to offer her a 

solution or compensation for the harms she suffered.  

Beyond simple distrust or lack of faith in the courts, some research participants 

articulated quite clearly that the legal system was being used to punish community 

members and supporters for their contentious collective action. Luk Vutha, quoted above, 

touched on this, when discussing community members being charged for forestry crimes, 

when those in power suffer no repercussions.  

                                                 
671 Interview, Boeung Kak Lake, 2016 
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Other research participants made the link even more explicit.  Sokal was director 

of a human rights organization and one of my first and most important key informants. In 

one conversation, in September 2015, as his organization was preparing for World 

Habitat Day and International Human Rights Day, he told me that daily his organization 

sees the costs of evictions, and grabbing, human rights abuses, and the use of the court to 

“pressure” activists.672 He saw this increasing nationwide. The people behind these issues 

– the evictions and related mentioned above – were in Phnom Penh, he said, implying the 

government and the powerful people. Because he and his organization understood that 

powerful people in Phnom Penh were to blame for the problems in Boeung Kak, Areng, 

and other communities, he and his organization were working to build linkages between 

urban and rural communities. This is discussed further in Chapter Seven.   

A closely related theme was a critique of the state based on the lack of rule of law. 

Luk Kosal, quoted in the previous chapter, is a senior lawyer at a national legal network. 

He told me bluntly: “Not rule of law, it is the rule of man, one man controls all, 

everything, 25 years ago, and still..." He was alluding to the fact that while Cambodia is a 

democracy on paper, the reality is Hun Sen and his party have been in control since 1993. 

This analysis emerged more from research participants who were educated and members 

of civil society, as they had the education necessary to frame these critiques. I argue that 

this critique is closely related to the lack of trust in the state discussed above and has the 

                                                 
672 Our conversation was in English, but there is a Khmer term which is commonly translated as pressure, 

but which has stronger connotations. Intimidate might be a better translation and a closer approximation of 

what he meant. 
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same root causes. A staff member at a large umbrella organization based in Phnom Penh 

said: 

The root causes of land conflicts are policy. Laws and implementation.  The 

political situation in Cambodia considers the benefit to the party first, then the 

people.  Example: at the commune level candidates have to be from the political 

party first, and if they do not agree, then you cannot be commune chief, even if 

the people love you.  So, you have to get support from the political party first, 

then the people after.  After the election you have to support the party first, then 

the people.  But democracy should put people first. The laws are good/acceptable 

for the most part. Some are bad, but they can be amended.  But when the 

government makes the law, they tie a few articles to benefit the party…  Laws and 

contracts are the same, just parties are different.  If the law serves the people, it's 

good.  For implementation, there are problems. 673   

He went on to say that vagueness in the law made it challenging to enforce the law, he 

went on to say. This allowed the rich to accumulate very large plots, leaving “nothing” 

for the poor. His organization worked to coordinate NGOs in Cambodia and give civil 

society a stronger voice. However, our interview made clear that the government did not 

make their work easy.  

In a discussion with Sokal, quoted above, I asked about his opinions on the Law 

on Associations and NGOs (LANGO), just after the law had been rather speedily passed.  

He told me “Good people are not afraid of good laws. Good people are afraid of bad 
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laws.” When he initially had meetings and trainings on the daft LANGO, he made 

comparisons to a similar law that had been used in Russia, as well as citing examples of 

Ethiopia, China, and Vietnam where he said, “law does not align with democracy.” He 

brought up Article 30 of the law, which states that NGOs can be punished for organizing 

“protest that disrupts the culture of Cambodia” (his translation). He laughed and asked 

“What is the culture of Cambodia? This violates the Cambodian constitution. “Bad 

people develop bad laws, so there is no reason for good people to obey,” he said. Sokal 

argued that there was no ethical or moral imperative to obey a bad law. In fact, he argued 

that there was an ethical or moral imperative not to obey bad laws. He told me in another 

conversation that if he was arrested, he would not want a lawyer, but a journalist. A good 

or a bad lawyer would not make a difference, he said, because the issue would be 

political, not about the law. The government does not respect good laws, he said, so 

sometimes “we” have to disobey. Sokal took a stronger stance on resistance than most of 

his colleagues. Very few other research participants advocated civil disobedience. This 

was with good reason, as Sokal fled Cambodia, seeking asylum, after threats to him and 

his family.  

Rath is a lawyer representing indigenous minority communities involved in land 

disputes. The international NGO he worked for had previously funded this work, but at 

the time when I met him the budget had been eliminated. He was still working for the 

organization and taking on the land cases in his free time, both pro-bono and supported 

by small grants. He was forceful in his opinions on the Cambodian government and the 

rights and duty of the people to resist if the government did not follow rule of law. His 
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first choice was to work with the government, but he has not been able to. The problem 

was that the government would not work with civil society, not that civil society would 

not work with the government. He said: 

Sometimes the government doesn’t recognize our [civil society] role as potential 

complementaries [sic]. [Civil society] gets seen as the opposition party but are 

not. The government misunderstands. We have a good collaboration with some 

local officials, but some not.  They are too strict.  Working on health and 

environment is fine, human rights is hard. The government is trying to restrict the 

space for people promoting democracy. There are restrictions on providing 

information in schools. But not for non-sensitive issues.  The government does 

not want the people to stand up.674 

While he wanted to work with the government, Rath was firm in his opinion that the 

people had a right and a duty to resist if the government was not fulfilling its obligations 

in terms of the law and human rights. He told me “The government has an obligation to 

enforce the law.” If the government did not do so, with enough “effort”, then the people 

must apply pressure.  

Many of the critiques I heard consistently focused on the various levels of 

governance and how these levels and bureaucracies can be used against the community 

members as a means to coerce or punish certain behavior. Luk Kosal is a senior 

Cambodian staff member at a large legal organization who is familiar with both the 

Boeung Kak and Areng cases.  He outlined the process of land-use planning. In 2004 
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through 2006 there was an active land use planning program in Cambodia. However, 

once land concessions began increasing at the end of that period, conflicts emerged 

between concessions and land use planning. Land use planning was a long process at all 

levels, he said, but it got stuck most often and for the longest time at the provincial level. 

This is because the land use plans generated by the community overlapped with good 

areas for land concessions.  Even if the district signed, the concession may be granted 

anyway, according to him. So, the district was reluctant to sign, because they could face 

censure from their superiors if a higher level reversed the decision at the request of the 

concession owner. The provincial and nation levels, he said, would give “complaints” to 

the district levels when this happened. His point was that even if local and district 

officials had wanted to uphold the law, they may feel pressure to engage in corruption, 

because they may face censure or punishment from their superiors who are also engaged 

in corruption and expect the lower levels to facilitate this.  

In 2009 the government changed the process from participatory land use planning, 

which began at the village level, to commune land use planning, which began at the 

commune level, one level up from village. This took the power one step away from the 

people and the village authorities with which they were close. The process failed, 

however, Luk Kosal said, because of the frequent overlap with land concessions. The 

district could not sign the agreements because they conflicted with decisions being made 

at the provincial and national level.  Who benefits more, Luk Kosal asked?  As a result, 

district-level official refused to sign off on commune-level land use plans. The cases, 
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thus, get stuck at the district or provincial level, because these levels get “blamed”675 by 

the levels above them. It was not politics, he theorized, but benefits and corruption.  He 

was willing to go to court to fight it, but the problem was implementation. He said: 

Decisions come from the top down. Complaints come from below, and the local 

government says that it is not in their capacity to deal with it and refers the 

complaint to higher levels. This is just a pretense though…. If the government 

went through the legal frameworks, there would not be disputes… Who is entitled 

to give land titles? The government.  But why do they take so many years to do it 

and many still do not have titles? There is a lack of consultation.  The government 

is not accountable or transparent.  They need to show findings on who is affected, 

how the environment is affected. The absence of an independent and uncorrupted 

judicial system means the legal system isn’t accessible [to the people] and [justice 

is] not attainable. I think the people in Areng understand these issues, but their 

capacity is still low.676  

Luk Kosal was referring to low levels of education and capacity in Areng, which he 

indicated people’s ability to use the legal system to their own advantage. After a 

discussion of the specifics of land titling and his organizations work in Areng, he 

returned to the subject of the government, without my prompting. The government does 

not respect “mutual benefit” he said. “It does not respect the rights of the people, only the 

rights of the corporations and government… The government is trying to break the 

                                                 
675 There was a Khmer term that is often translated as “blame” but which more closely meant “accused”. 
676 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2014.  
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communities.  There is a real strategy to this.” This discourages the community so they 

will not join protests, meetings, or trainings.  It was a “very clever” strategy, he said.  The 

government accused NGOs of being the masterminds behind the community protest. The 

courts are used to intimidate and threaten people and there are arbitrary arrests and 

violence. Once people go to jail, they are reluctant to engage in protest again.  The 

culture in Cambodia, he stated, “hates” prisons and looks down on those who have been 

to jail. But people are becoming less afraid of jail.  Some people come out stronger, not 

afraid.  They know they are not guilty of what he called “trumped up changes.” People 

support the prisoner when they know they are not actually guilty. “Why isn’t the violator 

in jail, not the victim?” he asked.  It’s a “systematic violation” of the law.  

Luk Kosal talked with me about the slow and difficult process of resolving land 

disputes. He told me that some district and provincial level officials were getting “some 

benefit” from the land disputes, and thus did not intervene on behalf of communities or to 

resolve disputes in a timely manner.  “Wait, wait, wait,” he said, clearly frustrated. The 

effects of the corruption trickled down to local officials and then the community. Because 

the district and provincial level authorities benefited, the local authorities at the village 

and commune levels hesitated to get involved in land disputes, because their bosses are 

profiting. This makes it hard to combat corruption.  The national government, he said, 

lacks “political will” to address issues such as corruption, land disputes, etc. But, he 

emphasized, housing was a major issue.  “Birds need a nest, human beings need a house,” 

he said, a variation on a slogan used by many land and housing activists: “Even a bird 
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needs a nest.”  He connected issues of housing and evictions to issues of corruption and 

why that corruption was so hard to work against. 

Chamnan, another lawyer working on land issues with indigenous communities, 

talked about lack of rule of law in Cambodia. He told me: 

There’s no rule of law. The land the people own is given to them as a gift. The 

government is the boss.  It’s the culture of the monarchy, no separation of power. 

That culture remains very strong. The government gives to the people rather than 

being supported by them. In a democracy, titles are not “excellency”, leaders are 

civil servants. Here they are “excellencies.”  Officials and government workers 

are above the law.677 

He went on to give specific examples of the oknha process, through which major donors 

to the government can receive the title okhna, or excellency. The title carries no formal 

power, but it provides entrée to a powerful group of businesspeople and solidifies a 

person’s reputation in these circles. It also, unofficially, guarantees lucrative government 

contracts in exchange for the large donation. The oknha process is evidence of 

Cambodia’s system of corruption and crony capitalism.  

 Chamnan went on to explain the process of getting a government job and the 

corruption involved. He said that the government is smart in controlling the people 

through opportunities to “do corruption.” In order to get a job, he said, one had to be part 

of the party [CPP] and appeal to the boss, who was also a party member.  You had to be 

in the networks, he said, calling it “systematic corruption.”  He was highlighting, among 
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other things, that corruption is systemic and widespread, from the lowest to the highest 

levels. Chamnan and others related that corruption was especially frustrating because the 

government might arrest or target minor offenders while ignoring government officials 

engaging in major corruption. He again stressed that the problems he was explaining 

were widespread and reached to the highest levels of the government.  

 Areng Valley activist Chenda, in a conversation with her neighbors, stated 

emphatically: “It comes from the government.  The government gives permission to the 

companies and the companies do it.  The government does not care about us.” Meng Mao 

agreed. In a conversation at her house, she told me that the government was the true 

“steerer” of the country, the same way a person steers a boat. This is an apt analogy in an 

area where many families own or share boats or rely on fishing for their income and on 

fish as their primary source of protein. Meng Mao continued her analogy with her house, 

which we were sitting in. She was the owner of her house, she told me, and my research 

assistant and I were allowed in her home because she invited us in. She clearly holds the 

government responsible for any development, as the government is the decision maker or 

the “steerer” of the country.  

Srey Neary is a three-time victim of forced eviction who channeled her 

experience into her work with a human rights NGO. I asked her who she thought was 

responsible for her family’s third eviction, from Dei Krahom, a violent urban eviction in 

2008-9.678 Initially, her family was not sure who was responsible for the eviction. As a 

                                                 
678 “Dey Krahorm Community Land Case Explained” (Phnom Penh: LICAHDO, 2008), 

https://www.licadho-cambodia.org/reports/files/118DeyKrahormCommunityLandCaseExplained.pdf; “Dey 

Krahorm: Forced Eviction Purges Final Families” (Sahmakum Teang Tnaut, July 3, 2009), 
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result of their engagement with civil society, they realized the company, 7NG, was 

responsible. However, other community members thought some powerful person, some 

“big boy” was behind the company, such as a member of the Parliament or of the Prime 

Minister’s family.679 She named a specific member of the municipal government who 

was also related to Hun Sen’s family. Community members assumed that some powerful 

person was behind the company because they were convinced that one company would 

not be able to ensure such a police presence as was used in the eviction and the lead-up to 

it. Srey Neary said the community is still unsure who is behind the company. Although 

they know the legal owners of the company, they still think some “big boy” is behind the 

company.  The government, she said, steals from community members.   

Community members also talked about responsibility in other ways, such as the 

state being responsible for the people and their needs. I asked Hoeung, in Boeung Kak, 

about the concept of citizenship. I explained the concept, including that the government 

has certain responsibilities to the people. I asked about she understood citizenship. She 

said: 

Yes, the community knows about the responsibilities of the government to the 

people. Here in village 20, you know village 20, we know that the government are 

the representatives and responsible for the people. The government and 

authorities say they care, but in fact they do not care about people. It seems like it 

is separate. The people are one way, and the government is another way. The 

authorities discriminate against us. We're the victims of the land cases, but the 
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authorities send people to watch us to go to advocate. The situation is very hard. 

In 2008 the authorities warned that we would be arrested if we did our campaign. 

If we still do the campaign, the authorities would take us to jail. The situation is 

better than the last six months. After CNRP won the election, the authorities came 

to visit us. They came yesterday and talked about providing free medical care for 

us, and help poor people, if they do not have money to take medicine to go to the 

hospital, the authorities will provide free for them. But they only talked about 

medical treatment, they did not tell us about other things. The authorities looked 

like they were scared or maybe shy to talk to us. Maybe they feel like they made a 

mistake to the people, and now were scared to meet the people.680 

Hoeung is articulating that the government is not fulfilling its obligations to the people, 

and that perhaps the authorities felt ashamed or fearful of meeting community members 

who may be angry with them. 

