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ABSTRACT 

As global tensions over the rapid increase of large scale land acquisitions reached a fever pitch in 

2012, Cambodia—an epicenter of “land grabbing”—announced a bold new initiative to develop post-

conflict land registration and redistribution efforts inside agribusiness concessions. This “leopard 

skin” land reform imagined farmers’ fields and agribusiness plantations co-existing like animal spots 

on the landscape, with companies gaining a stable local labor force and farmers gaining tenure 

security, access to credit, and employment. My research focuses on the leopard skin reform as a lens 

through which to understand the nature of democracy in Cambodia. Based on two years of research, 

including an ethnographic account of Cambodia’s largest agribusiness concession, a survey of 270 

land recipients in two provinces, and a participatory action research component, my research 

connects global, national and local scales to show how the politics of life on the land shapes the 

politics of state formation in Cambodia. I argue that the leopard skin land reform was first and 

foremost a political campaign that aimed to secure the loyalty of rural voters, produce ‘modern’ 

farmers, and wrest control over land distribution from local officials, while maintaining flows of 

domestic and international capital that are central to state power. Ambiguous legal directives and 
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‘unwritten rules’ guided the allocation of land, fostering uncertainty and fear within communities in 

ways that is typical of Cambodian state rule.  

 

This gives pause to broad claims that land reform will enable land tenure security. 

Cambodia’s project of land reform—and the longer trajectory of donor and state supported land 

management of which it is a part—reproduces gendered racialized forms of insecurity in rural areas 

by valuing economic production over ecological and social reproduction, and reinforcing patriarchal 

patronage networks over more horizontal mechanisms of land management. The land reform 

buttressed the personal power of the Prime Minister in the short term as it gave people hope that he 

may protect their foothold in rural areas, while, in the long term, the land reform intensified the 

erosion of rural people’s capacity for social reproduction by enclosing communal resources and 

undermining collective claims, with lasting effects on community solidarity. Furthermore, in the 

Cambodian context, communal land title is itself a weak advocacy tool, because any resistance 

strategy based on claims for state recognition is dependent on the state authorities who control (and 

can subvert) legal process. 

 

Theoretically, my work furthers scholarship that considers the relationship between life on 

the land, property and state power. I show how practices of state formation enacted through land 

reform draw on both the legal/sovereign realm of political power and the biopolitical realm of 

governing populations to produce state subjects, and I consider the various ways in which people 

struggle to appropriate and subvert these practices. More broadly, this study helps scholars to 

understand the central importance of land in post-conflict state formation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I: The Land Titling Ceremony 

 
Figure 1 People wait for the Provincial Official to speak at a land titling ceremony in Kampong Chhnang province 
in Cambodia. (Photo: Alice Beban) 

I drove my motorbike into the grounds of the Buddhist temple in Tmor Muoy Village and stopped in 

front of a large marquee adorned with red and yellow streamers. Hundreds of people sat around the 

marquee waiting for the land titling ceremony to begin. Teams of volunteer land surveyors had lived 

in the village for months in late 2012 during the Cambodian Prime Minister’s ‘leopard skin’ land 

titling reform. The volunteers—university students from Phnom Penh city—surveyed plots of land 

that formally lay within agribusiness concessions in order to provide land title to smallholder farmers 

who claimed the land. Now, in March 2014, people hoped they would finally receive their land titles.  
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My research assistant, a local university student named Sokun, left our motorbike under the 

trees and we hurried over to some friends. ‘Do you think we’ll actually get the land titles today?’, one 

woman asked me as I sat down on the grass next to her. ‘I don’t know, what do you think?’ I 

countered. Everything about the land titling reform was so unexpected; I wasn’t sure what would 

happen. ‘She thinks we will get the titles’, said another woman, nodding her head at the woman next 

to her. ‘But I don’t think so, they will just keep us waiting again’.  

The Kampong Chhnang Deputy Provincial Governor took the stage and people quieted in 

anticipation. ‘Look at everyone here’, he began, waving his arms at the assembled crowd: 

Look at all these people coming together. The opposition party say that we can’t rule the 
country, that the different ministries aren’t cooperating. But look at this. This land titling 
ceremony shows we can cooperate; we can lead the country. We have taken land from the 
companies to donate to the people. Land title is important because you can take loans to grow 
your farm, you can sell your land for more money, and it means the land is yours. 

Now the country is developing. Look at all the factories around here. At 5pm it’s hard to drive 
on the road around Kampong Chhnang city with all the workers pouring out of the factories… 
I want to send a message to the villagers who have children working in the factories. Don’t 
believe the bad gossip you hear about the election, about the protests. You don’t get any 
benefits from protesting. All you get is danger… Even if the [opposition party] doesn’t 
support the country, the country keeps moving forward. We have the factories, soon the 
bridge will be built… the airport will be developed... Kampong Chhnang will be the center of 
this development. Nowadays, life in our country is very easy… some countries are at war, but 
we are not. Kampong Chhnang is a dragon of Cambodia. (Provincial senior official; Kampong 
Chhnang land titling ceremony, 26.3.14) 

Sokun leaned over to me and whispered angrily, ‘A dragon! He means a dragon that eats snails!’. 

Sokun was referring to an interview we had just completed with a poor man in a nearby village 

whose only protein source was wild snails that he caught and ate raw. Sokun’s remark was cutting; 

the dragon is the most powerful creature in Cambodian mythology but a dragon forced to eat snails to 

survive was a poor symbol of power.  
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After an hour of speeches, people surged into the village temple to claim their land titles.  

 
Figure 2 People in Tmor Muoy village receive land titles from district officials at the titling ceremony. (Photo: Alice 
Beban) 

I met up with my friends outside the temple. ‘What do you think?’, one woman asked me, thrusting 

her land titles into my hand. ‘I can’t read’, she said. ‘Do you think it’s okay?’ I leafed through her 

five land titles, each for a small plot of land of around 0.1-0.2 hectares. As we looked over the papers 

together, another woman joined us. ‘I didn’t get any’, she exclaimed. ‘Did you ask anyone about it?’ 

I asked. ‘The officials or the commune chief over there?’ She shrugged and looked away. ‘No, I’m too 

lazy [kjil], I’m just going home’.  

The ritual involved in land titling ceremonies performs a world in which the state is unified 

and beneficent, citizens affirm political loyalty, and land is legible, ordered and secure (Mathews, 

2011). The state claims power via the language of post-conflict stability and economic development, 

while the ‘material power of these actors ensures people remain silent’ (Mathews 2011:109). This 

sets the boundaries for who can speak, and what meanings become official truths. The Governor’s 

official truth confirms that the post-conflict Cambodian state brings good jobs, mobility and 
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infrastructure to all, the state supports ‘the people’ over ‘the companies’, and land title provides 

wealth and security. To question this conception of development is to fuel the ‘bad gossip’ the 

Governor speaks of; to raise one’s voice in protest leads to ‘no benefits’ and ‘danger’. The Governor 

doesn’t specify what this ominous ‘danger’ is, but the implicit message is clear: People who want to 

ride on the back of this dragon will perform their roles as good citizens—do not complain, use your 

land title to deepen your connections to markets, vote for the ruling party. If you do not, the country 

could be plunged back into chaos. This official truth silences other voices, and other ways of seeing 

the world (de Sousa Santos 2014). Those people who do not or cannot become ‘good’ subjects 

become the ‘other’ against which the nation-state is imagined and enacted (Lund 2016; Sikor 2009). 