Hoeung’s neighbor Dina, who owns a small, informal shop in Boeung Kak, 

agreed, but assigned far more blame to the government than soft-spoken Hoeung. We 

talked about changes in the relationship to the government, or at least the local 

authorities, before and after she engaged with the social mobilization. I asked her about 

her feelings about the government and the conflict in the community. Dina replied “Arom 

chou chap,” hurt feeling, or [emotional] feeling of hurt. It really hurt her, she said.  Some 

people said that the people in Boeung Kak work for political parties, but it was not true, 

she assured me. Rather, it was because of the land and the homes, not politics. When the 

                                                 
680 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2017 
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police hit one person, she said, ten people go there to support them. The community 

members help each other.  

I asked her about the government’s frequent response to the community when 

they ask for solutions; that they should wait for a procedural solution and not protest. 

Dina told me she did not believe them, that the government’s words are like air, and so 

she does not believe. Other neighbors agreed with her. In a different conversation, 

Leakhena said something similar:  

I don’t believe the government. They go from one side to another [she 

demonstrated a flip-flopping motion with her hand]. I do not know their real 

ideas, so I just hope a little, if the government will change, maybe. But I will 

struggle until the end… The police are under the government and not for the 

people, so they never care. The government doesn’t think about being a servant to 

the people they just think about their own money, about good results for 

themselves.681 

Returning to Dina, I asked about her feeling for the local authorities in the community. 

She said, “I do not have hope for the government. No one in Cambodia does. The 

government says one thing, but the heart is different.” She told me that since she became 

involved with the conflict, she could no longer feel secure or comfortable in her own 

home, even though she secured the land title. This is because her violent encounter with 

the state has shown her that the state can and will use its power to repress those who 

engage in contentious collective action against it. She continued, emphatically: 

                                                 
681 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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Before I had hope in the government. But now I don’t know how I can have hope. 

The government thinks about money, so how can I have hope? I don’t know… A 

right person may make a mistake.  But because of corruption, wrong is true and 

true is wrong. A true example: the government says we live on national land. But 

who makes the nation? It’s the citizens, not the government. But the government 

gives the land to the companies.682  

Like many other research participants, she was concerned about corruption. Intertwined 

with this critique of the corruption of the state was a narrative of the state not upholding 

its responsibilities to the people. This was the source of the hurt feeling she mentioned 

earlier. She pointed out that the citizens make up the nation, not the government. I asked 

her if she thought this before her engagement with the mobilization. She said: 

Before, I never thought about corruption or other things, or about development. I 

though development made people rich, like in other countries.  But not in 

Cambodia. So now I know about corruption and development. Before, I didn’t 

know, like Dei Krahom. I thought when they had development there it would 

make people rich. But it’s not like that, now they are more poor than before. In 

Dei Krahom the government wanted to take the land. The government or people 

working with the government.683 

She ended by telling me that a mall and a buffet restaurant had been built on the site of 

the former Dei Krahom community.  “The tears of the villagers made the buffet,” she 

                                                 
682 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
683 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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said. Again, this is a narrative of broken promises. The residents of Dei Krahom were 

told that the project was in the public interest, as is required under Cambodian law in 

order for forced evictions to take place. However, the project that eventually took over 

the majority of the site was purely commercial.684  

Lida also spoke to me about the government not upholding its responsibilities to 

the people. Regarding the government, she told me: 

Before when corruption happened or the forests were cut, I did not know. I was 

not sure if the government did wrong or not. But when it happened to my family, I 

knew the government did it, did bad [the word she used, agrok, is strong to the 

point of almost being profanity]. I want the land for my children. I think it is 

corruption that they want to take it away from me. I have strong feelings about 

corruption. I think the authorities hurt me, and I am only a citizen, so it’s hard to 

debate with them. I’m angry, frustrated. The government wants me to go, but they 

only give me a little money. Not good.685  

She clearly blames the government for the abuses she and her family have suffered, and 

for corruption in general. She also notes that there is an imbalance of power inherent in 

the relationship. She is “only a citizen” making it difficult for her to “debate” with the 

government. What she meant here, as I understand it, was that her relationship to the state 

was one-sided, in that she had no ability to advocate for herself to oppose the decisions of 

the state.  

                                                 
684 This was a common occurrence. See “Promises Kept.” 
685 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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Hoeung made several powerful statements in our conversations about the state 

failing to fulfill its responsibilities to the people. I asked her about the Black Monday 

protests which began in May 2016 to protest the arrest of four NGO staff and an elections 

official.686 She told me she had joined the protest nine times, “Because it is a message to 

tell the world that in Cambodia there is no justice. We do not have independence or 

freedom. The court is not independent.” She spoke very powerfully about the government 

failing to fulfill its role and responsibility: 

It hurts my heart.  The government is not good.  Now I have no comfort inside my 

heart.  I am a daughter without a mother and a father.  I have the land title, but 

still have a lot of concerns, because maybe they will make the road.  I do not 

know.687 

Other Boeung Kak and Areng residents referred to this parental relationship with the 

state. I argue that this reflects the Cambodian system of patronage, which is breaking 

down in key ways but is still very much a reality in Cambodia. 

 I asked Hoeung who was responsible for these problems related to development in 

Boeung Kak. She said: 

Mien chiran [There are many].  Company, government, Municipality.  They don't 

find solutions, just want us to go.  But it's the government especially.  I'm thankful 

for civil society, local NGOs, because they come to teach us so we know a lot.688 

                                                 
686 “‘Black Mondays’ Continue in Cambodia,” accessed March 5, 2019, 

https://www.rfa.org/english/news/cambodia/black-mondays-continue-05162016173313.html. 
687 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
688 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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As with many other residents, she put some of the blame and responsibility on the 

company involved but reserved the majority for the Cambodian government. She also 

emphasized the role of civil society, which will be discussed in the following chapter. I 

asked her what she thought the solution was to the problems she mentioned. She replied: 

I want a solution, but... all the communities want a solution.  We want a solution 

very strongly.  We need land titles.  In one year, they give only 2 land titles, in 2 

years they give 2 or 3, and so we really need a solution.  [Community member’s 

name redacted] wants a solution also, he has only a letter, not the real land titles.  

I don't want to go to protest.  In August 2011, Hun Sen said he'd give us 12.44 ha 

for Boeung Kak community.  If we got it, I would not go to protest, but he only 

said it, did not give it.  We went to protest for what Hun Sen said, and they took 

us to jail.  I'm very angry.  [Clasping her hand to her heart] I want what he said, 

because Hun Sen said it.  He's like my father, but when he does like that, I have 

no father.  I feel really cold, because I have no mother or father.  He signs on one 

hand, then erases on his leg.  Difficult.  When I go to struggle, I feel like maybe I 

will not come back because my government violates human rights.  So, I have no 

security, have fear.  If I cannot come back, I cannot meet my husband and my 

children.  Sometimes the police are all around me.  Sometimes, before, when I 

went to protest, there were a lot of police all around, and I was very scared to go.  

On the first Black Monday there were a lot of police, stayed here 2 hours, would 

not let us go.  When I work black, they grabbed me and hurt my thumb, but I said 

to them that I just wanted to have rights, freedom, and justice in Cambodia.  So, I 
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did not go to jail like the others who spoke angrily with the police, so the police 

took them to jail.  Citizens blame the police because the police do not want them 

to have freedom.689 

Like many of her friends and neighbors, Hoeung had suffered for her engagement in the 

social mobilization. Her husband eventually came to support her and the social 

mobilization, but initially he was against her participation and it caused conflict in their 

family. Her children’s schooling was interrupted for a time as well, when the family did 

not have money and was too concerned with whether they would lose their home (both 

her children eventually returned to school and are now adult university students). Hoeung 

had developed a set of symptoms that she attributed largely to stress. McGinn finds this 

common in female Boeung Kak residents and former residents.690  

 

Understanding of and Previous Relation to the State 

 

One aspect of the conflict and mobilization in the communities is that is has come 

along with and is connected to a shift in the relationship between community members 

and local officials, such as the officials in Areng quoted above. As noted in both the cases 

and the literature, governance in both communities was conducted primarily through 

local patrons, as in many rural and urban poor communities in Cambodia and the 

developing world,.  These patrons were and still are, in Areng at least, members of the 

                                                 
689 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
690 McGinn, “‘Every Day Is Difficult for My Body and My Heart.’ Forced Evictions in Phnom Penh, 

Cambodia.” 
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same community, including the same extended family and social networks. Being 

members of the same networks meant that community members could exert other 

pressures, such as politeness around age or family pressure, to get what they needed from 

local officials. This has shifted, particularly in Boeung Kak.  

 During one of my conversations with Hoeung, I asked her about her relationship 

to the local authorities and how that relationship had changed as she engaged with the 

social mobilization and protests. She related a complex account of when her family’s 

toilet was damaged by flooding in the neighborhood. Flooding is common in many 

neighborhoods in Phnom Penh. This particular flood, which took place after the lake was 

completely filled, stood out in community memory as being particularly bad. Many 

residents related that there was an increase in flooding in the neighborhood after the lake 

was filled and blame the increase on the filling of the lake.691 During the flooding, 

Hoeung’s toilet was damaged. She recounted to me the story of trying to get permission 

and materials to do the necessary repairs.  Formerly, she had a close relationship with the 

mei phum, or village chief. Village, or mei, is the smallest administrative unit in 

Cambodia, and the terms village and village chief are used even in the capital city. 

Regarding her relationship to the village chief, Hoeung said: 

Before, if I had a problem, I would go to the mei phum.  Before, we had a good 

relationship with the village chief.  I had a problem with ID cards for my children, 

                                                 
691 James Welsh, “Vann Molyvann: Filling Lake Impractical, Costly,” The Cambodia Daily, January 3, 

2008, https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/vann-molyvann-filling-lake-impractical-costly-61748/; Eyler, 

Last Days of the Mighty Mekong, 243. 
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and I went to him, and it was ok for me, but after, everything changed.  He thinks 

I'm against him.  I'm a strong one here, so he makes me stressed.692 

She went to the mei phum to ask his permission to do the repairs, and to get cement that 

had been set aside for the repairs.  The mei phum refused to give her approval for the 

construction, but he did allow her to take some of the cement to do her repairs.  She 

interpreted this as tacit approval for her project. 

However, when construction began, three young police officers who she did not 

know came to the house and demanded to know who gave her permission for the project.  

She asked them "Why, isn't this my land? Why do I need permission?"  The police 

threatened her with arrest frightened her then-adolescent children.  They also confiscated 

the remaining cement. When recounting the story, Hoeung was privately grateful the 

police did not also destroy the construction, which was nearly complete.  She was able to 

get more cement and finish the project, and her family now has an indoor space for the 

toilet and for bathing.   

Hoeung was frustrated, in large part, because she no longer knew what she needed 

to do in order to accomplish her business with the government.  She was simply trying to 

complete the repairs, which she assumed she had tacit approval for.  Her question to the 

three police officers, “Why, isn’t this my land?” was also a genuine question of “Why?” 

Even recounting the incident to, Hoeung shook her head in confusion.  Previously, as she 

noted, she had a good relationship with the mei phum and was able to accomplish her 

business with him.  To secure ID cards for her children, which are necessary for them to 

                                                 
692 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2016 



273 

 

attend school at some levels, she may have needed to pay a small bribe or unofficial fee, 

but she was able to get it done.  With the new situation, she was not sure how to navigate 

the process and was frustrated by this.  It was not that she did not want to follow the 

proper procedure, but that the procedure had changed, and she was unsure of how to 

proceed.  This left her feeling unsettled and in some ways unsafe.  

The rudeness of the officers also stood out in her account.  Part of the reason the 

mei phum initially gave her tacit permission was likely that it would have been rude to 

refuse a woman of her social status – middle-aged, married, a mother, and a business-

owner.  The young officers, who were about the age of her own children, were rude to 

her, which was shocking to her.  It also meant that she could not put any pressure on them 

in terms of polite behavior.   

Om Ly expressed similar sentiments when she discussed her frustration over her 

extended battle with the government for her land title.  Now in her 70s, she resettled in 

Phnom Penh around 1993, as the conflict between Vietnamese and DK forces wound 

down and Prime Minister Hun Sen asked those who had been displaced to return to their 

homes.  She bought and sold several pieces of property in the city as her family size 

increased and their income fluctuated.  She bought what she intended to be her final 

house in Boeung Kak and moved her, by then, quite large family there. Each time she 

bought and sold property, she told me, she worked out the price directly with the other 

party.  These sales were informal, but not illegal. Like many things in Cambodia they 

existed in a kind of a grey area of informality. Om Ly had documentation of the sales, but 

it was handwritten and photo-copied. Without a land title, she relied on her family book 
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and these hand-written bills of sale as documentation of her tenure. Prior to the conflict 

over development in Boeung Kak and the resulting social mobilization, Om Ly’s 

informal tenure documentation never posed a problem. When the conflict over the land 

began, this situation changed, and Om Ly was told she may not have the right to her 

home and land.  She became engaged in a protracted legal battle, which eventually 

resulted in her being awarded hard title to a plot adjacent to and nearly the same size as 

her old plot, plus funds to build a new home.  However, the legal battle and her 

engagement in the social mobilization showed her, for the first time, that a different and 

worse relationship to the government was possible.   

Regarding the previous relationship with the government and how it had changed, 

Om Ly said:  

I want you to know that I am not talking about politics, just about my feelings.  I 

am very sad about the government in Cambodia and about what happened in 

Boeung Kak. There was another situation before, and I just had to negotiate with 

the buyer when I wanted to sell, and we would agree on the prices, but it is not 

like that now.  The government wants to have Boeung Kak.  If the government is 

changed, I do not know if anything would change, but I want to know if it would 

be possible.693 

Om Ly, here, is demonstrating the new political consciousness she developed via her 

engagement in the conflict and with the mobilization.  

                                                 
693 Interview, Boeung Kak, 2016 
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Om Ly and her family were thrust into a new relationship with the state, and the 

relationship was harder to navigate, and she perceived, being used deliberately to attempt 

to force her from her home. In more than one conversation, she compared Prime Minister 

Hun Sen to DK leader Pol Pot, even arguing that Hun Sen was worse than (agrok jieng) 

Pol Pot, because Pol Pot killed everyone, while Hun Sen targeted the poor, like her.  She 

was angry about her displacement under Pol Pot and even angrier that Hun Sen had 

attempted to force her from her land. Even after receiving land title, Om Ly did not feel 

secure.  At the point when I last saw her, she had completed constructing her new home 

but had no money for a front gate, so a male family member would sleep in front of the 

home each night, with several dogs, to keep the home safe from criminals and the police.  

She had recently received a new summons to court related to an old case. She frequently 

felt stress, she said, and her daughter commented that the family was concerned about the 

stress and her health. For Om Ly, the conflict in Boeung Kak is on-going, not fully 

resolved. 

Community members are now engaged on a more regular basis with the larger 

state apparatus. Those interactions are more negative, because community members are 

relatively powerless.  The previous relationship with the local authorities, which was 

close and personal, has been replaced by a relationship which is more bureaucratic and 

impersonal. The new relationship extends up the levels of government as well. While 

previously, people were engaged only with village chiefs and local patrons, they are now 

involved with the political apparatus up through the parties and their leaders.  



276 

 

 Boeung Kak residents Srey Mom and Lina talked about the changes in their 

relationship to local official and the state in general. Srey Mom was a leader in the 

mobilization in the community. Lina had previously been active in the mobilization, until 

2013. On March 13, 2013, Lina joined a protest in front of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s 

home. At the protest, a security guard struck her. She fell and badly injured her arm, 

leaving her permanently disabled and fearful in crowds. The two women discussed a 

flood in 2014, after the lake was filled. Remaining homes in the community were 

damaged, along with goods and food.694 Lina said that the village chief had left the 

community and just came back when his duties as chief required it. She emphasized that 

the whole community had been affected by the evictions and floods, including the village 

chief, whose own home was damaged. He never cared, she said, even when his own 

house was flooded. The citizens went to protest the flooding, which as noted above, they 

blamed on the filling of the lake. Eleven of the protestors were arrested and taken to jail. 

Lina said, again quite angrily, that she wanted to “change” the village chief but could not. 

Srey Mom interjected that the current chief “looks like he comes to know the citizens,” 

but then reports to the government about them. Srey Mom continued to say that she did 

not care about either political party, CPP or CNRP. The local authorities “trust” or follow 

the government because they work for the government. So, the local authorities tell the 

people to accept the compensation and leave. The village chief was one of the first to 

accept the compensation and relocate, she said. The deputy chief stayed in the 

                                                 
694 This may have been the same flood in which Hoeung’s toilet was damaged, but I was not able to 

confirm this.  
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community, but she accused him of not helping the people to “get solutions from the 

government.” Regarding the village chief, Srey Mom said “he never cares.” Instead, the 

community members do things for themselves. Having lost faith in the government, she 

and the community look to themselves and civil society for support in solving their 

problems. 

 In another conversation, Srey Mom once again brought up the idea that the 

authorities accuse community members of being opposition supporters when they protest 

the injustices they see in their communities. She never cared, she told me, meaning that 

she never engaged in party politics. She protests because she wanted to live here, in her 

community, and not because the CNRP told her to. The government never thinks the 

people are good, she said, when they join in protests. The government, though, reflected, 

was the thief, because it took their land.  She is clearly demonstrating a new 

understanding of the government and her relationship to the government.  

Bong Roth, a semi-official community spokesperson agreed with these 

statements. She told me that there was no communication between the government and 

the community. She referred to a group of pro-government community members who 

participated in a press conference in which they said they were happy with the 

compensation they received and accused the people who protested of being 

troublemakers. Bong Roth and others referred to this group as the “breakaway” Boeung 

Kak group. She, along with many community members, assumed that these people were 

paid for the press conference. I was unable to interview any of these people so cannot 

confirm this. Bong Roth said that the government wanted the public to think that some 
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Boeung Kak residents were happy with the solutions. This would also encourage the 

people who had not settled their cases yet to accept the compensation and relocate. But, 

she said, this was not true. Some community members were CNRP members, but most 

people did not want to get involved in politics, according to her. In our initial interview, 

Bong Roth made clear that prior to her engagement with the social mobilization in 

Boeung Kak, she was uninterested and uninvolved in politics. She became involved in 

the mobilization, originally, because her sister was involved and was jailed. Bong Roth 

and other female family members became involved at that point, and they stayed 

involved. While she was an activist, she was not a political partisan, she made clear. She 

supported CNRP, she said, because the party had not evicted anyone from their homes. 

CPP, she said was a “coloring culture” – they wanted to make all issues black and white, 

with no shades of other colors. Other research participants expanded on this. There was 

an understanding among many Cambodians engaged in civil society that the current 

regime did not accept nuances and subtleties: there was a “with us or against us” 

mentality of the state. 

Community members often highlighted the failures or weaknesses of the 

Cambodian state relative to other countries. This was especially true for research 

participants who had been engaged with the network of civil society discussed in the next 

chapter. Sotheary, a former Boeung Kak resident who had been engaged with the 

network of civil society in Phnom Penh told me:  

Foreigners pay more attention. Why doesn’t our own government support us? In 

this society, people who do bad, fraud, can be happy.  But people who do good 
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just die.  The Phnom Penh chief did very bad to the community but now he's a 

senator, not punished for what he did.  Rich people and bad people become 

models for other people and the court does not give justice to the poor, because 

they have already decided in favor of the rich.  It is always unjust for the 

people.695 

This conversation with Sotheary took place with a group of Boeung Kak residents who 

had been displaced to Borei Santipheap II. I asked them about the government and their 

hope for change. They had little hope, they told me. One woman said that she had less 

hope now than before she was evicted, because the government did not “care” or pay 

attention to the community. Instead, she said, the government put them in jail when they 

went to protest. Her neighbor agreed with her and told me that he had gone twice to the 

US Embassy to ask the government there to take care of the people, because he did not 

have a hope for the Cambodian Government to do so. The woman returned to her point, 

and said that it had been eight years now, and they had no solution. She wanted me to 

give my research to the government. Her neighbor agreed with her again, asking that US 

to take a strict action on the Cambodian government.696 Their appeals to international 

bodies and foreign countries, I argue, indicate their lack of or loss of faith in the 

Cambodian state, as a result of their experiences of the conflict.  

                                                 
695 Interview, Borei Santipheap II, 2016 
696 Several research participants assumed I had some influence with the US government. I worked to 

discourage this assumption, but I was transparent that I was being funded by a government scholarship and 

I would share my findings with the Embassy, though I had no control over whether they would take any 

action or even read my research.  
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 Community members related that their understanding of the state changed in deep 

and fundamental ways. As will be discussed in the next chapter, many research 

participants related that they were initially educated about the development in their 

community by civil society actors. Similarly, some research participants related that they 

did not know the role of the state or the government in development or other issues. 

Vanny, one of the young women from Areng, once told me that before becoming 

engaged with the NGOs working in Areng, she thought the government was Hun Sen. 

She was joking, but her remark demonstrates how people’s understanding of the state has 

shifted via their engagement in the social mobilization.  In the next section I discuss the 

idea that members of this mobilization and the larger network are developing a new 

political consciousness which is allowing for new political agency.  

 

New Political Consciousness  

 

Expanding on the critiques and new relationship to the state discussed above, I 

argue that via their engagement in contention against the state and with civil society, 

members of the social mobilization and the civil society network connected to it are 

expressing a new political consciousness, as discussed in the final sections of Chapter 

Two. This new political consciousness, for some members of the communities and the 

network, is leading to a new sense of political agency, the subject of the next section. I 

explore the new political consciousness here.  
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In September 2015, I conducted a group interview with five Areng youth, 

including Vanney, Chenda, and Bopha.  All three women told me at some point that prior 

to becoming involved with one of the NGOs or in the mobilization, they knew little about 

the government or the country outside of their community. As described above, Vanney 

jokingly said that before she became involved with the NGO hosting the conversation, 

she though the government consisted of Prime Minister Hun Sen.  

I introduced the term structural violence. The conversation turned into a small 

lesson or intervention, as my Cambodian colleague, who was helping translate, and I 

worked to explain the term. I knew we had communicated the concept when Chenda 

seized it and applied it to her community. She slapped the table for emphasis and said: 

Structural violence, yes!  Example: when women are pregnant, they cannot go to 

the health center to give birth.  Outsiders697 chastise them for not going to the 

health center, but they cannot, because the road is too difficult to pass and they 

have no money to pay the fees at the health center anyway.  Another example is 

education.  We are not too lazy to study, but there is no school for us!  Some 

people from outside come to Areng and look down on us for this and ask why we 

are too lazy to study.  I could not answer; I can only say that it's because there is 

no school.  I didn't blame the government [before], because I did not know how to 

get a new school built.  I only knew there was no school.698 

                                                 
697 The term she used, bal ro teh  is often translated as “foreigners”, but community members in Areng use 

it to refer to people from other parts of Cambodia as well. My research assistants from Phnom Penh, for 

example, are bal ro teh. 
698 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2015 
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She was clearly critiquing the level of underdevelopment she sees in her community. She 

has developed a new understanding of her community as different and that the 

government is responsible for that. She noted that previous to her engagement with the 

social mobilization she realized her community was poorer but she did not realize that the 

government was responsible for underdevelopment in the community. She learned this 

when she became involved with the social mobilization and civil society. In another 

conversation, Chenda brought up structural violence again, and compared it to physical 

violence. She said that the authorities felt “above” the people and thus able to able to 

“discriminate against” them. She compared this to men beating their wives because they 

feel “above” them.699  

 In another conversation with Chenda and Bopha, Bopha talked about her struggles 

to further her education. Very few young people in Areng have completed high school. 

Schools in the community end at eighth grade and to study beyond this students have to 

be able to board in another town, something not many families can afford. Some young 

men from Areng become monks which allows them to continue their education, but there 

were few opportunities for girls to study. Bopha wanted to be among the first, and likely 

the first woman, in the community to finish high school and pass her exams. But she was 

unable. She said: 

I was not successful, I failed my exams.  I studied until I finished 8th grade, but 

then my family lost our house. There was no money for me to study, and so I lost 

                                                 
699 Domestic violence is unfortunately common in Cambodia, affecting more than 20% of women.  UN 

Women, “Cambodia,” Global Database on Violence Against Women, 2016, http://evaw-global-

database.unwomen.org/fr/countries/asia/cambodia. Domestic violence is unfortunately common in 

Cambodia - http://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/fr/countries/asia/cambodia 
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my motivation.  Some NGOs and my neighbors supported me, and I went back to 

study.  I finished grade eight, then went to take the exam to be a teacher but failed 

the exam.  I felt so hopeless.  When I came to Phnom Penh and saw that so many 

other students come here to study at the university, I felt hurt that I cannot go to 

study.  When I go to meetings, I hear other young people speak with a very high 

education level, and I feel ashamed because I have a low level of education.  If I 

did not come to Phnom Penh [with a youth NGO], I would not know this.  But 

now that I have been outside of my community, I know that my life is different.700 

Several things stand out in these two accounts. One is that the young women are 

comparing their situation with the situation of peers outside of their community, who they 

have been exposed to via their engagement with civil society organization. Another thing 

is that they are clearly seeing inequalities that they had previously been unaware of and 

might have remained unaware of if not for their engagement with the mobilization. Both 

of these observations are indications of their new political consciousness.  

Piseth was a youth activist with a small environmental organization when I first 

met him. Later, when he stopped that work and went back to university, he worked with 

me as a translator and research assistant. He talked to me about his growing political 

consciousness and how he worked to motivate others to engage with social or political 

work. He said: 

                                                 
700 Interview, Areng, 2016 
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 Many students have powerful parents and only work for themselves.  Cambodia 

has corruption – so I have to join in social work.  The US has good laws, so you 

don't have to.  I want Cambodian youth to express their own voice and join 

actions, share concerns about society.  I ask my fellow students, but they are 

scared because they think politics is dangerous.  The mindset in Cambodia is that 

politics is bad - because of the past, the Khmer Rouge and the civil war killed so 

many, just ended 20 years ago.  So, the old people have this mindset.  But the 

youth are starting to follow the news, RFA, social media - they want to change 

mindsets, have a better life, higher education.  There are harmful mindsets, 

corruption, abused.701   

Here, Piseth is demonstrating both the new sense of political consciousness, the 

understanding of the systemic violence in Cambodia, as well as new political agency, by 

asking youth to express their voice and join actions and social work. He spoke explicitly 

about changing mindsets, or consciousness.  

I read Martin Luther King and Gandhi. They were well educated. But Cambodian 

youth are not all education. So, I have to get knowledge to join social issues and 

educate other people. We need to have the documents to show the people and the 

authorities. Activists need knowledge, or the authorities will blame them for not 

knowing the law or something. For the authorities, we are not afraid to challenge. 

                                                 
701 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2015 



285 

 

We want to teach the people about the principles of democracy, how to protect the 

environment, stop human rights abuse…702 

What made him differed than his peers, according to him, was his engagement with 

international civil society and social mobilization within Cambodia, which allowed him 

to remain active and engaged despite costs. Three of his colleagues were arrested and 

spent lengthy terms in prison, something Piseth was personally concerned about as well.  

 This new political consciousness was not limited to youth. Chreb, an older 

Boeung Kak resident said: “The government doesn’t like citizens.  The government does 

like land.  I don’t know what the government thinks, but I think they should love the 

people.” Srey Leak, a university student who was working with me as a translator 

interrupted the interview at this point.  She was confused and upset by what Chreb was 

saying.  Srey Leak argued that she had seen on Facebook that the government loves the 

people.  Chreb reiterated and expanded her point, saying: 

I am not talking about the political, but the real. In Cambodia, we have tree, 

forests, value in the land [natural resources], but the government always rents to 

foreigners.  Ninety-nine-year leases, people will die in that time, we don’t know, 

it’s so long.  Vietnamese and other foreigners, more than Cambodians.  In Areng, 

many trees have been cut.  You can see that, it is on Facebook.703 

Chreb demonstrates her new political consciousness by connecting two very different 

issues of development – urban forced evictions and rural deforestation. Further, she wants 

                                                 
702 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2015 
703 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2016 
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Srey Leak to understand that she is not talking about party politics, but politics in the 

larger sense.  This was a sentiment expressed by other research participants. Chenda said 

once, with great frustration, that she had never cared about politics before, but, since she 

joined the protests, the CPP accused the protestors of being against the party. She was 

against the dam, she said, not the CPP.  