But ‘othered’ does not equal erased. In this dissertation, I explore the multiple understandings—of 

‘state’, ‘land’, and ‘power’—that play out in men’s and women’s everyday lives in areas of land 

conflict.  

As the Deputy Provincial Governor declared in his speech, Cambodia has achieved peace—

indeed, Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen announced in 2010 that ‘Cambodia is a successful post-

conflict society’ (Hun Sen 2010:1). In many ways he is right. Cambodia has fulfilled much of the 

international community’s desires for a liberal peace: economic growth rates of 8 percent for a 

decade, rule of law promoted by a democratically elected government, and opening up to a market 

economy (Heder 2011; Hughes and Un 2011). Donors cite the land administration program and its 

distribution of property titles to smallholder farmers as a cornerstone of capitalist economic 

development, helping to forge new state-society relationships based on recognition of citizens’ rights 

by, and responsibilities to, the state (Hughes 2003; Sikor 2009). Cambodia’s ‘joint’ land titles issued 

in the names of both husband and wife promise to empower women (MWA 2008) and communal 
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land titles promise to safeguard indigenous people’s rights. The success of the land administration 

project is therefore intimately tied to the success of democratic liberal peace in Cambodia.  

But the liberal peace is itself undergirded by violence. The rapid shift from a collectivized 

economy and violent totalitarian rule to the celebration of the democratic, most ‘investor friendly 

economy in Southeast Asia’ (Hun Sen, 2010) has come about on the backs of the country’s peasant 

farmers and poor urban dwellers. The political elite, in power since 1979, have manipulated land 

control as the main component of state building (Le Billon, 2010; Springer, 2011). In the scramble 

for land that emerged in the late 1980s after the Vietnamese occupation pulled out of Cambodia, 

Prime Minister Hun Sen allocated Forest Concessions to politico-business people who financed his 

campaign. Then, as valuable timber grew scarce in the 1990s and international pressure mounted for 

Cambodia’s leaders to conserve remaining forest, Hun Sen’s government switched from Forest 

Concessions to a policy of allocating Economic Land Concessions (ELCs) for agribusiness ventures. 

ELCs have displaced people and put pressure on the commons resources needed for social 

reproduction (Biddulph 2014a; Gironde and Peeters 2015; Loehr and Dirk 2012). The scope of land 

conversion is huge. ELCs are estimated to cover over one third of arable land (Broughton 2012), and 

Cambodia has the dubious distinction of the highest deforestation rate in the world (WRI 2014). 

Recent research links Cambodia’s rapid forest loss to low groundwater reserves around the Tonle Sap 

lake, prolonged drought and flash floods that are wreaking havoc in rural areas (Black 2017).  

Western donors have encouraged ELCs as a way to achieve economic growth through foreign 

investment, alongside national land registration schemes that promise to strengthen bureaucratic 

institutions and safeguard land tenure security for those whose land is threatened by agribusiness and 

speculative investment (Biddulph and Williams 2016; Gtz 2009). Essentially, land titles are supposed 



 

6 

to protect against land grabbing (Dwyer 2013). For more than a decade, however, the Cambodian 

government directed land titling programs to the lowland rice growing regions, while avoiding the 

upland areas where political elite and international investors displace people to make way for ELC 

expansion (Biddulph 2014b; Dwyer 2013; Grimsditch and Henderson 2009). But in 2012, Prime 

Minister Hun Sen found himself under pressure from displaced rural people and increasingly vocal 

urban youth prior to the national election. This spurred him to a sudden announcement: a pre-election 

land titling reform. 

The Prime Minister’s land reform excised land from within ELCs and provided land title to 

rural people who could prove they were using the land. The Prime Minister dubbed the new ‘Order 

01’1 land titling program the ‘leopard skin policy’, as land inhabited by farmers was excised from 

ELCs and other state land areas, leaving the cultivated areas resembling a spotted leopard skin pattern 

of smallholders and agribusiness operations (Oldenburg and Neef 2014:18). The leopard skin policy 

theoretically allowed a ‘win win’ for smallholder farmers and ELC companies, as the companies 

would have a stable local labor force and farmers would gain tenure security, access to credit, and 

employment at ELCs to finance their small farm enterprises. The Prime Minister mobilized two and a 

half thousand university student volunteers, who donned military uniforms and fanned out around the 

country to demarcate more than half a million land plots across twenty provinces (Pheap 2014). The 

land reform also downsized or cancelled ELCs that had not developed their land holdings, thereby 

demonstrating the power of the state to discipline concessionaires. Remarkably, the government 

                                                

1 Order 01 was officially titled ‘Directive 01BB: Measures Reinforcing and Increasing the Efficiency of the 
Management of Economic Land Concessions’. (Royal Government of Cambodia 2012). 
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carried out the majority of actions within just one year, with no assistance provided—or even 

allowed—by the international donor community. For rural Cambodians living in fear of losing their 

land, the land reform offered hope that the Prime Minister would protect them. For local authorities 

and ministries who enjoyed some discretion over land control, the land reform threatened to shift 

control to the direct purview of the Prime Minister. And for development agencies and multilateral 

institutions, the land reform promised to strengthen bureaucratic land administration, and provided a 

potential model for other countries struggling with the negative effects of agribusiness expansion.    

I was attracted to Cambodia’s leopard skin land reform as a focus of study because it 

potentially marked a major shift in land relations. But I felt it could go in two directions. On the one 

hand, my theoretical basis in critical agrarian studies made me skeptical about the potential for this 

reform to help rural people. I expected land concentration, inequality and state control to increase, 

with the potential for exploitative taxation and state surveillance (Akram-Lodhi, Borras, and Kay 

2007; Borras, Kay, and Lahiff 2008; de Janvry 1981; Scott 1998). Furthermore, I expected that the 

policy implementation would be chaotic because inequalities in wealth, power, and information in 

isolated rural areas meant that that people in the ‘know’ could easily take advantage of whatever 

benefits the land reform might offer (Hirsch 2011). But I also expected that if nothing happened (that 

is, in the absence of the land reform), people in the uplands would continue to lose their land to 

ELCs. Forests would continue to be destroyed. People’s access to land, water, and wild forests 

needed for survival would continue to erode. In Cambodia’s political context of fear and uncertainty, 

many people felt they had little response to the powerful legal claims made by companies and 

political elite, and they hoped that the land title might provide some form of protection from land 
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grabbing. This hope felt partial, fragile, something that had to be nurtured for its possibilities rather 

than knocked through academic critique.  

But my ensuing field research during and after the land reform’s implementation revealed that 

my initial hope for a re-assertion of rural people’s foothold in Cambodia was largely misplaced. In 

this dissertation, I draw on eighteen months of ethnographic fieldwork in Kampong Chhnang 

province, in two neighboring communes2 within the largest ELC in Cambodia. I also draw on a 

smaller study of two communes3 in northern Ratanakiri province, the site of widespread ELCs for 

rubber plantations. My research finds that Cambodia’s leopard skin land reform could be considered 

a ‘failure’ from the perspective of economists promoting land reform. Rules were unclear, elite 

capture was rife, and implementation was secretive and uncertain. Surveyors generally followed a 

stipulation to only survey up to five hectares of ‘actually occupied and productively cultivated land’ 

(Royal Government of Cambodia, 2012, p. 10), but practices varied between teams and even within 

teams. The Prime Minister’s oral pronouncements often trumped written rules, leaving policy makers 

scrambling to issue new legal documents. The Prime Minister first announced that disputed land 

would be surveyed, but then backtracked and issued surveyors with new instructions not to measure 

land when multiple parties claimed ownership. This meant that people could only claim title for land 

they currently cultivated, not land that ELC companies had already grabbed for plantations. In total, 

the central state wrote more than 200 documents to facilitate Order 01 (Phorn 2013), a number 

                                                

2 A commune is an administrative division made up of a collection of villages. I discuss the study communes 
under the pseudonyms ‘Srai Saat’ and ‘Phnom Mie’ to protect people’s safety. 

3 I give these communes the pseudonyms ‘Sai Tong’ and ‘Kam Chaa’.  
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unparalleled in the government’s thirty years of rule (Heinrich Boll 2013). Across the board, the 

patchiness of land titling stands out. Approximately seventy-five percent of people in Grimsditch and 

Schoenberger’s (2016) national survey gained title to only part of their land. In my survey of 270 

land claimants in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, forty-nine percent of land claimants did not 

have any land surveyed, and many people whose land was surveyed never received a land title. Land 

title recipients tell me they still do not feel fully secure in their tenure, they are scared of the 

companies and state officials, and they cannot access the state institutions that administer titles and 

adjudicate disputes. 

But this ‘failure’—the confusion and uncertainty the land reform produced in rural areas—

shows precisely why the campaign was successful for the Cambodian state elite. Land title recipients 

were not sure whether the land title would help them, but they saw the title as a gift from Hun Sen 

that tied them more tightly to the Prime Minister’s personal protection. I argue in this dissertation that 

formal property rights may not strengthen rural people’s relationships with bureaucratic institutions at 

all. Instead, in Cambodia, the extension of formal property rights strengthened the patronage-based 

politics that Western development agencies hope to subvert. Central to my argument is the 

recognition that the production of uncertainty is integral to the Cambodian Prime Minister’s grip on 

power. The tension between the possibility of receiving state services such as the land title (as 

personal ‘gifts’ from the Prime Minister) and the possibility of not receiving them (or receiving them 

on uncertain terms) is a powerful mechanism that encourages people to remain loyal to the regime 

and to produce themselves as good state subjects. Social categories of gender, race and class are 

central markers of difference in this constitution of citizenship; they contain the ‘other’ that is the foil 

for the unitary, ‘modern’ nation state.  
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My analysis begins from the recognition that land is central to understanding the post-conflict 

state. Land can never be reduced to geometric shapes on a map. Property is a social relation that takes 

on meaning within bio-physical, socio-political, affective landscapes, and policy is always made ‘on 

the ground’ as policy makers, surveyors, land claimants and state officials struggle to make their 

claims visible (Razavi 2009; Wolford 2010). Much of the research examining the global resurgence 

of land reform in the past fifteen years focuses on policy design and the after-effects of land 

distribution, rather than the process of reform itself, and recent work urges researchers to focus on 

process (Akram-Lodhi et al. 2007; Wolford 2016). Process is important: land reform is negotiated in 

discursive and embodied encounters between surveyors, land claimants, state officials, land activists, 

and agribusiness concessionaires (Gupta 2006; Joseph and Nugent 1994; Sikor 2009).  

It is through these encounters—the meetings between people, non-human nature, and 

practices of land use and labor through which land title is sought, negotiated, contested, and 

transferred—that people’s claims for recognition and powerful actors’ claims to bestow property 

rights produce state authority (Lund 2016). During the land titling reform, people who already had 

political power and wealth used the land reform to clear and claim forest land, while those who did 

not have the power to stake their claims, or whose land relations did not conform to notions of 

‘productive’ agriculture, lost access to land. Land earmarked for communal land title was titled out to 

individuals, creating tensions within communities. In this way, the land reform buttressed the 

personal power of the Prime Minister in the short term as it gave people hope that he may protect 

their foothold in rural areas, while, in the long term, the land reform intensified the erosion of rural 

people’s capacity for social reproduction by enclosing communal resources. But while these 

encounters are power laden, the outcomes are never fully pre-determined. My research reveals stories 
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of uncertainty and negotiation. Stories that leave room for hope and for agency that reaches beyond 

established networks of power. I contend that this uncertainty is precisely what allows Cambodia’s 

current political regime to continue, and what makes Cambodian state power (and the intertwined 

patrimonial and capitalist logics upon which it is built) inherently unstable. 

In this introductory chapter, I explain Cambodian state power and land relations and lay out 

my theoretical framework. First though, I explain why a ‘view from the margins’ of outlying areas in 

a small country in Southeast Asia holds political and theoretical importance for scholars, activists and 

development policy makers.     

II: A view from the margins 

Cambodia is a country at the margins of the global economy; a population of only fifteen million 

squeezed between powerful neighbors Vietnam and Thailand, with China to the North (Figure 3).  

 
Figure 3 Cambodia and its neighboring countries. (Photo: Wikicommons) 
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This small country has experienced massive upheavals in conceptions of property and state 

formation. In the pre-colonial period, the king owned all land in the kingdom, and lowland Khmer 

could claim land by clearing unclaimed forest land for uses as family homesteads and farms 

(‘acquisition by the plough’), along with communal access to forests and grazing areas. In upland 

areas, indigenous groups developed sophisticated forms of common property management based on 

swidden cultivation (Padwe, 2011). The French colonial occupation made several attempts to institute 

land privatization under a national survey and registry program in the lowlands, but this had little 

success because of incompatible conceptions of land tenure between colonial administrators and their 

Cambodian subjects, and colonial bureaucratic weakness (Guillou, 2006; M Slocomb, 2007). 

Independence from France did little to alter Cambodia’s land tenure arrangements (Guérin 2012; 

Guillou 2006). In the 1970s, the Khmer Rouge radically collectivized all land under state control. 

People were forcibly moved around the country and organized into collective work groups. The 

Vietnamese-supported People’s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK) that occupied the country in 1979 

continued the practice of communal ‘solidarity groups’, although most lowland Khmer drifted back 

to individualized tenure (Slocomb 2003, p. 263). Some people reclaimed the land they (or their 

parents) had farmed prior to the civil conflict, while in other areas, local (‘commune level’) 

authorities distributed land plots with the amount of land dependent on household size (Frings, 1994). 

This process established a system of commune-allocated land certificates, or ‘soft titles’.  

In 1989, the Vietnamese pulled out and the government embraced a market economy under 

the leadership of Hun Sen (who had risen to the premiership in 1985 during Vietnamese rule). Land 

disputes became the most high profile threat to stability in the 1990s, as well connected companies 

and individuals grabbed land, and rural people continued customary practices of clearing and 
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claiming land (Biddulph, 2014a). Hun Sen attempted a systematic land titling program in an effort to 

shore up government legitimacy, but the process of surveying land and issuing titles rolled out 

slowly, and the program eventually ground to a halt (Frings 1994). With land seen as a threat to post-

conflict stability, the Cambodian government worked with Western donor agencies on the passage of 

a national Land Law in 2001, which provided the basis for land registration efforts (see chapter 

three). The Land Law did not replace other forms of customary land tenure, however; it created a new 

layer of legal control on top of ongoing social norms of ‘acquisition by the plough’, and commune-

authorized ownership. Under the narrow notion of legality in the 2001 land law, poor people who 

move to the uplands to clear land are simply labelled ‘illegal settlers’ on ELCs and the state’s law 

enforcement agencies and military forces can be used to violently exclude them (Springer, 2011).  