 Not all members of these mobilizations, communities, or the larger network are 

demonstrating this kind of understanding and new political consciousness. It is clear 

though, that some are. Further, some members of the social mobilization and broader 

network of civil society are developing a new sense of political agency which is allowing 

them to engage in the mobilization and in contestation at a time when repression of those 

activities is increasing.  

 

New Political Agency 

 

Over the course of the five years that I conducted research, including preliminary 

and follow-up research, I observed a sharp increase in repression of contentious action 

and civil society. Between the 2013 and 2018 elections in Cambodia, there was 

increasing repression of free speech, association, and political activity. A crackdown on 

media in 2017 resulted in the closure of Radio Free Asia in the country along with 

nineteen Cambodian radio stations and the Cambodia Daily newspaper.704 Members of 

                                                 
704 Committee to Protect Journalists 330 7th Avenue, 11th Floor New York, and Ny 10001, “Radio Free 

Asia Suspends Operations in Cambodia,” accessed March 5, 2019, https://cpj.org/2017/09/radio-free-asia-
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the network of civil society around these communities were arrested, as were others who 

criticized the government.705 However, research participants are still engaged in 

contention against the state. During the 2018 elections, for example, civil society leaders 

and youth activists used Facebook as a platform to discuss the elections and to engage in 

political but non-institutional activities, including boycotting the vote. I argue that 

research participants are demonstrating their new political agency via this non-

institutional political behavior.  

Research participants often noted that noninstitutional forms of contention were 

not their first choice. They preferred to act along institutional channels and means, but 

when this was not possible, they resorted to noninstitutional means and channels. I asked 

Chanty about her work and whether she had hope for political change in Cambodia. she 

said: 

Yes.  Because I have confidence on youth… Before, it was very hard because 

most of the government cannot openly work for youth, environment, to protect the 

land.  It's very hard to cooperate with the government.  But recently Prime 

Minister said he wants the youth to work for the environment… I think the 

situation currently is easier than before. It's still hard, but we can try because he 

said openly for youth. 

Chanty wants to do political work, but she felt barred from doing so by the government. 

Many other youth activists voiced similar concerns.  

                                                 
suspends-operations-in-cambodia.php. https://cpj.org/2017/09/radio-free-asia-suspends-operations-in-

cambodia.php 
705 Vichea, “Student gets 18 months for post”; Reddick, “Mother Nature activists found guilty”; 

“Cambodia”; “Tep Vanny.” 
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Piseth talked to me about trying to engage in politics as a student. His university 

has a policy of not speaking about politics, even though they are studying politics. He 

joined a dialogue with members of the two parties, but the students were told that they 

could not speak about politics. He asked one of the officials, how could they study 

politics if they cannot talk about it?  The CPP official told him that they could talk about 

politics but could not engage in politics. Piseth laughed at the idea and shook his head. 

His frustration at wanting to engage in political behavior and not being able to do so was 

clear.  

On World Environment Day in 2016, I saw this new political consciousness and 

agency in action, as a group of youth environmental activists challenged a government 

official at a public event.  A coalition of youth and environment organizations sponsored 

a full-day conference on youth and environment issues.  The speakers included an official 

from the Ministry of Environment who was apparently tasked with youth engagement. 

Her speech was unremarkable, which was normal, and which the organizers and I agreed 

was to be expected. Other speakers, however, had raised the topics of development forced 

evictions, and the students present took this opportunity, once the question and answer 

period began, to grill the official on evictions and compensation packages. One of the 

participants asked a question about relocation packages for people who were evicted. The 

ministry official responded by saying that some people were greedy.  She then seemed to 

attempt to moderate her statement and said that both policy and trees grew slowly, and 

people could not expect 100% quickly. Her implication was that change would be gradual 
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and could not be rushed, a common refrain from the CPP. The moderator reminded the 

group not to attack each other, but the students continued their questions. 

The official had suggested, among other things, that youth groups work to plant 

trees to help the environment. A student challenged this, and asked, instead, what was the 

government’s plan to help the environment. The official ignored the question, but the 

next student asked an even more pointed question, about possibly illegal sand dredging 

taking place in Koh Kong province. One of the environmental groups represented at the 

event had recently produced a report stating that there were massive discrepancies 

between the Cambodian government’s figures on how much sand was exported and the 

Singaporean government’s figures on how much sand was imported from Cambodia.706 

The student referenced the report and asked about the discrepancy. The official avoided 

the questions, saying that it was a matter for the Ministry of Mines and Energy, and not 

her ministry. The students continued to press the official, who seemed to be agitated.  

 Another student asked a variation on the first question. Why, if the official said 

that projects were not constructed unless there was agreement, did some communities 

still protest?  The official replied that there were two questions: what was the government 

or corporation willing to pay, and are the people willing to accept?  The government, she 

said, was willing to pay, but are the people willing to accept compensation in return for 

                                                 
706 “Sand Mining Scam” (Mother Nature), accessed July 9, 2019, 

http://www.mothernaturecambodia.org/sand-mining-scam.html; Pang Vichea, “Koh Kong sand dredging 

impact studies due,” Phnom Penh Post, February 17, 2016, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/koh-

kong-sand-dredging-impact-studies-due; Pang Vichea, “PM defends Koh Kong sand dredging in letter,” 

Phnom Penh Post, December 3, 2015, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/pm-defends-koh-kong-

sand-dredging-letter; Pang Vichea, “Koh Kong sand-dredging opponents on trial over alleged threats,” 

Phnom Penh Post, June 28, 2016, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/koh-kong-sand-dredging-

opponents-trial-over-alleged-threats. 
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development?  All development will have effects, she said. But the government will try to 

reduce the effects and people should accept that small impact in exchange for 

development.  

This appeared to shut down this line of questioning, but a student asked one last 

question, after which the official refused to speak further.  A student stood and asked why 

he needed permission to help his country. He was referring both to the ministry official’s 

earlier suggestions that youth organize activities, like tree planting, and the many times 

the various organizations present had been denied permits for demonstrations, meetings 

with officials, and even educational activities. The official refused to answer the question. 

Instead, she suggested to the assembled group of students that if they had further ideas, 

they should contact her office.  She did not speak again after this. This was the new 

agency for change in action. The youth were willing to openly challenge a ministry 

official. They referenced non-institutional actions such as protest in their discussion. 

When the ministry official put forth the idea of slow or gradual change, the youth 

challenged her on this. They wanted to know why they had to wait for the government to 

take action, and why the government penalized them when they took action outside of the 

state apparatus. This interaction demonstrates a clear will to be engaged in politics, and to 

work around the government if it is not possible to work with the government.  

 As noted, between 2013 and 2018, the general climate in Cambodia became more 

hostile to opposition political activity and contentious collective action. People did not 

stop engaging in contentious activity, however. They did engage in noninstitutional 

contention, including a mostly unofficial boycott of the 2018 elections. Prior to the 
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election, the CNRP, which had been dissolved, called on people to boycott the vote. The 

CPP countered by declaring it illegal to call on people to boycott.707 This sparked debate 

on Facebook about whether boycotting the vote was actually illegal, and whether 

boycotting or calling for a boycott was legal under international law and standards. The 

conversation was fairly coded and not open, but it was an active conversation in the 

online network of youth civil society in Cambodia. In one example, the founder of two 

prominent youth organizations, one of them explicitly political, posted a poll about the 

legitimacy of not voting. A prominent youth environment activist replied, asking whether 

the original poster intended to boycott the vote. The original poster declined to answer, 

saying he was interested in the legitimacy of the tactic. The post generated a lively 

debate, but no one took a personal position, at least publicly. 

 On the day of the elections, people did boycott the vote. The Cambodian 

government reported more than 80% voter turnout, and a landslide victory for the CPP. In 

my network, none of the more than 20 Cambodians I asked planned to vote. This 

included personal friends who are not political. A DC-based colleague confirmed this – 

his colleagues in the Cambodian government estimated 20% voter turnout, rather than 

80%.708 On and around election day, civil society were active on Facebook, posting, 

again in a coded manner, about boycotting the vote. Only one person in my network 

stated on Facebook that they did not vote, implying that they did so as a political act. 

Others posted about travel plans – two brothers, one a union leader and one a youth 

                                                 
707 Chan Thul Prak, “Cambodia to Probe Election Boycott Call,” Reuters, July 23, 2018, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-cambodia-election/cambodia-to-probe-election-boycott-call-

idUSKBN1KD0OH.  
708 Personal communication with a Southeast Asia expert in Washington DC, 2018 



292 

 

leader, went to Thailand to seek non-emergency medical treatment. An activist who had 

been jailed for his work in Areng and another community took an impromptu trip to visit 

his girlfriend in another country. Two Areng activists posted a photo of themselves 

cooking a meal in Phnom Penh, saying they were cooking food from their homeland, 

because they were unable to travel home at that point. They were all clearly boycotting 

the vote, but none did so publicly. Only one person I know did boycott publicly, an 

activist who showed his un-inked fingers holding a small note, with a statement 

indicating that he did not need bribe money and so did not go to vote. 

I argue that all these instances were demonstrations of a new political agency, 

centered around noninstitutional political action. In the next chapter, I discuss the role of 

civil society in this mobilization. I will demonstrate that the tactics and strategies being 

used, including boycotting, are being adapted from the Northern context to the Southern, 

by people who are engaged in this mobilization and the broader network of civil society 

in Cambodia. 

 

 Conclusion 

 

It is clear from this and the previous chapter that community members have 

grievances against the state. The Cambodian government has been engaged in practices 

of abusive development and land grabbing. These practices negatively impact the lives of 

community members and impact the lives of poorer community members 

disproportionately more. Community members are developing new critiques of 
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development and the state. They are also engaged in a shifting relationship to the state. 

All this is contributing to a new political consciousness and a new political agency.  

In the next chapter, I explore the role of civil society in generating and sustaining 

the social mobilization in these two communities. From the data and the literature, it is 

clear that grievance alone is generally not sufficient to generate or sustain contentious 

collective action and social mobilizations. In the next chapter I discus the network of civil 

society supporting these communities and the social mobilization developing in them. I 

focus on aspects and interventions of civil society which seem to be having the most 

effect on the mobilizations that I am examining.  

 



294 

 

6. CIVIL SOCIEITY AND SOCIAL MOBILIZATION  

The previous chapters demonstrated that community members have ample 

grievances against the state and are critiquing the state. The literature and my own data 

demonstrate, however, that grievance is seldom adequate to generate and sustain 

contentious collective action and social mobilization. Further, Cambodia does not have a 

strong history of civil society, and contentious collective action has been repressed 

harshly, historically and in the current era. This creates a climate which might discourage 

social mobilization. Despite this, social mobilization and contentious collective action 

were and are taking place in these two communities. Further, the mobilization in these 

two communities was at least partially successful in resisting eviction, which is a 

relatively new development in Cambodia. It appears that civil society plays an important 

role in generating and sustaining the social mobilization in the two communities, and 

likely in the success as well. In this chapter, I explore the role of a network of civil 

society in Cambodia in generating and sustaining the mobilization in these two 

communities. 

The chapter begins with a brief discussion of the historical and current conditions 

in Cambodia which discourage social mobilization and contentious collective action. I 
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then present the current network of civil society actors involved in my two cases and 

characterize their positions within the larger network of global civil society. I segue into 

the various contributions and roles of civil society and the effects those are having on the 

mobilization in the two communities. These include material and technical support, 

education, and personal linkages within the network, as well as networking within the 

region and internationally. Concepts and ideas also diffuse via the network. Not all of 

these ideas are appropriate to the local context. Some of these concepts may be 

inappropriate or even dangerous in the current Cambodian context. Ideas, concepts, and 

tactics which are diffusing from the South seem to have more of an effect than those 

diffusing from the North. 

 

Conditions Which Discourage Social Mobilization 

 

As I discussed in Chapter Four, dissent and contentious collective action have 

been discouraged by repression, both historically and currently in Cambodia. Here, I 

briefly discuss the history of repression of dissent and social mobilization. This is 

followed by repression and punishment of dissent and contentious collective action in the 

current era. I then discuss the effect of this culture of repression and violence against 

dissent on members of the communities and of the mobilization.  
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Cambodia has a history of violent repression of contentious collective action 

dating back at least to the colonial period.709 Currently, there is little tolerance for dissent 

and those who criticize or who are accused of or perceived as criticizing the regime are 

subject to fairly harsh repression, including jail time, threats, and even murder.710 Rights 

to political participation and freedom of speech, assembly, and press have been sharply 

curtailed in Cambodia between 2013 and 2018.711 Over the course of my research, more 

than a dozen research participants went to jail, several of them for extended periods. In 

2016, Kem Ley, a political analyst who many young Cambodians regarded as a beloved 

teacher, was murdered after commenting on a report about Hun Sen’s family’s 

                                                 
709 Chandler, A History of Cambodia; Pang Vichea, “Nearly a century after the bloody murder of a French 

colonial official, a village still bears the mark of the ‘beast,’” Text, Phnom Penh Post, January 19, 2018, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/post-life/nearly-century-after-bloody-murder-french-colonial-official-

village-still-bears-mark-beast. Chandler start his history earlier, but I begin with the colonial period, as 

more relevant for my project.  
710 Personal communication and interviews with civil society actors in Cambodia. See also “Tep Vanny: 

Jailed for Defending Her Home,” Amnesty International, accessed March 5, 2019, 

https://www.amnesty.org.uk/tep-vanny-jailed-defending-her-home; Pang Vichea, “NGOs seek access to 

jailed Koh Kong activists,” Phnom Penh Post, February 1, 2016, 

http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/ngos-seek-access-jailed-koh-kong-activists; Vichea, “Koh Kong 

sand-dredging opponents on trial over alleged threats”; Pang Vichea, “Authorities accused of threatening 

over land,” Phnom Penh Post, September 10, 2015, http://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/authorities-

accused-threatening-over-land; “Cambodian Activist Kem Ley Shot Dead,” July 10, 2016, sec. Asia, 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-36757370; “World Report 2019: Cambodia” (Human Rights Watch, 

2018), https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/cambodia; “Increased Repression, 

Declining Demonstrations: An Analysis of Cambodian Demonstrations (2010-2018)” (Acled Data, 2019), 

https://www.acleddata.com/2019/02/22/increased-repression-declining-demonstrations-an-analysis-of-

cambodian-demonstrations-2010-2018/. 
711 Pang Vichea, “Government closes 15 radio stations,” Phnom Penh Post, August 25, 2017, 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/government-closes-15-radio-stations; “Radio Free Asia 

Suspends Operations in Cambodia,” Committee to Protect Journalists, accessed March 5, 2019, 

https://cpj.org/2017/09/radio-free-asia-suspends-operations-in-cambodia.php; The Cambodia Daily, 

“Cambodia Daily Announces Immediate Closure Amid Threats,” The Cambodia Daily, September 4, 2017, 

https://www.cambodiadaily.com/news/cambodia-daily-announces-immediate-closure-amid-threats-

134283/; Chhengpor and Khan, “Cambodia Marks Human Rights Day Despite ‘Restrictions.’” 
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finances.712 The murder is widely regarded in Cambodia to be a political assassination.713 

Civil society actors, NGO staff, and activists have been threatened for their work as 

well.714 All of this leads to a fairly understandable climate of fear regarding dissent and 

opposition to the ruling regime.  