Now, Cambodia’s leopard skin land titling reform has been praised as a potential model for 

other countries dealing with the social consequences of land conflict (Mueller 2013). This optimism 

needs to be understood in the context of a global land rush of large scale land acquisitions (what 

activists and academics have termed ‘global land grabbing’) in Cambodia and other areas of the 

Global South (Borras et al. 2011). Mounting fear over climate change and food and fuel crises from 

2008 precipitated a new wave of neo-colonialist resource exploitation, as the prospect of rising 

energy and food prices encouraged governments and corporations to offshore agricultural food and 

fuel commodity production to areas where land, water and labor are cheaper (McMichael 2012). This 

has led to displacement and adverse ecological effects, with some of the most insidious forms of 

‘land grabbing’ occurring in post-conflict states (Dalby, 2009; Mugo Mugo, 2012). In 2010, the 

World Bank, FAO and other global actors attempted to legitimize large-scale investments via 

voluntary guidelines for Responsible Agricultural Investment (RAI). The first principle in the original 
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draft of the RAI was tenure formalization, through ‘a countrywide systematic identification and 

registration of rights’ (FAO et al. 2010).4 This prescription continues a focus on property rights 

reforms that has been at the fore of development industry prescriptions since the 1990s (Chang 2006; 

de Soto 2000; Fukuyama 2004), and fuses the economic assumptions that land title will bring growth 

and stability with the securitization of resources—land title is seen to enable tenure security and food 

security nationally and to allow stable capitalist development by attracting large-scale investment in 

crop production (BMZ 2012; Deininger and Byerlee 2012).  

This expectation is also implicit in Hun Sen’s vision of modern Cambodia as a leading rice 

exporter. In 2010, Hun Sen outlined an aspirational goal to export one million tons of milled rice by 

2015 (from a base of 40,000 tons in 2010) (Sothear 2015). Though this target was not achieved, the 

rice export economy remains at the center of Hun Sen’s vision of rural society. In this vision, 

irrigation infrastructure, electrification, roads and post-harvest processing (financed increasingly 

through Chinese aid/concessionary loans) will enable Cambodia to capture a greater surplus from 

agricultural production (RGC 2010). This is not a vision of smallholder-led agriculture; rather, 

smallholders are to be partners with large-scale plantations, growing cash crops and market-oriented 

rice production and laboring on nearby plantations (Hun Sen, 2012b). In this ‘leopard skin’ landscape 

of large and small agricultural producers, land title plays a central role as the enabler of security, 

allowing for productive loans and increases in investment (Hun Sen, 2012a). 

                                                

4 The debate over ‘voluntary guidelines’ reflects the contention between support for agribusiness and support for 
small farmers; the FAO Committee on World Food Security spearheaded a process of revised guidelines, incorporating a 
more nuanced equity and justice approach (CFS 2014). 
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For critical scholars, the renewed interest in land as a fundamental agrarian asset raises 

questions about the current relationship between land reform and land tenure security (Hirsch 2011). 

Critics argue that economists’ (following Hernando de Soto) presumed links between formal title, 

productivity, credit access, and poverty reduction are not borne out by empirical research. In a review 

of studies on recent land titling reforms, Akram-Lodhi et al. (2007:27) conclude that inequality 

worsened in all studies, while poverty reduction was mixed. Musembi (2007) points out that the 

narrow construction of legality to mean ‘formal legality’ may further marginalize people who cannot 

access formal land title and are relegated to the ‘extra-legal’ customary realm. In this way, “title 

spells both security and insecurity…[the question is] security for whom?” (Musembi 2007:42).  

My dissertation builds on these studies by taking a critical lens to Cambodia’s land reform. I 

use the land reform as a lens through which to understand the nature of democracy in Cambodia and 

the construction of land-labor relationships amid rapid social change. My research is the first in-depth 

ethnographic study on the process and effects of the leopard skin land reform, in large part because 

research on this topic is difficult in the violent environment of Cambodia’s land concessions. I argue 

that Cambodian state power is produced through ambiguous legal directives and unwritten rules that 

foster uncertainty and fear within communities undergoing land reform. This gives pause to broad 

claims that land reform will enable land tenure security. Cambodia’s project of land reform—and the 

longer trajectory of donor and state supported land management of which it is a part—reproduces 

gendered, racialized forms of insecurity in rural areas by valuing economic production over 

ecological and social reproduction, individual over communal relationships with land and state, and 

patriarchal patronage networks over more horizontal mechanisms of land management. More 

broadly, this study helps scholars to understand the central importance of land in post-conflict state 
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formation, and it sheds light on broader questions of global land relations: What does it mean to carry 

out land titling reform within areas of ‘land grabs’? What difference does the land title make to 

people’s daily lives in these spaces of land violence? How does land reform transform power 

relations between investors, state elite and rural land claimants? These questions are crucial in 

countries throughout the global south where agribusiness concessions continue to expand over rural 

landscapes. 

Within Cambodia, my account takes place in historically remote, hilly places far from the 

center of power in Phnom Penh. Due to Cambodia’s geography and history, different patterns of 

agrarian relations have emerged in the ‘lowland’ areas around the Tonle Sap lake, compared to the 

‘upland’ mountainous areas in the Northeast provinces (twelve hours drive from Phnom Penh), and 

the upper reaches of Kampong Chhnang province (four to five hours drive from Phnom Penh). The 

lowland regions retain a smallholder paddy rice farming character, although growing populations and 

uneven patterns of land accumulation are leading to increased landlessness and inequality. Upland 

areas with expansive forest cover and soils suitable for plantation crops are the sites of contentious 

land disputes between the politically-backed ELCs and logging industry, migrant farmers squeezed 

out of the lowlands, and long-term land users who find themselves threatened and sometimes 

violently dispossessed of their land. 
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Figure 4 Map of ELCs in Cambodia. (Photo: LICADHO, 2015) 

Figure 4 shows the extent of ELCs in Cambodia, including those ELCs in which the land reform was 

carried out. My main field site is two upland communes in the foothills of the Aural mountains of 

Kampong Chhnang province, where Khmer peasant farmers struggle to maintain a rural foothold 

inside the country’s largest ELC. I also include a smaller study of two communes in Northeast 

Ratanakiri Province, where indigenous ethnic groups face land dispossession from Khmer migrants, 

government assimilation schemes and ELCs. I include both sites because the land reform had 

different implications in indigenous and Khmer areas: Indigenous people can legally claim 

Communal Land Title (CLT), but the leopard skin reform only allocated individual land titles, 

effectively erasing communal claims and fomenting tensions within communities. Including both 

sites also reveals how the state defines these categories in opposition: in the national imagination, the 
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‘backward’ indigenous person who practices subsistence-focused shifting cultivation is the ‘other’ to 

the modern Cambodian nation of entrepreneurial rice farmers. Hun Sen’s government has deployed 

paternalism in indigenous areas as a tool for assimilation, where state protection is (or may be) 

afforded through Khmer schools, health posts, state officials, and now land titles. It is perhaps not 

surprising that for indigenous people, desire for the land titles was much more ambiguous than in 

Khmer areas. Some people refused the land survey, while others hoped their land would be surveyed. 

Tensions between and within villages were also evident in my Kampong Chhnang study. In some 

villages, local elite cleared and claimed large swathes of forest during the land reform, while in one 

of my study villages, the implementation was much more equitable. This diversity of responses to the 

land reform and differing ideas about land and state are something I bring to the fore within the 

dissertation, rather than trying to paper over with encompassing theory.  

I describe this work as from the ‘margins’ not only to illustrate Cambodia’s place in the 

global political economy, but also my epistemological commitment to understanding national and 

global change from the view of rural people with whom I conducted research (Das 2004; Gupta 2006; 

Mitchell 1999). For a piece of work dealing with state formation, my discussion may be curious, for I 

spend little time discussing Cambodia’s bureaucratic structure. When I asked people to talk about 

‘the state’, discussion centered on the manifestation of the state in people’s daily lives and 

imaginations. The state was the village and commune authorities, the Prime Minister, the land reform 

volunteers. This is the state that rural people can access. The workings of the judiciary, in contrast, 

were almost never discussed because they held little meaning for people. I was repeatedly told that 

‘people like us (that is, poor, rural, uneducated) cannot access the judicial system’. How, then, does 

the law matter? ‘People like us are constantly rebuffed when we seek assistance from higher-level 
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provincial authorities or the central authorities in Phnom Penh’. The ministries, then, have little 

meaning from villagers’ perspectives. The opposition Cambodia National Rescue Party (CNRP) is 

gaining support, but many people in my study areas did not openly support (or even talk about) the 

opposition for fear of state retaliation, and all of my study areas were controlled by ruling party 

officials. But the village chief matters. The commune council matters. The NGOs might matter. And, 

most importantly, Prime Minister Hun Sen matters. This is the state that people related to, and this is 

the state that features in my account. While I do discuss broader state structures, much can be gained 

from the silences in the text.  

My viewpoint from rural villagers living on the edge of land concessions also inevitably 

shapes my discussion of Cambodia’s place in the global political economy. Rural people in my study 

objectify the broader story of global consumption and land grabbing in the specter of the ‘Chinese 

company’ creeping ever closer to the village. This is what global capital means to people. The 

connections between Cambodian political elite, ELCs and broader processes of capitalist expansion, 

then, are often present only in their silences. But I implore the reader to make these connections as 

you read. Politically, it is imperative that this story does not lead the reader to conclude that the 

Cambodian state, or the Prime Minister, is the problem here. Cambodia does not require more 

‘capacity building’ of business-as-usual institutions. Cambodia’s lack of state capacity emerges in 

large part from the ruling party’s deliberate maneuvers to subvert capacity building interventions in 

order to maintain state power within informal political networks. The domestic and global capital 

flooding into upland Cambodia benefits from—and is an integral part of—these informal relations of 

state power. ELC concessionaires routinely sign deals with politicians in Phnom Penh without setting 

foot on the land. There are often no Social and Environmental Impact Assessments, no formal fees 
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and taxation for public coffers, and no compensation for displaced rural people. The largest 

beneficiaries of these predatory capitalist relations are the investors speculating on land in rural 

Cambodia and other areas of the global south. I (and likely my readers) am also implicated in these 

predatory relations through my consumption. Cambodia’s ELCs produce rubber, sugar and cassava 

that are shipped offshore to be transformed into value-added products: rubber for car tyres in China, 

sugar for ethanol and packaged food products in Europe and the US, cassava for animal feed and 

biofuel in Thailand and China. Surplus value is captured outside of Cambodia, and consumers benefit 

from cheap goods that further fuel our societies’ hyper-consumerism. Cambodia’s land conflicts are 

therefore situated within global capitalist relations, in which Cambodia occupies a place at the bottom 

of the global hierarchy.  

III: A feminist political ecology of the post-conflict state 

As I write this dissertation, ahead of Cambodia’s 2018 national elections, a glance at recent media 

headlines reveals widespread concern with Cambodian politics: ‘Democracy in Cambodia is 

backsliding’ (Enos 2016), ‘UNHCR concerned about erosion of democracy in Cambodia’ (Kenny 

2015), ‘Democracy in Cambodia Under Threat Amid ‘Climate of Fear’ (RFA 2017). The ruling 

Cambodian People’s Party (CPP) has ramped up repression of political dissent in recent months, 

imprisoning opposition party members and activists and passing new laws restricting political 

opposition parties that promote ‘disunity’ (RFA 2017). I am concerned about this violence, and what 

it portends if the CPP does lose the upcoming elections. But this media portrayal of Cambodia also 

assumes that this ‘erosion’ is a ‘backsliding’ from some idealized form of a democratic state. And it 

is worth asking: What exactly is this democratic state (from which the country is now backsliding)? 

My exploration of land and state relations in Cambodia suggests that this idealized democracy has 
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never existed, or rather, that the post-conflict Cambodian state has always contained the threat of 

violent authoritarianism within it. One of my aims in this dissertation, then, is to explicate the ways 

that fear and uncertainty underlie state authority. Perhaps the rise in violent repression that we are 

seeing in the lead up to the next national election is not a ‘backsliding’ of democratic values but the 

expression of the state’s potential for use of force that has always accompanied political gifts 

(Hughes 2006; Un and Hughes 2011). This viewpoint recognizes that ‘post-conflict’ is hardly the 

definitive end of violence; rather, the potential for violence is constitutive of the ‘post-conflict’ state.  

The Cambodian state formed at the end of the Cold War with the fall of the Berlin Wall, and 

the expectation that development could be achieved through the simple importation of known 

solutions into post-conflict, post-socialist states: free market, parliamentary democracy, human rights. 

But this assumed ‘end of history’ (Fukuyama 2004) has not transpired in Cambodia, nor in many 

other states subject to international reforms. Indeed, elected authoritarian states are now more 

common than uncontested authoritarian regimes (Schedler 2006). As Sebastion Strangio points out, 

institutions emerge from the social fabric of society, not in ‘photocopies’ from other countries: 

The rule of law and an impartial judiciary, the foundation of a democratic society, are the end 
products of successful liberal systems, not the beginnings... To be sure, a successful country’s 
institutions can be reproduced in a country like Cambodia. You can easily declare them on 
paper: photocopies of post-history. But there’s no inherent magic in institutions, to magnetise 
the people that fill them.... [And] there’s good reason to think the causality actually flows in 
the opposite direction... Everything politically exalted tends downwards into the deep water of 
local customs and relations of power. (Strangio, 2016, p. 2) 

Cambodia’s post-conflict democracy emerges from the ‘deep water’ of local power relations 

articulating with neo-liberal capitalism. The rise of the CPP in the post-war period reflects the 

consolidation of patrimonial networks of power and the diversion of a large proportion of state 

resources (including funds from development agencies earmarked for formal budget lines) to support 
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these networks (Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox 2013). In this system, personal advantage depends on the 

patronage of someone with power and wealth. Power, or ‘Omnaich’5 is evidenced in displays of 

wealth, and in the high status that is secured through government positions, who one associates with, 

and how far above the law one is (ibid).  

More broadly, relations of power take the form of social connections called khsae (string). 