Activists and community members related many tense and threatening 

interactions with the authorities. Youth activist Piseth told me during out first 

conversation that that he was “a little scared.” and that he knew that he and his fellow 

activists faced “the three – death, jail, escape.” Youpheng, director of an urban NGO, 

described this as having three “visas”: death, hospital, and jail. This was not just rhetoric, 

as several of the men’s friends and colleagues had been jailed for their work. Community 

members and NGO leaders have been injured at demonstrations, and activists, journalists, 

and a political analyst have been murdered. Lina, discussed in Chapter Five above, was 

left permanently disabled after being struck by a police officer at a protest. Leakhena, 

discussed in the same section, lost a pregnancy as a result of being struck with an 

electrified baton or the fall that followed it. Sorya’s elderly mother and Om Ly were both 

injured at a 2013 protest at Wat Phnom after being struck with rocks or something similar 

launched from sling shots.  

In Areng there has been less direct violence than in Boeung Kak and other cases 

of urban evictions, but as noted, police presence at civil society events has become 

                                                 
712 Interviews and observations with youth active in civil society in Cambodia. See also “Cambodian 

Activist Kem Ley Shot Dead in Phnom Penh - BBC News.” https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-

36757370 
713 Vichea, “Kem Ley case ‘remains open’ two years on.” https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/kem-

ley-case-remains-open-two-years 
714 Interviews with civil society leaders in Cambodia.  
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normal. Community members have also been impacted in other ways, which they 

perceive as being punishment for their having engaged in contentious collective action 

and the social mobilization. Some community members, including Chea, have been 

removed from their paid posts in the community. I was threatened by military police once 

while in Areng and spoke to police several other times, in order to explain my presence in 

a community or at demonstrations.715  

Police were present at all of the demonstrations I observed in Cambodia and at 

many events organized by community members and/or civil society actors, including at 

trainings, community meetings, and even educational events such as film showings. I 

believe that this police presence, even when nonviolent, was intended to have a chilling 

or repressing effect on community members’ and civil society actors’ expressions of 

freedom of speech and assembly. In one instance, one of my organizational partners 

hosted a film on the murder of forestry activist Chut Vutty, on the anniversary of his 

death. The film, produced by an international film maker, had been “banned” on the 

grounds that the filmmaker never received permission to make the film.716 The leaders of 

the organization, with input from the filmmaker, me, and a few other people, decided to 

go through with the showing. It was held on the rooftop of the organization and was 

attended by around 100 people, most of them Cambodian university students. The 

filmmaker attended, along with two of her colleagues and members of Vutty’s family.  

                                                 
715 I did not consider myself and my assistant to be in immediate danger, but I altered plans and cut the trip 

short.  
716 She did not seek official permission for the film, but this was a step that many filmmakers and 

researchers skipped, as the law was unclear on whether it was required to seek official permission for 

research and documentary projects. 
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During the showing the police came to the ground floor of the office. Staff of the 

organization went out to negotiate with them. After discussion with the police and 

between the leaders of the organizations and the filmmaker and a few other people, the 

police left, and the organization’s leaders continued the showing. The showing ended 

uneventfully, and the majority of the people departed. A group remained behind, 

including staff of the organization, several of whom lived at the office; the filmmaker and 

two of her colleagues; and myself. While we were talking and cleaning up, the police 

returned. They entered the office without permission and came to the rooftop where we 

were. Cambodian law requires something similar to a warrant or probable cause for 

police to enter private premises such as a business or a home. The encounter earlier in the 

evening was typical and non-threatening. The second felt threatening in a different way. 

The police demanded the film and the laptop it had been shown on, which belonged to 

Bong Steav, the president of the organization. He quietly handed the laptop to me at the 

start of the encounter and I hid it in my backpack.  The film was a non-issue, but the 

laptop contained sensitive information.  The filmmaker defused the situation by giving 

the police both a DVD and a USB drive with the film on it, both the English and Khmer 

version. The police left. We were all shaken by the situation. The filmmaker, her 

colleagues, and I agreed that the police likely assumed that we had left when the 

Cambodian audience left, and that they returned thinking there were no longer foreign 

witnesses in the building.  We were concerned about the safety of the staff if we left. The 

staff were not worried about the police returning another time, so we eventually left. 
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There were no other incidents, but it was a tense and frightening evening. This type of 

intimidation is common for NGO staff and activists in Cambodia.  

There is an emotional toll for those who participate in the mobilization as well. In 

both communities, families have been affected.  In Areng, rifts have developed in 

families where some members oppose the dam and others who are more aligned with the 

government, as well as other conflicts related to the development or the social 

mobilization. Srey Mao, for example, barely speaks with one of her close male relatives 

because of a conflict over ecotourism and how NGOs work with the community. In 

Boeung Kak, several female leaders of the social mobilization have separated or divorced 

from their husbands, which the women attribute to their involvement in the mobilization. 

Others, including Hoeung, report strain on their marriages as a result of their involvement 

in the mobilization. Also, in Boeung Kak, a deep cleavage formed between community 

members who accepted compensation and publicly declared they sided with the 

government and that the compensation and relocation package was adequate, and those 

who resisted. Several community members no longer spoke to their former neighbors, 

and one was involved in an assault case against a former neighbor.  

 It is clear that repression and other factors serve to limit civil society and 

contentious collective action in Cambodia. Despite this, there is active civil society and 

social mobilization in the country, including in these two communities. In the next 

section I discuss the network of civil society at various levels.  

 



301 

 

The Network  

 

The regional and international network of civil society is providing the tools and 

support which are helping local Cambodian civil society and social mobilization develop 

in a context which might otherwise be expected to repress social mobilization and 

political actions which the government perceives as dissent. The network can be 

examined on several different levels. I have chosen to examine the network on three 

levels, the largely Western/Northern and trans- or international level, the largely Southern 

regional level, and the local and Cambodian level. At each of these levels, civil society 

actors are making contributions and interventions which are working to reduce the effects 

of the historical lack of, and lack of capacity for, social mobilization.717  

Again, as a result of the country’s history of conflict, Cambodia has a lack of 

formal civil society dating back to 1993, when the country transitioned to 

independence.718  Civil society grew rapidly, but organizations were initially heavily 

dependent on international actors. And, while formal civil society has grown extensively, 

primarily in the form of NGOs, capacity remains low and many of the country’s NGOs 

exist only on paper.719 for example, only 89 of the country’s 3,500 registered NGOs are 

                                                 
717 See the appendix for a full list of the civil society organizations which were interviewed or took part in 

the research. 
718 Ear, Aid Dependence in Cambodia; Frederick Bourdier, The Mountain of Precious Stones: Ratanakiri, 

Cambodia: Essays in Social Anthropology (Phnom Penh: Center for Khmer Studies., 2006). 
719 Interviews with civil society leaders and experts in Cambodia  



302 

 

active members of the NGO Forum, the country’s largest umbrella group of civil society 

organizations.720  

Because of the historical lack of civil society and current repression of civil 

society and collective action, there is a resulting lack of capacity for civil society work in 

As a result, Cambodian civil society organizations were originally reliant on international 

civil society actors, and these actors still play a role in supporting civil society in 

Cambodia.721 Luk Samnang (not his real name) is a professor of development studies 

who was, when we spoke in 2015, working at a public university in Cambodia. He 

studied Cambodian civil society movements and was familiar with both my cases. In a 

meeting at his university, he discussed status of social mobilization in Cambodia, 

specifically networking between communities facing eviction. There were no real ties 

between the communities yet. Instead, he said, the social mobilization was created with 

assistance from local and international NGOs. Some informal activity was happening but 

the network was supported by the NGOs. The NGOs helped the communities to discuss 

ideas and facilitate the network. There was local activity, he said, but the people needed 

assistance to get it organized.  

                                                 
720 “Who We Are – The NGO Forum on Cambodia,” NGO Forum on Cambodia, accessed July 10, 2019, 

http://www.ngoforum.org.kh/who-we-are/; Helena Domashneva, “NGOs in Cambodia: It’s Complicated,” 

The Diplomat, December 3, 2013, https://thediplomat.com/2013/12/ngos-in-cambodia-its-complicated/. 
721 Ear, Aid Dependence in Cambodia; Bourdier, The Mountain of Precious Stones: Ratanakiri, Cambodia: 

Essays in Social Anthropology. 
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Luk Samnang focused on the importance of international civil society actors to 

support local Cambodian civil society.722 He was seeing an upward trend in social 

mobilization: 

Definitely.  Based on my research, interactions, the experience of my students, 

there has been an increase in capacity for community-based organization and 

local NGOs, especially in terms of how to organize. There are now more 

networks. Before everyone was in silos.  There is an increase in knowledge about 

development issues, before they did not have the technical knowledge but now, 

they do.  Skill like advocacy, protest, patrols, have also increased.723  

He gave the example of forestry patrols in rural communities like Areng. Community 

members in forest communities were benefitting from the expertise of NGOs on how to 

do their patrols more effectively, by using decoy groups and other strategic actions. 

These innovations from regional international civil society groups help community 

members better combat illegal logging and poaching in their communities. This is an 

example of one aspect of social mobilization and civil society which is diffusing to the 

communities from other global regions.  

International civil society is providing a set of norms which community members 

are using to contend against the state, as well as the material and technical support which 

is key to development of civil society.724 International civil society also provides access 

                                                 
722 Luk Samnang, along with the law professor I interviewed, are also identified by pseudonym. Both 

scholars publish their more critical work in English and avoid linking it to their work at public universities 

in Cambodia and both spoke to me under conditions of anonymity. For that reason, I am unable to refer to 

any of their published works here. 
723 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2015 
724 See interviews below 
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to the international sphere via exchanges and fostering networks. By the 

transnational/Northern network I mean the large international bodies which have a 

presence in Cambodia, including various UN agencies, the World Bank and similar 

groups. The United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights 

(UNOHCHR) has been particularly active in the Areng case, for example, and UN 

Women has sponsored trips for Boeung Kak residents to meetings of regional women’s 

organizations.725 This level of the network also includes the country-based and 

transnational, Western/Northern groups such as the various national aid and development 

agencies – USAID, GIZ, the EU, etc. And, to some extent, it includes the large 

conservation organizations working in Areng and other forest communities in Cambodia. 

The conservation organizations have a far more local presence and work much more 

closely with the communities than the other bodies mentioned, but I argue that their 

policies are still driven by Western/Northern wings of their organizations.726 As will be 

discussed in the next section of the chapter, not all of the concepts and tactics which are 

diffusing form the international or transnational level make sense or are appropriate in the 

Cambodian context. Community members have resisted these tactics and concepts which 

they perceive as not being appropriate or useful in their context. 

 There is also a regional and Southern network of civil society. Civil society in 

countries like Thailand and the Philippines is more developed than in Cambodia. 

Regional civil society organizations and actors have been working to foster civil society 

                                                 
725 Interviews with UNOHCHR staff and observations at trainings and Human Rights Day, 2015. 
726 Interviews with community members and conservation organization staff and observations in Areng. 
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and capacity of civil society in Cambodia. Via the regional and Southern network, 

community members see successful examples of communities which have used social 

mobilization in other communities that look like theirs. In Boeung Kak, trainers and 

organizers such as Lupt and his colleague Chetra, who are engaged with the regional 

network, have brought examples of success from Thailand, Philippines, and other 

countries of communities that have successfully fought evictions.727  

In Areng, some community members have been engaged with a regional network 

of indigenous rights activists. Community members from Areng have met with 

counterparts from Thailand and Myanmar, and some community members have traveled 

to Thailand as well.728 These people have been among the most active in the social 

mobilization, something that has included their families as well. Soeung, one of my key 

informants, had been one of the community representatives to the regional indigenous 

people’s organization. He talked to me many times about the trainings he received and 

how he used them to teach other community members. He emphasized the importance of 

the network and learning from regional peers. Soeung attended a meeting with activists 

from Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Thailand, and another country (my 

notes were unclear). He was inspired by stories of communities that had successfully 

fought evictions or land loss. His experience with this network led him to push for more 

community control over an ecotourism project being implemented in his commune. 

Soeung learned at the meeting he attended with indigenous rights activists from around 

                                                 
727 Interviews with community members and NGO staff in Phnom Penh.  
728 Interviews with community members in Phnom Penh.  
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the region that in some communities in other countries ecotourism projects are wholly 

controlled by the community. He understood that his community did not at that point 

have the capacity for this, but he did push for greater community involvement and 

control. The last time we spoke the project was still in the planning stages so I am not 

certain if he was successful.   

 Finally, a growing local network of communities in Cambodia is concerned with 

issues of land loss, eviction, environmental degradation, and abusive development in 

general.729 This network is still developing, and it relies heavily on support from civil 

society organizations, both Cambodian and international. For Boeung Kak residents, 

engaging the urban poor network is fairly easy and accessible. There is a regular meeting 

of urban communities facing eviction in Phnom Penh, sponsored by a coalition of 

organizations working on similar issues. This regular meeting allows community 

members to network and share successes and innovations between the communities.730 

There is also informal networking, as many community members are at this point close 

friends with members of other Phnom Penh communities facing eviction.731 All of this 

networking builds solidarity. It also, as will be discussed in greater depth below, builds a 

different understanding of the issues facing their community as being not unique, but 

actually common and systemic issues in Cambodia.   