The patron (knong) provides protection from adversity, gifts, or assistance to obtain jobs and 

government contracts, while the client is expected to pass on a portion of any benefit they receive 

from favours done (Chandler 2008; Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox 2013; Kheang Un 2005). For politicians, 

the khsae system is a means of garnering votes at local levels; many people are members of political 

parties not because they support the party’s platform but because of the khsae that link them to 

powerful members of the party (Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox, 2013). In this way, political power flows 

through the khsae system, which demands constant access to resources to maintain the flow of ‘gifts’ 

along the string. This structure forms the basis of power relations upon (and through) which state 

institutions are constructed, leading scholars to term this a ‘neo-patrimonial system’ (Beban, So, and 

Un 2017), a ‘mirage’ of democracy (Strangio 2014) or a ‘shadow state’ (Le Billon 2010).  

I lean on Sarah Milne’s recent extension of neo-patrimonial state theory to develop my 

understanding of how Cambodian state power interacts with international investors and donor 

agencies. Milne critiques the ‘shadow state’ concept because it does not capture how illicit revenues 

                                                

5 Multiple terms for ‘power’ exist in Khmer language. Political power is generally understood through the term 
‘omnaich’, meaning influence over others, while ‘komlang’ signifies more forceful acts of power or energy (Jacobsen and 
Stuart-Fox, 2013). 



 

23 

are interwoven with formal practices in the construction of the Cambodian state (Milne 2015). In 

other words, there is no real distinction between legal/illegal as state financing combines legal, 

pseudo-legal and illegal mechanisms (Milne 2015:202). Funds from transnational companies, 

development agencies and conservation organizations are drawn into the logging industry and 

military apparatus, and thus the transnational ‘does not emasculate governmental institutions and 

systems of power, but actually serves to reinforce them’ (Milne 2015:223). This dynamic is 

illustrated in a report commissioned by German donor agency GIZ in a graphic entitled ‘The Political 

Settlement’ (Figure 5). This graphic shows how political power is situated within an ‘inner circle’ of 

predominantly male politicians, military generals, business people and their families. An ‘outer 

circle’ including central state officials, investors and some development agencies supports the ruling 

party by providing patronage to ‘included groups’ (including local officials) and ‘swing groups’ 

(including farmers and youth). ‘Excluded groups’ (including ‘ELC victims’) are left out of this 

system entirely, and may lend their support to a ‘challenger coalition’ of opposition parties and 

displaced communities.  
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Figure 5 The Political Settlement. (From Kelsall and Kimchoeun, 2004, p.8) 

This diagram supports my contention that any effort to understand the post-conflict state in Cambodia 

requires understanding land. Hun Sen’s formidable ‘patronage system’ of political power rests largely 

on the provision of land, timber, and natural resource licenses to politico-business elite and 

international investors in exchange for party financing for state projects and loyalty. The financial 

flows from this system are then used to provide the ‘gifts’ to rural voters (in the form of donations, 

food, infrastructure, and state services) that aim to secure their loyalty.  

While the squares and circles in the diagram appear to be fixed, Hun Sen’s power is not 

absolute. The khsae system depends on networks of politico-business strongmen (Oknha) who are 

integrated into the state but retain a degree of autonomy and power in their domains of extraction, 
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and tensions and rivalries abound between them (Milne 2015; Verver and Dahles 2015). The loyalty 

of local officials and ‘swing groups’ is contingent on continued patronage. In the graphic, the double 

placement of ‘development partners’ in both the ‘outer circle’ and ‘excluded elite’ also indicates that 

the system is constantly shifting as people and organizations who find favour with the political elite 

one day may be excluded the next. Development agencies play important roles in the patronage 

system when they form partnerships with Cambodian state actors and their contributions are funneled 

through CPP party networks and translated into ‘gifts’ of state services and infrastructure for rural 

people. But international actors can also pose a threat if they demand too much transparency and 

‘good governance’, too much focus on human rights, or conversely too much overt land 

dispossession. These threats have become increasingly visible as a connected civil society emerges, 

with trans-local movements of NGOs, activist networks and opposition party supporters calling out 

the complicity of financial firms and development agencies in the land sector (Beban, Un and So, 

2017). Reformist politicians and voters are growing tired of the nepotism and corruption within 

government. Hun Sen must work hard in this context to maintain control through constant 

negotiation. And he faces the regime’s fundamental contradiction: it requires ever-greater resources 

to satisfy patrons and to maintain the flow of gifts down to local levels, even as it eats away at 

Cambodian territory.  

State power: Fear, uncertainty and spiritual legitimacy  

Given that the elite’s control is unstable and depends on constant negotiation, why has Hun Sen’s 

personal power been so strong for more than thirty years? Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox’s (2013) 

insightful argument on the spiritual bases of political power in Cambodia shows that if we include an 

analysis of the cultural bases of power, we can better understand Hun Sen’s rule. Jacobsen and 
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Stuart-fox argue that Hun Sen is seen as a big man (nayk thom) with a right to govern, because he has 

sufficient stocks of bunn, a concept based in Buddhist mythology that is usually translated as ‘merit’ 

acquired through performing morally commendable activities (Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox, 2013:7). 

Powerful elected politicians maintain their legitimacy by enacting bunn through giving to temples, 

building schools and other social infrastructure, providing for the poor, as well as making gifts to 

nayk taa animist land spirits. This spiritual power is so persuasive in part because its accumulation 

does not reside only in this lifetime; a person with omnaich could have accumulated bunn in their 

former lives and is now born into a wealthy/high-ranking family with a divine ‘right’ to rule 

(Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox, 2013). In this way, power is held in individuals due to the bunn they 

possess, rather than in institutions, as Jacobson and Stuart-Fox (2013:11) argue:  

Recognition of Prime Minister Hun Sen’s right to rule is not grudgingly given in response to 
the implicit threat of his…power to impose his will through coercive means. It is freely given 
because his actions indicate that the real source of his omnaich [power] is his superior bunn’. 

But this notion that people can accumulate bunn through moral acts also means that someone seen to 

have omnaich must legitimize their position through moral acts in order to maintain the notion that 

they have a right to rule. In upland areas, however, people’s perceptions of Hun Sen’s government do 

not match their expectations of what the state should be and do. Some people no longer believe that 

Hun Sen’s government has legitimacy. Rural people living in spaces of land conflict and prolonged 

drought that has devastated rice yields frequently told me, ‘The government has abandoned us.’ ‘Hun 

Sen doesn’t see us.’ Some people even said that life was better during the Khmer Rouge regime than 

it is now. I found this reference to the Khmer Rouge shocking at first, as I perceived the Khmer 

Rouge regime only in terms of a horrific violence that seemed beyond comparison. But I believe the 

shock was intended. The people who said this were not former Khmer Rouge cadres who had life 
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relatively easy during the regime, but villagers who had suffered and lost family members. When I 

pressed them, these people firmly said they did not want to return to that time of conflict. Rather, the 

comparisons were a form of post-socialist nostalgia that told me more about people’s views of the 

current administration and their expectations for the state (Verdery 2003). People’s comments 

centered on two connected aspects of life. First, ‘in the Khmer Rouge time, everyone got rice, 

however little’. Second, ‘at least we were all equal then’. These comments suggest a basic 

expectation that the paternalistic state will maintain people’s capacity for social reproduction and 

community cohesion. I don’t think it is inequality per se that people are complaining about here. 

After all, social order in Cambodia is cleaved along lines of race, gender, generation and other social 

markers, with peasants seen to be low status (Chandler 2008). But this hierarchy is only respected 

when those higher up in the social order protect those below in exchange for loyalty. Rulers are 

expected to (personally) protect state subjects (Hughes 2006). It is this basic relationship that people 

say has shifted: instead of a paternalism toward Khmer peasants, the elite look after some people 

now, and they abandon others.    

Given that omnaich must be legitimated through moral acts, then, we can consider that when 

people say ‘Hun Sen has abandoned us’, they are making more than a pronouncement about the 

state’s failure to provide for them. They are saying that this abandonment is an immoral act that calls 

into question Hun Sen’s right to govern. In contrast to Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox’s (2013) argument 

that Hun Sen’s right to rule is ‘freely given’ rather than coercive, I found that in the upland villages 

where I conducted research, Hun Sen’s omnaich is always perceived to be backed by the threat of 

force. For rural people increasingly aware of rising inequality and connected with alternative 

networks of power through NGOs and trans-local activism, support for the ruling regime is much 
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more complicated than a non-coercive, ‘freely given’ right to rule. Hun Sen’s cultivation of himself 

as a benevolent leader does not preclude the cultivation of himself as militarily powerful, with the 

ever-present possibility that he could turn to force to maintain his position if required. Indeed, it is the 

cultivation of fear and uncertainty in tandem with the cultivation of respect and awe (of Hun Sen’s 

benevolent power) that is so powerful for people in upland areas.  

I want to dwell on this point to show how fear and uncertainty stabilize Hun Sen’s regime. 

Fear is pervasive in the areas where I conducted research. The fear of the state in contemporary 

Cambodia is layered over collective memories of the civil war and the Khmer Rouge regime. Hun 

Sen frequently reminds people that the country could plunge back into chaos if his party loses support 

(Strangio 2014). The move to a free market economy in the 1990s further built on these layers of 

fear, as agrarian solidarity groups were dismantled and the field of action for resistance was reduced 

(Hughes 2003). The state’s socialist-authoritarian building blocks established in the 1980s have 

persisted through post-1993 democratization, including central planning, tight surveillance and social 

control mechanisms at the village level that aim to prevent the establishment of antigovernment 

resistance (Milne 2015). In Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, surveillance networks persist down to 

the level of ‘neighborhood chiefs’, who oversee groups of around ten households. The layers of fear 

and continued surveillance produce an ‘ontological insecurity’ that contributes to social 

fragmentation and a deep fear of resumed violence (Vimealea et al., 2009).  

Fear of state power is of course a normal part of rule in any nation-state; it is what allows the 

state to work. As part of the social contract, we (citizens of a nation-state) recognize that if we do 

something wrong, the police and judicial system can punish us. (It is not just a moral imperative that 

encourages us not to speed when driving, for example, it is the threat of state retaliation.) But in 
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Cambodia (and in electoral-authoritarian states more generally) the nature of the rules and the 

potential for state discipline is unclear (Scheder, 2006). People rarely know when they have crossed 

the line from norms to deviance, from legality to illegality, from supporter to anti-government 

organizer, because the Prime Minister’s oral pronouncements and secretive unwritten rules guide 

state actions, and state elite lean on both legal institutions and extra-legal means to re-create the 

‘rules’ in each social encounter. This uncertainty over (il)legal norms allows the state to criminalize 

people’s actions, and encourages self-discipline, as people fear possible retribution for any actions 

that may be deemed anti-government and therefore people make sure to stand well inside the line of 

acceptable behavior that the state would require, were the line to be clearer (Banmer and Smithson 

2008:21). Uncertainty also foments distrust in others, because people never know where others stand 

relative to this shifting line of government supporter/anti-government activist. 

The Cambodian state’s production of uncertainty is particularly evident in the land sector. 

Cambodian state officials go to great lengths to maintain secrecy over who is involved in land deals 

and what the details of the deals are. The shadowy network around ELCs includes state, capital and 

military elements (often with the same people playing multiple roles, such as when Cambodian 

military personnel are employed as private security guards for concessions (Milne 2015)). But rural 

(non-elite) people rarely know who is involved in these deals. This has a paralyzing effect on 

possibilities for resistance (Milne 2016). And even if rural people know who is involved in land 

deals, it is not at all clear where people can go for help because those who are in positions of power 

to help are often involved in land grabbing. This deliberate production of uncertainty is one way the 

Cambodian state maintains ‘non-knowledge’ over the terms of land control. The study of non-

knowledge (also termed ‘the sociology of ignorance’) is a growing field in sociology that looks to 
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how ignorance is actively produced and is shaped by social, scientific, and political institutions 

(Maclean 2013; McGoey 2014; Mehta et al. 2001). Cambodian state actors regularly employ multiple 

forms of non-knowledge: secrecy, ambiguous legal directives, bureaucratic delay, obfuscation, 

silencing and denial. These acts maintain state elites’ flexibility over land distribution, and allow 

officials to evade responsibility when things go wrong.  

Uncertainty structures not only discipline and punishment but also reward. While people in 

rural areas complained of being ‘abandoned’ by the state, the regime continues to function through 

the promise that abandonment is not total. Some people do receive state protection. Sometimes state 

officials arrive to distribute food rations, clothes, toilets, land plots, a health clinic, infrastructure. It is 

the potential for state protection that is so important in encouraging self-discipline. Hun Sen’s 

government has built up its base since the 1980s through these uncertain practices of ‘gift giving’ in 

rural areas, allowing the party to marginalize opposition and build an elaborate system of mass 

patronage and mobilization (Hughes 2006, 2013; Norén-Nilsson 2016; Un and so 2009). The CPP 

manages this gift distribution through its choh moulothan (‘going down to the base’) strategy, in 

which a network of CPP working groups (krom kar ngear) are in charge of distributing donations 

(Craig and Kimchoeun 2011). This top-down structure stretches from the Prime Minister at the apex, 

through the ministries to the sub-national provincial level, down to the village level. Even when 

infrastructure is provided for under decentralized commune funding (established in 2001) rather than 

through CPP Party networks, voters are led to credit the CPP for the state’s services (Craig and 

Kimchoeun 2011).  

The difficulty for the Cambodian state is to hold the right amount of tension between 

protection and repression. Too much feeling of abandonment and people may resist their subjugation; 
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in this case, the state has to resort to violence through force (an expensive and politically difficult 

option). Too much ‘gifting’ and people begin to see the gifts as a regular expectation of state 

provision, a right as citizens that they can hold officials accountable for (which unsettles Khsae 

networks). The lexicon is important—these services are ‘gifts’, not ‘rights’. Contrary to a state 

service provided through bureaucratic structures that implies some sense of accountability to tax-

paying, voting citizens, a gift does not imply accountability (Carrier 1991; Mauss 1954). A gift 

implies a more personal relationship of obligation, protection or kindness, rather than something 

citizens have a right to demand.6  

But land title as a gift may seem contradictory. After all, with a centralized property registry, 

the bureaucratic state ostensibly bestows the future promise of property protection backed by the 

power of the judiciary, which appears to re-shape land control away from patronage relations (Boone 