 

                                                 
729 Observations at large public events such as Human Rights Day, International Habitat Day, World 

Environment Day, similar events, and other public events and meetings in Phnom Penh, 2013-2017. 
730 I regularly attended this meeting in 2015 and 2016 and conducted interviews with community members 

after the meeting on several occasions.  
731 Interviews and observations in Boeung Kak, Borei Keila, Borei Santipheap II, Rohtehpleung, and SOS 

Airport communities, all communities facing urban evictions in Phnom Penh.  
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Interventions and Roles of Civil Society 

 

In this section, I explore various interventions of civil society and the effects those 

interventions are having on social mobilization in the two communities. Civil society 

organizations in Cambodia are proving important support for the social mobilization in 

Areng and Boeung Kak and similar communities around Cambodia. Larger 

organizations, especially international organizations, are providing material and technical 

support that sustains both the mobilization and smaller organizations. Civil society 

organizations have educated people on development in the communities as well as why 

and how to resist that development.  Personal linkages within the network have been 

important for keeping people engaged in the mobilization despite costs and barriers. 

These personal linkages parallel substantive networks of activists across the region and 

between these communities and other communities in Cambodia. The networking 

between the actors in this network is important for building solidarity as well as for 

building the new political consciousness and agency discussed in Chapter Six. Ideas, 

concepts, and even people diffuse via the network, and they affect the mobilization. 

Despite the key roles played by the large NGOs in supporting the mobilization, the 

mobilization is still very much community driven. Community members reject concepts 

and tactics which do not fit in their context, and they also assert that civil society is 

providing support for, but not driving, the mobilization in the two communities.  
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Material and Technical Support 

International organizations also provide a variety of material support, from office 

space to cameras for activists to document human rights abuses, plus the training on how 

to use them. Further, they provide funds. All of the small Cambodian NGOs I spent time 

with relied heavily on funds from Western organization, ranging from large national and 

transnational organizations like USAID and UNOHCHR to smaller country-based donor 

organizations such as Konrad-Adenauer Stiftung and DanMission, a Danish-faith based 

charity with a presence in Cambodia.732 These organizations have provided training and 

technical assistance to Cambodian civil society since the UNTAC era.733 These 

organizations also provide other key support such as giving Cambodian organizations 

access to international organizations and discourse and fostering networking at the 

regional level and within Cambodia.  

A Western staff member at one umbrella organization talked to me about the role 

of INGOs such as his organization. When his organization began working in Cambodia, 

there was a lack of coordination between Cambodian civil society organizations. As a 

result, organizations were doubling up work on some issues and neglecting others. One of 

the main roles of his organization was helping to coordinate the network, including 

around land issues. INGOs had the potential to help a lot, he said, but he pointed out that 

the organizations need to understand how to contribute, so that they add value and do not 

overlap with another group. His organization also acts as a go-between between its 

                                                 
732 Interviews with organization staff.  
733 Ear, Aid Dependence in Cambodia, 21. 
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Cambodian partner organizations and the Cambodian government. Because his 

organization has “good standing” with the government, they could use this to create 

opportunities for communities to meet with decision-makers. This allowed the 

communities to go straight to the government with their own issue, rather than the NGOs 

taking it to the government for them.  

 

Education 

One important intervention of civil society has been educating community 

members about the planned development in their communities, about the possibility of 

resistance, and how to resist that development. The previous chapters demonstrate that 

community members are experiencing frustration and other strong emotions about the 

abuses they are seeing the state commit. However, they also report that prior to their 

engagement with the social mobilization and civil society actors, they either did not know 

about the planned development or they did not know about the possibility to resist it. 

Many research participants note that the first time they learned of the planned evictions 

was via civil society.734 In Areng, some community members first learned of the negative 

impacts of the dam via exchanges arranged by civil society or by learning from friends 

and family members who attended those trips. In Boeung Kak, many community 

members report that they first learned of the evictions from one of the NGOs that worked 

                                                 
734 Interviews with community members in Areng and Boeung Kak. 
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with the community. Several community members specified the human rights 

organization with Lupt and Chetra, discussed below, work for.735 

 

Personal Linkages within the Network  

As noted at the start of this section, civil society actors have been key in getting 

and keeping people engaged in the mobilization, despite the barriers and costs discussed 

at the start of this chapter. Many community members report that they first learned of the 

planned development or the possibility of resisting it from a civil society actor or a 

relative or friend who had been engaged with civil society. Close personal relationships 

between community members and civil society actors have also been key in getting and 

keeping people engaged in the mobilization, despite barriers and costs. In Boeung Kak, 

community members often talk about the work of Lupt and Chetra’s organization and 

two other housing and urban issues NGOs which worked in and with the community to 

educate them on the development and evictions and how to resist. Om Ly told me “When 

I first went to protest it was because of my heart. But I was very afraid, but when I knew 

the NGOs, I wasn’t afraid.” She named two staff members of Lupt and Chetra’s NGO 

and said they “always come and take care of the people of Boeung Kak.”736  The NGOs 

tell them not to be afraid, she said.  When the police came with a letter telling her to 

                                                 
735 Neither man was working for the organization at the time of the evictions. Community members often 

named two other staff members as having worked with them at that point, both of whom are no longer with 

the organization.  
736 Both these staff members had left the organization by the time I began my research and I was unable to 

contact them.  
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vacate her house, she was afraid, but NGO staff educated her that she could resist. Many 

other community members said something similar.  

 I asked Bros and Mony, two brothers in Areng, both of whom have been engaged 

with the social mobilization, about how they learned about the dam and about the 

possibility of resisting it.  Bros, the older, said he thought because the dam was a 

government project the community had no choice.  His younger brother laughed and said 

that he was too young to care (he would have been an adolescent when the dam project 

was first announced).  Both men said that they learned about the bad consequences from 

several NGOs and began to protest the dam at that point.  They named both Bong Steav 

and a Western leader of a small environmental organization. Bros said that he learned 

about human rights, the law, and other information, as well as how to use technology like 

Facebook to share information.  Once he learned these skills, largely from NGO 

trainings, he shared them with other community members.  This began with his own 

family.  His parents initially opposed the brothers’ engagement with the social 

mobilization, fearing that they may be arrested.  However, once the family met Bong 

Steav and learned from him about “community work” (civil society work), their parents 

changed their minds.  Mony said:  

Previously, I was very afraid of the authorities.  If not for [organization leader’s 

name], we would have been forced to leave already, but we have been educated 

about the law and our rights, and now we are brave to stand up.  I now dare to 

speak and stand up for my rights because I learned a lot from people in other 

communities.  
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Mony talked about the difference in his life before engaging with the social mobilization 

and civil society actors, noting that he was now brave to advocate for his community.  

Before, he did not care about others, only about himself. He was short-sighted, he said. 

He joked that he did not even know how to eat properly. He mimed eating with his hands, 

as is common in the rural areas. But he changed his character, he said.  He learned about 

the outside world and how it is different from Areng and Cambodia.  He realized that if 

development [the dam] came to the community the people would have a different life. 

Now he knows it is important to advocate, and he was “brave” to advocate.  This is 

conversation was a clear demonstration of the new sense of political consciousness and 

agency that Mony had developed via his engagement with civil society and the 

mobilization in Areng. Mony was one of a few youth from Areng who used this new 

agency and the civil society network to become nearly full-time activists and students, 

spending time in Phnom Penh as well as Areng, studying with the youth organization that 

working in Areng. In contrast, the young men’s younger sister was not engaged in the 

mobilization. I asked her once why she did not participate, and she looked surprised and 

said, “Who would ask me?” Her answer reflects the importance of personal relationships 

and connections – her brothers had a close personal relationship to Bong Steav, who was 

close in age to Bros. In contrast, fewer female NGO staff have spent extended time in 

Areng, and this, I suspect, is reflected in the lower numbers of young women taking part, 

as opposed to younger men and older women. 

 Meng Mao said something similar. She named Bong Steav’s organization and a 

youth environmental organization specifically as having educated her on the development 
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and resistance. Previously, she was very afraid of the authorities. She praised a civil 

society leader who worked closely with the community, saying that if it was not for him, 

the community would have been forced to leave already. But, she said, they had been 

educated about the law and their rights. This made them “brave to stand up.”  Before, she 

never thought about corruption, development, or things like this. Previously, she thought 

that development made poor people rich. This happened in other countries, she said, but 

not in Cambodia. Now, she said, she had been education about development and 

corruption. Like Bros and Mony, Meng Mao is demonstrating her new political 

consciousness and agency. She understands that development does not always advantage 

the poor and that corruption and the Cambodian state are the reason why this happens. 

Her newfound agency allows her to be “brave to stand up.”  

 

Networking  

Networking within Cambodia and within the regional network has been important 

for sustaining the mobilization, for diffusion of concepts and people, and for building 

solidarity. Local Cambodian organizations have been supported by a growing network of 

Southern civil society which is diffusing from countries including India, the Philippines, 

Hong Kong, Burma/Myanmar and Thailand. The social mobilization and contentious 

collective action in these countries has taken a different form and trajectory than in the 

global North. I did not set out to examine the South-to-South diffusion of social 

mobilization, but I found it was an important aspect of this social mobilization. One of 

the key aspects at this level of the network is a regional network of organizations and 
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trainers which is producing the leadership of many civil society organizations and NGOs 

in Cambodia. These leaders and their trainers are blending ideas and techniques from 

their own Southern network as well as from the Northern networks which they are also 

engaged in, via the international network.737 For community members, engagement in 

this regional network shows them both different models of governance and resistance. 

Seeing the successes of movements like the People Power movement in the Philippines 

and even the eventual shift toward democracy in Myanmar/Burma, gives people hope 

because they are seeing successes among people who are similar to them – urban and 

rural poor communities in Southeast Asia. I discuss diffusion further below.  

Several of the civil society leaders I interviewed had taken part in training, 

education, or exchange regionally in southeast Asia and/or in the West. These trips and 

exchanges created and solidified ties between Cambodian organization and individuals 

and their Western counterparts. Many of the key research participants were trained in 

these regional networks.738 Sdach Sva Sor, discussed below, was trained at EarthRights 

School, formerly the Mekong School, a project of Earth Rights International, as were 

several other research participants, including one of the lawyers who has been involved in 

the Areng case.739 Many other NGO and civil society leaders I interviewed also took part 

                                                 
737 Interviews with civil society actors and observations with civil society organizations.  
738 Research participants took part in these and similar programs: “Young Professionals Programme,” U.S. 

Mission to ASEAN, accessed July 11, 2019, https://careers.un.org/lbw/home.aspx?viewtype=nce; “Young 

Southeast Asian Leaders Initiative,” U.S. Mission to ASEAN, accessed July 11, 2019, 

https://asean.usmission.gov/yseali/; “UNDP Hosts Regional Forum on Youth Leadership, Innovation and 

Entrepreneurship,” UNDP in the Asia and the Pacific, accessed July 11, 2019, http://www.asia-

pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2018/undp-hosts-regional-forum-on-

youth-leadership--innovation-and-en.html. 
739 “EarthRights School,” EarthRights International, accessed July 11, 2019, https://earthrights.org/how-we-

work/training/earthrights-school/. 
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in similar regional training programs. There is a network of Cambodian civil society 

actors who are graduates of the School for Peace, including Bong Tom, whom I once 

watched translate Lederach’s pyramid to explain strategy for activism on Areng. People 

like Bong Tom form the core of civil society leaders in the social mobilizations in both 

communities. They also form the core leadership of other social mobilizations in the 

country. 

Networking is taking place between Areng other indigenous and forest 

communities, though it is more of a challenge in Areng because of the community’s 

isolation. This includes the engagement with other indigenous communities facilitated by 

the regional network discussed above, which Soeung and Chenda are both engaged in. 

There have also been trips arranged from Areng community members to visit other 

communities affected by dams. These trips have had an important impact in encouraging 

people to engage with the social mobilization and to oppose the dam. In 2014, Sva Sor 

partnered with a youth environmental organization to take several Areng residents to 

Phnom Penh and then to Lower Sesan, where the community had been displaced by a 

dam. Regarding this trip he told me: 

At that time, it was quiet in Areng...  People had started hearing about [NGO 

leader redacted], but they had no idea of the impact of the dam.  I was attending 

the Mekong School and had done research on other dams, and I told them about 

dams in other places.  At that point they said they would move if needed.  We got 

a small grant, and [name] started working with the community, first with 

[community leader, name redacted].  I went [to Areng] for one day and [NGO 
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leader] invited everyone for a meeting.  We took them to Phnom Penh and then to 

Lower Sesan for a religious ceremony.  We had a meeting late at night and people 

shared experiences - they saw the water fluctuations.  It showed them the dam 

was not a good idea.  The consultations done by the company were meaningless.  

We also took them to 3SPN [3S Rivers Protection Network, an NGO opposed to 

dams in Cambodia's Northeast, where the country's largest indigenous populations 

are] - the boss of this [organization] is a 2009 Mekong School alum.  This is one 

of the reasons they started the roadblock on 14 March 2014.  It was just after they 

came on this trip. Those twelve shared to other villagers.740   

He is correct in his assessment that the people who attended the trip shared with others. 

Two of the women who attended this trip shared the experience with their families and 

neighbors. Interviews with their extended families confirm that the stories these women 

brought back encouraged others to oppose the dam, because they saw the negative 

effects.    

 Finally, there is some networking happening between Boeung Kak residents and 

Areng residents. Several Boeung Kak residents traveled to Areng Valley and brought 

those experiences back to the community. There have been other meetings between the 

communities, such as the week of Human Rights Day in 2015 and 2016.741  Boeung Kak 

residents traveled to Koh Kong City ahead of the actual day for a celebration with Areng 

residents and members of other communities in Koh Kong facing forced evictions or 

                                                 
740 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2016 
741 I attended planning meetings and public events for Human Rights Day in Koh Kong in 2015 and in 

Phnom Penh in 2015 and 2016.  
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related issues. Areng residents then went to Phnom Penh with the Boeung Kak residents 

and members of both communities joined demonstrations together with others.  

Urban to rural linkages in civil society are new in Cambodia, but they are growing 

and developing and seem to be important for the growth of a broader network of civils 

society working on an array of issues in Cambodia. I talked to Sokal during the planning 

for Human Rights Day. In 2015, he saw the cost of evictions, land grabbing, human 

rights abuse, and use the use of the courts to pressure activists.742 He saw this increasing 

across the nation. The people behind these issues, he said, were in Phnom Penh, implying 

the rich and powerful, and likely the government and military. His organization had a 

strategy to link communities and people so that they can share stories and issues. The 

community members in the countryside had little knowledge and there was little training 

available to them, he said. Knowledge was key: “The more you don’t know, the more you 

are scared.” There were few organizations working in the countryside, and even those 

organizations could be “scared to speak up.” This was because it was not safe to speak up 

or because they were “not encouraged to share with the community.” Thus, his 

organization was partnering with other organizations to bring rural community members, 

including from Areng, to Phnom Penh to share and learn. The city was a different 

context, he said, but they can learn things that will apply to their community. More 

importantly, he said, they would know they would be supported. 

                                                 
742 As before, we were speaking in English, and he used the word “pressure,” but I have a sense that he 

meant something closer to intimidate. 
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Via seeing other problems in other communities, including across the rural-urban 

divide, community members are building new understandings of the problems facing 

their communities. This is building toward the growing movement for democracy in the 

country. Seeing that communities all over Cambodia are facing eviction and land loss 

because of development shows community members that the problems in their 

community are not limited to their community. Rather, they are widespread and systemic 

issues. I talked to Boeung Kak resident Dina about my work in Areng. She had traveled 

to Prey Lang, another forest community, via the same network, and had learned about 

Areng from friends and neighbors who had gone there or met community members. She 

understood that many communities had problems like Boeung Kak, all over Cambodia. 

There were more than 200 forest communities in Cambodia, with trees and open land. 

Those communities help each other because they have the same problems, she said, 

indicating that their shared understandings built solidarity and ultimately encouraged the 

mobilizations. The forest communities had solidarity, she said. Her friend and neighbor 

Srey Mom, who facilitated the interview, also joined the trip to Prey Lang. The forest was 

so beautiful, Srey Mom said, but she was afraid the government would try to develop the 

area and cut the trees. Neither woman made and explicit connection to development and 

evictions in Areng, but the undercurrent was there.   

Lupt and Chetra are part of this regional network as well. They both work with a 

human rights organization that had been working in Boeung Kak prior to the evictions 

issue arising. The organization has since stopped working in Boeung Kak, as a result of a 

shift in organizational priorities. However, the organization works with Rohtehpleung, or 



319 

 

“Railroad” community on the other side of the former Boeung Kak Lake, which is 

fighting eviction because of railroad expansion. Personal ties remain between the 

organization and Boeung Kak as well. Many community members remember specific 

staff as being the first to tell them about the evictions and about the possibility of 

resisting them. On an even more personal level, Lupt’s partner is Om Ly’s daughter, and 

they have a young son together. Though he no longer works in the community, he spends 

time in Boeung Kak on a regular basis.  

Lupt and Chetra described their work and their organization’s model. They 

illustrated how concepts, tactics, and even people diffuse through the network of civil 

society. Chetra grew up in a rural community and cites the needs of poor farmers and 

issues with development in general as being what got him into civil society work. Lupt is 

a Thai community organizer and trainer who was trained in a Philippines-based poor 

people’s movement. He worked in Thailand for several years with slum dweller 

networks. He saw a need in Cambodia – the status of Cambodian civil society was less 

developed than in Thailand. Lupt partnered with the organization to export the 

community organizing model to Cambodia.  

The organization’s model of community organizing is fairly unique at this point in 

Cambodia. Lupt and Chetra work primarily with college students and recent graduates 

who are trained as community organizers. They put the young people through an 

intensive three-month training, then place them in communities facing forced evictions 

and other primarily development-related human rights abuses. The model is intense, in 

terms of the effort and resources required, but it appears to be effective. Their 
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organization has been able to continue their work, while facing less public censure than 

some organizations, at a time when the government is hostile to NGOs and civil society 

organizations.  

Chetra said that they wanted the people to use their power to deal with the issues 

– eviction and housing. But, he said, the people can do much more than that. If the people 

could use their power, Chetra said, they can change the policies that affect them and their 

livelihoods. He had an understanding, as did the community members discussed in 

Chapter Five, that land was closely connected to livelihood. Politicians make policy for 

their own benefit, he said, not for the benefit of the people, but people’s movements 

could demand change. He referenced his organization’s work with youth and said that 

they had youth networks, but not a strong federation. The distinction for him was that a 

federation had contact with the international sphere, which Lupt said Cambodian youth 

civil society did not yet. His organization was working to connect to other social 

movements, including the union of farmers. Chetra grew up in a rural community and 

started by working on development issues with farmers. He related that the organization 

wanted to have a “culture of meeting.” They relied on what he called “natural leaders” – 

leaders who emerged organically from the community, rather than being selected 

something else.  

Lupt went into greater depth with their model and strategies. The first issue he 

said, was land and housing. The people needed alternatives. They wanted to remain near 

their former homes. A federation, he said, could “maybe” make this a reality. This was 

based on his experience with urban poor peoples’ and slum dwellers’ movements 
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Thailand and the Philippines and his experience with this network in the region. The 

second part was other problems, like voting fraud. Maybe, he said, they would join a 

democracy movement or an education movement, or some other social issue. Chetra 

wanted to make people think about how to get a just society. This included the right to 

protest and the responsibility of nonviolence against protestors [from the police, and 

ultimately the state]. They wanted to connect social justice and issues of land with other 

movements, he said. I interpret this to mean that his model would eventually grow into a 

larger social movement for democracy, social justice, or some other form of social 

change. 

Lupt emphasized how much his work was informed by work of others in the 

global South, specifically Asia, and how much he was a part and a product of Asian civil 

society. In our first conversation, I heard Lupt say something that sounded to me as if it 

came from Paolo Friere. I asked about this, and he gently corrected me: 

Yes, it’s Friere.  The concept comes from him.  Saul Alinsky too.  Saul Alinsky 

went to Korea.  But it comes from Asia too, from Gandhi, nonviolence.  We talk 

about Buddhism too, and unity.  In Thailand, we use Buddhism to convince 

people to donate to the movement, because of Buddhism.  In Korean and the 

Philippines, they have Christians who donate [to poor people’s movements] 

through the church… We want to open the minds of the people, not just to focus 

on their own problems, because they need to network. So, we donated to Nepal, 

through Action Aid.  We raised funds for [community name redacted] when it 
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burned.  To make friends and create a good image of the poor.  The poor have a 

good heart, not like Hun Sen.743 

Lupt comes from a long tradition of Southern, Asian civil society and social 

mobilizations. He was highlighting to me that the ideas and concepts that he is teaching 

in Cambodia are not uniquely Western/Northern – they have been diffused to and 

incorporated into global Southern ideas and concepts as well.  

 

Diffusion 

Diffusion of ideas and people throughout the network helps the network to grow 

and helps to build the new political consciousness and agency discussed in the previous 

chapter. Ideas diffuse, as noted, such as the high-level concepts of democracy and 

community organizing which Chandara and Sith were learning about in Washington, DC. 

The two NGO leaders took part in a US State Department program that brought them to 

the United States in 2018.  They learned from their counterparts at Native American 

organizations in Wyoming and then met with various civil society actors in Washington, 

DC. During this trip, which I helped to organize, the two men learned about human rights 

issues facing indigenous populations in the United States and about development-forced 

eviction in the US. Chandara requested copies of several books to take back to Cambodia 

with him, including Rules for Radicals by Saul Alinsky and several other texts on 

community organizing and contentious action.  However, as will be seen below, while 

ideas and concepts are diffusing from the North, those are being modified and adopted to 

                                                 
743 Interview, Phnom Penh, 2016 
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fit the Southern context and ideas and concepts which are diffusing from the South are 

being more readily adopted. 

 In Areng, there are two organizations which have been more active than most, a 

loosely organized youth environmental activist organization and a formal youth NGO. 

The environmental activist organization was co-founded by Cambodians and a European 

man with extensive experience in Southeast Asia. The organization has suggested several 

tactics for the community, including, according to the European co-founder, initially 

suggesting the roadblock. Community members point to the organization and the co-

founder as being instrumental to the development and maintenance of the mobilization in 

the community.744 They note, however, that the organization and the co-founder do not 

push them to protest, but the protest comes from the community; I address this further 

below.  Both organizations have fostered networking between Areng, and other 

communities affected by forced eviction, dams, or deforestation. Staff and activists with 

the organizations are also part of the regional network of civil society and have 

participated in trainings and events in other countries of Southeast Asia.  

It appears that concepts and tactics which diffuse from other regions of the rural 

South to Cambodia and these two communities are having a greater effect on the 

mobilization in the two communities compared to ideas and concepts diffusing from the 

global North. While large international organization have been key to supporting civil 

society in Cambodia in material ways, community members have pushed back against 

                                                 
744 The narrative on the founding of the organization and who initially came up with the idea for the 

roadblock is contested, and the environmental activist group has been controversial. However, the 

organization is clearly central to the mobilization and protest in Areng.  
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concepts and tactics diffusing from the North in ways that they have not pushed back 

against concepts and tactics diffusing from the South. This appears to be because 

concepts and tactics which diffuse from the North may not make sense to community 

members because these concepts and tactics are inappropriate to their context or do not 

seem to be attainable in the current context. The human rights framework has been 

challenged in Areng. I argue that this is in large part because community members do not 

see the possibility of achieving human rights based on their current experience of rights 

and the state. 

I observed this tension during a training in Areng conducted by staff of the 

UNOHCHR. The training was supposed to be for the community to train them on human 

rights. What took place, however, was that the community members educated the UN 

staff about the actual needs and goals of the community and the irrelevance of human 

rights if the community could not secure more practical living rights. An international 

UN staff member began by asking the community about human rights.  Community 

members immediately demonstrated their knowledge of human rights, repeating the list 

of rights – assembly, speech, etc. – that they had learned at previous trainings. 

Community members immediately began challenging the concept of human rights.  An 

older man, who like most of the other community members supported himself primarily 

by farming, said that he knew that they had rights, for example, to cut trees to support 

their own livelihoods (as opposed to illegal logging for commercial purposes) and to farm 

in their traditional ways. But those rights were "always" violated by the government. The 

community “always” lost in disputes with the government.  He asked: "But we are unable 



325 

 

to practice traditions in the ways we have the right to do, so how can we exercise their 

rights?" He was referring to an on-going issue in which community members had been 

threatened or punished for minor forestry crimes, such as clearing state land for farming, 

while the military and powerful people engage in extensive illegal logging without 

repercussions. His frustration was clear: they had been told, repeatedly, that they had 

rights, but were prevented by the Cambodian state from exercising those rights. 

Om Theara, an older woman who has been active in the social mobilization, 

spoke next, and said: 

I want to know about the economic rights of indigenous people.  I am informed by 

the NGOs that Jong people have complete rights [ a better translation might have 

been "universal"], but when we try to exercise those rights, the local authorities 

and police tell us it is against the law.  I do not understand.  I see the mood of the 

other people getting weaker and weaker, and everyone is scared now of the 

police.745   

The man who spoke first agreed with her and reiterated his question about the rights of 

indigenous people.  He then turned to development and asked what development was 

possible for the community at this point. The community may have a right to 

development or to development which respects their rights as indigenous people, but if 

they were repeatedly blocked by the government for exercising their rights to 

development, how could they expect actual development?  His statements underscore the 

complexity of the concept of development and how it is used differently by different 

                                                 
745 Observation at a training in Areng, 2016. 
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actors. Community residents have a clear understanding of development that is 

sometimes at tension with the understanding of development put forth by the Cambodian 

government or by civil society actors. Community members, over and over again, 

focused on issues of livelihoods and land as it relates to livelihood as being the most 

important issues to them.  

One older woman, who along with her extended family has been involved in the 

social mobilization from the early stages, stood and summed up the discussion. The 

community had so many rights, including the right to protest and demand. But the 

community also had what my translator rendered as "living rights" - the right to support 

their day to day life - which might better be described as the "new" economic, social, and 

cultural rights.  She and others reiterated that for their community at that point, what was 

most key was their right to their land. Development without land and land rights did not 

seem possible or desirable for her or other community members.746  

I observed this dynamic in other trainings and meetings as well. Trainers, many of 

them fairly young, would come from Phnom Penh to give a human rights training, 

because that was how they had been trained. They would then be somewhat surprised 

when community members demonstrated that they were well versed in human rights, to 

the point that they could push back against the concepts, as in the meeting described 

above and on World Environment Day, described below. In one instance of this that was 

                                                 
746 For more on this see. Mark Fathi Massoud, “Do Victims of War Need International Law? Human Rights 

Education Programs in Authoritarian Sudan,” Law & Society Review 45, no. 1 (March 2011): 1–32, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2011.00426.x. He argues that in authoritarian contexts, legal and 

human rights education is  “not enough” and “potentially dangerous” for those the international aid 

community is intervening on.   
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almost painful to watch a young woman from Phnom Penh stood in front of community 

members and declared that she was trained for two days, and now she was going to train 

them for two days. The community leaders at the training – including Srey Mao, Auntie 

Mao, and Bong Vanna – could have given a training that was far more applicable to the 

context than the one presented by the student volunteers. I suggest that this exchange is a 

clear indication that some community members do not embrace or even reject the concept 

of human rights, because it does not seem attainable or relevant in their current context. 

Community members clearly understand the concept of human rights but are more 

interested in their rights in practice, such as their right to their land as citizens and 

indigenous people. Human rights are largely a Northern concept, while new and 

indigenous rights arise more from the Southern context. This underscores how 

community members reject some Northern concepts and tactics while embracing 

Southern concepts and tactics.  

 In urban Boeung Kak, where there is simply more regular contact between 

community members and NGO staff or other civil society actors, there is less of this 

dynamic (though it does take place). Community members in Boeung Kak have not 

pushed back against human rights norms in the same way as Areng residents do. 

Community members have resisted tactics diffusing from the North that do not fit their 

context. Boeung Kak residents have staged dramatic demonstrations to bring attention to 

their conflict with the government, particularly international attention. In 2014, after 

flooding in the community, residents dumped rice which had been damaged in the 
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flooding on the streets of Phnom Penh and in front of City Hall.747 In another protest in 

2016, they threw eggs at the World Bank to protest the Bank continuing to fund 

development projects in Cambodia despite the lack of respect for land rights and the 

law.748 

Both these demonstrations were conceived of by a Cambodian NGO staffer, who 

related that she was inspired by tactics used in the North, which she learned about from 

international NGO staff and from social media. Several community members 

subsequently expressed concern or regret at the tactics when I interviewed them. Wasting 

food is something of a taboo in Cambodia, as food insecurity is common, and many older 

residents remember famine and starvation during the Angkar era. Several community 

members said that they were concerned that people would not interpret these 

demonstrations well because of the waste of food. One older woman pointed out that in 

Cambodia, they could even use the “ruined” rice as animal food. She was afraid people 

would not understand the meaning of the protest and would “blame” them for wasting 

food. Another woman said that she was not sure of the meaning of throwing eggs at the 

World Bank. She attended the protest but did not throw eggs because it seemed like a 

waste and she did not understand why they were doing it.  

 In contrast, tactics which diffuse from other regions of the South have been better 

received by community members. In Areng, one powerful tactic, a tree blessing 

                                                 
747 Sonkya Va, “Boeung Kak Protest Change New Strategy,” Khmer Times, October 1, 2014, 

https://www.khmertimeskh.com/51642/boeung-kak-protest-change-new-strategy/. 
748 Sengkong Bun, “Boeung Kak protesters pelt World Bank office with eggs,” Phnom Penh Post, 

February 2, 2016, https://www.phnompenhpost.com/national/boeung-kak-protesters-pelt-world-bank-

office-eggs. 
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ceremony, diffused to Areng from Thai environmental activists, via a Western NGO 

leader who had lived in Thailand and his staff.749 It may have its roots in a Hindu tree 

blessing ceremony, but I was unable to confirm this.750  In the ceremony, Buddhist monks 

wrap monks’ robes around the trees, symbolically ordaining the trees as monks. This is 

intended to discourage illegal loggers, who are likely to be Buddhist, as are the majority 

of the Cambodian populations. The focus is on larger trees, which are more profitable for 

loggers. The tactic has gotten extensive attention in Cambodia and some attention 

internationally as well. I argue that this tactic was well received in Cambodia because it 

fits well with the local context, as compared to the egging protest conducted by Boeung 

Kak residents, which was perceived as being wasteful.  

The Cambodian government and authorities have repeatedly suggested that the 

mobilization in Areng and Boeung Kak is being driven or fomented by outsiders. This is 

fairly common when protest takes place in Cambodia, to accuse Westerners or possibly 

expatriate Cambodians of creating or spreading the dissent.751 As will be discussed 

further below, community members strongly refute this and assert that the protest and the 

mobilization come from the community. However, the role of international actors in the 

protest in the two communities is potentially problematic, and questions have been and 

should be raised about the role of foreigners in the mobilization and protest in these two 

communities. Some Cambodian civil society leaders I interviewed and observed, 

primarily those who were older and worked more closely with the Cambodian 

                                                 
749 I confirmed this with the co-founder of the organizations that introduced the tactic. 
750 Gershon, “The Tree Huggers Who Saved Indian Forests.” 
751 Personal communication with civil society experts in Cambodia. 
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government, expressed concern that some of the youth organizations were using tactics 

which were inappropriate to Cambodia. In two meetings with staff of youth organizations 

and older staff of other NGOs, the older staff chastised the youth organization staff for 

using harsh tactics which were not appropriate to the context. In interviews, at least one 

older NGO staff member described more controversial tactics of one youth organization 

as having been influenced by Westerners and not appropriate to Cambodia.   

During my follow-up research and writing, I had an opportunity to speak with a 

Southeast Asian career government official working, at that time, with the US 

government. He was familiar with the Boeung Kak and Areng cases and was specifically 

aware of some of the youth environmental activists I was working most closely with. He 

brought up the controversial European leader of a small environmental organization 

mentioned several times in this chapter. He challenged the work the man and his 

organization were doing and suggested that their tactics were too aggressive for 

Cambodia at that point. This was a criticism I heard of this organization from several 

other research participants working with civil society organizations that used less 

aggressive methods. The official pointed at me and said that I should also be careful 

about what I was saying to and about these young people. I told him I was focused on 

telling the story, not on giving advice or telling the activists what to do. That was also 

dangerous, he said, because the young people may read what I wrote, and Cambodia was 

not America. He was a bit vague in what he was saying, but his implication seemed to me 

to be that in writing favorably about the youth activists I might be inciting them or other 
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young Cambodians to take actions which were not appropriate or were even dangerous in 

Cambodia. I felt like I was being chastised or warned but I am still not sure if I was.  

Youth activists refuted these notions that outsiders drive the protest and social 

mobilizations and argue that they protest because they want to protect their country and 

people, not because of outside influence. It is clear, however, that foreign actors do have 

an impact on the mobilization, and they should consider this impact when proposing 

tactics, which, as noted, may not be appropriate to Cambodian context and may actually 

endanger Cambodian activists, such as those who went to jail after the Areng roadblock.  

The Cambodian government has regularly accused outsiders of driving the protest 

in Boeung Kak and Areng or implied that protest in Cambodia in general is driven by 

foreigners, not Cambodians.752 Community members are clear, though, that while civil 

society offers important support for the mobilization, the impetus for the mobilization 

and protest in both communities comes from the people.  I asked Meng Lim, in Areng, 

about what motivated her to protest. She said: 

In the workshops, I was asked about my motive, was it [organization leader’s 

name]? My motive is not anyone behind me. I do it because it is my land and 

community. [Organization leader] is not behind this, this is not his land. I have to 

protest, even if he is not here. I do not do it because of [name], he is just the one 

who helped me find the way to Phnom Penh. Because I live in the forest, I do not 

                                                 
752 Interviews with civil society experts. See also Luk Kosal in Chapter Six 
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know the way to Phnom Penh. The important thing is me living here, not [name] 

living in [his country]. 753 

By the end of her statement she was joking with me, as she often did, but her meaning is 

clear – the organizations may have helped her to protest, but she protested because she 

wanted to her land and not because anyone told her to do so. She was referring to a 

Western civil society leader whom the Cambodian government frequently accused in the 

media of inciting protest in Areng.  

 Lida in Boeung Kak said “I protest because of her heart.  No one taught me.” She 

thought the government had been the one to teach her, because the government “did like 

this” – the evictions, development and conflict in the community. Because the 

government wanted to take her land, she had to go to protest. Again, she is clear that 

while the NGOs may support the protest in key ways, the protest and resistance in 

Boeung Kak is coming from the people.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The support of international and regional civil society has been key to the 

development of the social mobilizations in Areng and Boeung Kak. This support has been 

necessary because of the historic repression of social mobilization and contentious 

collective action in the country, as well as current violent repression of social 

mobilization and contentious collective action, which creates an understandable barrier to 

                                                 
753 Interview, Areng, 2015 
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social mobilization. In this chapter I examined the different levels of the network and the 

interventions and aspects having an effect of social mobilization at the different levels. 

From the international civil society comes a new language and set of norms around rights 

and citizenship which community members are using in their contention against the state 

and for their rights, and access to the international community. International civil society 

is also providing much of the material and technical support necessary to build capacity. 

At the regional level they are able to engage with a Southern and Asian network in which 

they learn about strategies and tactics which have been effective in situations similar to 

theirs. Seeing these used also build a sense of hope and solidarity among community 

members. Finally, through networking between the two communities and other 

communities in Cambodia facing similar issues, they are continuing to build the new 

understanding of the state and development discussed in the previous chapter. All of this 

contributes to the new sense of political agency which is developing in these 

communities and in the network of civil society supporting them. In the next chapter I 

will discuss that and the change from political and institutional action for change to 

noninstitutional means of contestation as a result in a changing political climate.  
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7. CONCLUSION 

  The dissertation began by asking how and why a social mobilization against 

forced dispossession an evictions in Areng Valley and Boeung Kak Lake were 

developing and being sustained, given a context in which contentious collection actions 

was often harshly repressed. The country lacks a strong tradition of social mobilization 

and, historically, dissent and contentious collective action have resulted in harsh 

punishment. In the current era, the political context has not been open to dissent. 

Repression of political activities has increased in recent years, while freedom of speech, 

association, and the press have been sharply constrained. 

The literature on social mobilization tells us that these factors might tend to 

constrain or discourage social mobilization. However, mobilization took place in both 

communities. Further, the mobilization in both communities was successful or partially 

successful. In Areng, there are no current plans to develop the dam and plans for 

ecotourism and land titles are proceeding in some villages. In Boeung Kak, more than 

600 families fought eviction and received land title. Both communities were unique and 

new in their success, which has made them a possible model for other communities. The 

research sought to understand what factors allowed this mobilization to be sustained and 
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successful, while other mobilizations in Cambodia and the region have been less 

successful or dissipated quickly.  

I found that civil society played a key role in generating and sustaining the 

mobilization in the two communities. The network of civil society provided needed 

resources for mobilization. This included material resources such as training space and 

office supplies. Civil society organizations are also providing education on development 

issues and resistance. Personal linkages within the network and the network itself are 

important in how people become and remain engaged in the mobilization. The network 

also served to generate solidarity within Cambodia and internationally as it created ties 

and networking opportunities for community members. Ideas, concepts, and even people 

diffuse through the network. However, ideas and concepts which diffuse from the South 

appear to be more relevant and thus community members embrace these ideas and 

concepts in ways that they do not embrace ideas and concepts diffusing from the North, 

including the concept of human rights. 

Via engagement in contention and with a network of civil society, community 

members and others engaged with the social mobilization were developing a new 

understanding of the state, the role of the state, and the relationship of the state to the 

people. This was leading them to engage in a new critique of the state, primarily around 

development issues. In some cases, community members made new demands on the 

state. Some participants in the social mobilization are developing a new political 

consciousness and a new sense of political agency. This new political agency is allowing 
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people to remain engaged in the mobilization at a time when opportunities for collective 

action are being constrained in Cambodia. 

 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

My research and the research of some of my colleagues demonstrates that while 

community members resisting development-forced displacement in Cambodia and 

mainland Southeast Asia resist because of the harm relocation would do to their 

livelihoods.754 There is an implicit assumption in development: compensation packages 

are offered, and the rationale is that adequate compensation is possible and would result 

in uncontested evictions. In one conversation I had with a US State Department official 

while in Cambodia, the official voiced this assumption. I attempted to clarify my 

understanding that the issue was deeper and that economic issues went beyond the 

compensation rates. He disagreed and suggested that the Boeung Kak residents were 

being greedy in refusing to settle their cases. He was not the only person who voiced this 

opinion.  

However, my research and the research of my colleagues also demonstrates that 

these livelihood issues are complex and those complexities are not addressed by 

relocation plans, which typically only consider land and house and cash compensation. 

Land and housing are an issue of livelihood and economic survival, which goes beyond 

the eviction and compensation to affect future economic decisions and prosperity. 

                                                 
754 Eyler, Last Days of the Mighty Mekong; Baird, “Resistance and Contingent Contestations to Large-Scale 

Land Concessions in Southern Laos and Northeastern Cambodia.” 
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Further, the network in the communities is important for economic life in both 

communities. This indicates that community members would still be unlikely to accept 

compensation and relocation unless these issues of future economic stability and 

preserving the community network are addressed.   

There are practice implications of the work as well. It is clear that South-to-South 

diffusion of mobilization is happening and is being effective in these and similar 

communities in Cambodia. This networking should be fostered and encouraged. Donor 

organizations looking to support civil society in Cambodia, particularly effective 

resistance to forced eviction, should consider this in their funding decisions. And 

organizations should consider it in their priorities. Further, the research demonstrates that 

tactical repertoires need to be adapted for certain contexts. While aspects of social 

mobilization diffuse and are consistent across regions, there are key differences in 

regions and contexts. What is effective in one context may not be in others. Organizers 

and civil society actors should be aware of this in their work.  
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APPENDICES 

Map of Cambodia with Areng marked in red.755 

 

                                                 
755 Map from Google Maps. https://goo.gl/maps/yMcSPkteE2jJ7eD38 
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Map of Areng with land usage and protection areas 

756  

 

                                                 
756 Map provided by environmental activists working in Areng. See 

https://savearengvalley.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/map-no2.jpg 

https://savearengvalley.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/map-no2.jpg
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Map of Areng co-created with a community member757 

 

                                                 
757 I drew this map with a community member. He traced his finger on the page and I followed with the 

pen. We filled in the names with the help of his family members.  
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Inundation Zone – Areng758 

 

 

                                                 
758 Map courtesy of Conservation International, in Chum, “Conflict Analysis Study in Areng Valley,” 10. 
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Phnom Penh, with Boeung Kak at the center  759  

 

                                                 
759 Retrieved from Google Maps. https://goo.gl/maps/QZezCtDpNKCTmanU6 
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Tourist map of Phnom Penh featuring the former Boeung Kak Lake 760 

 

 

 

                                                 
760 Paper copies of this map were still available as of 2016. Retrieved from 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boeung_Kak 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boeung_Kak


344 

 

List of Organizations which participated in or were consulted for the research. 

 

Organization Acronym 

Arbitration Council 
 

Alliance for Conflict Transformation ACT 

American Center for International Labor 

Solidarity/Solidarity Center 

ACILS 

Bread for the World 
 

Building Community Voices BCV 

Cambodia Indigenous Youth Association CIYA 

Cambodia Youth Network CYN 

Cambodian Center for Human Rights CCHR 

Cambodian Human Rights Action 

Committee 

CHRAC 

Cambodian Human Rights and Development 

Associations 

ADHOC 

Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and 

Peace 

CICP 

Cambodian League for the Promotion and 

Defense of Human Rights 

LICADHO 

Coalition of Cambodian Farmer Community CCFC 
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Community Legal Education Center CLEC 

Conservation International CI 

DanMission 
 

Equitable Cambodia EC 

Flora and Fauna International FFI 

Housing Rights Task Force HRTF 

Independent Monks Network IMN 

Indigenous Communities Support 

Organization 

ICSO 

Indigenous Rights Active Members IRAM 

Informal Democratic Economy Association IDEA 

Interfaith Cooperation Forum ICF 

International Labor Organization ILO 

International Labor Organization - Better 

Factories Campaign 

ILO-BFC 

International River IR 

Khmer Youth Association KYA 

Mother Nature 
 

NGO Forum 
 

Politikoffee 
 

Prey Lang Community Network PLCN 



346 

 

Royal University of Phnom Penh - Faculty of 

Development Studies 

RUPP - FDS 

Sahmakum Teang Tnaut STT 

Samreth Law Group SLG 

Star Kampuchea 
 

UN Women 
 

United Nations Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights 

UNOHCHR 

Voice 
 

Wildlife Alliance WA 

Winrock International 
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Levels of Government in Cambodia 

Executive: 

• Prime Minister Hun Sen 

• Council of Ministers 

 

Legislative: 

• National Assembly 

• Senate 

 

Judiciary: 

• Supreme Court 

• Constitutional Council 

 

Administrative levels: 

Urban Rural 

Municipality - Reach thani Province - khaet 

Section - khan District – srok 

Quarter - sangkat Commune – khun or Sangkat 

Village - phum Village - phum 

Block - krom  
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