2007). However, the way that the Prime Minister designed and managed the land reform exemplifies 

the attributes of CPP gifts and merges this phenomenon of political gift giving with the promised 

neoliberal benefits of commodifying land. During the leopard skin reform, the state focused on 

implementing the reform quickly before the election, holding elaborate land titling ceremonies, 

maintaining secrecy and confusion over the details of the reform, and instituting rapid policy changes 

according to Hun Sen’s oral pronouncements—all attributes of CPP gift giving (Hughes 2006; 

                                                

6 Anthropological scholarship argues that personalized ‘gift exchange’ creates qualitative relationships between 
givers and receivers that make them reciprocally dependent (Gregory, 1982, Mauss 1954, Kaplan 1997). Gifts not only 
continue to embody the identity of the giver but also impose this identity upon the receiver (Carrier 1991). As a result, the 
receiver becomes subordinated to the giver (Strathern, 1992).  
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Noren-Nilssen 2016; Un 2005). From Order 01’s inception in May 2012, Prime Minister Hun Sen 

made clear that he personally organized and funded the initiative. In public speeches he stated that 

volunteer student bonuses came from ‘uncle, auntie and the party’ (Phorn 2013:2). Supplementary 

funding came from the CPP as well as private domestic and international firms associated with the 

party, and the campaign was coordinated by Hun Sen and his son, army Colonel Hun Manit 

(Grimsditch and Schoenberger 2015). The youth volunteer surveyors were dubbed ‘Heroic Samdech 

Techo Volunteer Youth’ in reference to the Prime Minister’s full name, thereby reinforcing the land 

title’s status as a personal gift from the Prime Minister.  

While the land reform was motivated by multiple factors, the primary motive appears to have 

been the need to gain electoral support and to underline the legitimacy of the Prime Minister as rural 

people’s patron in the run-up to the national election.7 The commune elections in 2012 were a wake-

up call for the government, with ruling party support lagging in areas with land disputes, as well as 

urban areas where a growing population of educated, networked young people are less afraid than 

older people and less loyal to the regime (Un 2015). According to one Khmer researcher I 

interviewed, ‘panic set in’ within the CPP ranks (Cambodian researcher, male, 19.9.16). The 

challenge, in Cambodia’s political context, was to ensure Hun Sen’s survival (and the broader 

dominance of the CPP). This meant doing something about land evictions to win rural people’s 

support, while also retaining the support of elite concession holders who finance informal payments 

and development projects. But herein lies the difficulty for Hun Sen: A complete implementation of 

                                                

7 The timing before the election is obviously a factor, as one NGO officer said to me, ‘Why didn’t they do this a 
long time ago? Why wait until just before the election, when they knew that things were so tense then. It is obviously a 
political move’. (CCD Officer woman, 20s). 
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this reform would have entailed erasing earning opportunities for many of the CPP’s key business 

and military clients, and the local authorities who mediate and profit from the flow of new settlers 

into these areas. But to do nothing risked losing support from people whose capacity for social 

reproduction is being eroded. The resulting political calculus was the partial land survey I analyze in 

this dissertation. This analysis reveals that the key problematic for political power in rural Cambodia 

lies in the tension between the potential for state protection and the potential for state repression at 

the site of social reproduction. Land relations is a prime site of this tension, due to land’s crucial role 

in financing state provisioning and elite wealth, and providing capacities for rural people’s social 

reproduction. 

To simply recognize the incompleteness of the land survey, however, is to conceal the ways in 

which this process produces disciplined subjects, deepening social cleavages including gender, race, 

and class. To understand this production of subjectivities, I now discuss how state power in 

Cambodia is fundamentally gendered.     

Gendered state power in Cambodia 

Cambodia’s neo-patrimonial state is also a patriarchal state. Gender is a central marker of political 

power; men are generally perceived as having (and able to acquire) more omnaich than women 

(Jacobsen and Stuart-Fox, 2013). While women can possess omnaich in their own right, women’s 

power works largely through cultivating ‘backdoor relationships’ with influential male kin and local 

officials (Resurreccion and Elmhirst 2008). These gender norms are in tension with contemporary 

designs for reducing gender inequality and economic opportunities (particularly jobs in the garment 

industry) that draw young women into new social spheres away from the direct control of parents and 
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relatives (Brickell 2011; Derks 2008). However, government spokespeople and rural women and men 

I spoke with still make reference to the traditional texts describing appropriate ‘codes of conduct’: 

women are expected to maintain a harmonious household including managing household finances, 

raising children and performing domestic work, as well as engaging in trade and crop production, 

while men are tasked with protection and governance (Brickell and Springer 2016; Ledgerwood 

1996). This production of women as protectors of the family is tied up with protection of the Khmer 

nation (Frieson 2001). State promotional pamphlets from the 1950s independence-era instruct women 

to full their ‘duties as good housewives’ in order to make the country prosperous (cited in Freison, 

2001:4). Hun Sen has stated that he is ‘tired of listening’ to women ‘always demanding rights’, when 

‘many men in Cambodia are oppressed by wives who do not let them go to wedding parties’ (Chheng 

1995; Izadi 2016). This joke belies the point that women are valued insofar as they produce 

themselves as ‘good housewives’ (to be treated carefully by men). Those women who ‘demand 

rights’ and do not maintain family harmony will not be listened to (and by extension, will not be 

treated carefully by male household members or by the state (Kent, 2016)).  

This brief analysis of gender constructions shows how women are largely excluded from 

networks of political power (and incorporated problematically as protectors of family/nation 

harmony), thereby connecting resource control, state formation, and patriarchal relations within and 

beyond farming households (Sikor 2009). However, work on the state in Cambodia, with its complex 

treatment of the articulation of neoliberal capitalism and patrimonial politics, has been largely 

separate from work on gender. The literature on gender produced by NGOs and development 

agencies often equates gender with women, and specifically with poor (and vulnerable) women 

(Ministry of Women’s Affairs 2008; STAR Kampuchea 2013). When the state is discussed in these 
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texts, it is generally in terms of formal policy and representation. I do not mean to dismiss this 

approach. Rates of women’s political representation are low.8 Important work is being done to bring 

gender-sensitive institutions into key ministries and sub-national commune councils, and some of the 

political gains made by the opposition party CNRP are from women standing for local body election. 

But it is useful to reflect on the differences between what we see as ‘the state’ from the expansive 

literature on neo-patrimonialism, and what we see as ‘the state’ in work on gender. The literature on 

neo-patrimonialism recognizes the Cambodian state as a ‘hybrid of largely rhetorical and symbolic 

acquiescence to democratic norms built on the foundation of a patrimonial and highly predatory state 

structure’ (Cock 2010:10), while work on gender discusses political power largely in terms of 

gendered representation in formal institutions. This focus risks turning to the ‘largely rhetorical and 

symbolic’ bureaucratic institutions in order to empower women, when political power is structurally 

embedded in patrimonial networks.  

Of course, the problem of patriarchal state power is not limited to Cambodia and the point 

here is one that has vexed feminist scholars for many years; how can we turn to the patriarchal state 

in order to find liberation from the patriarchy? (Brown 1995). And to relate this discussion to the 

question of land and property rights—what does it mean to prioritize joint land title (for husband/wife 

dyad) in the 2001 Land Law and through the leopard skin land reform? I argue that in the Order 01 

land reform, formal land title reproduces the authority of Hun Sen (and the domain of patrimonial 

power) and reproduces the authority of men over women. As state authority is negotiated through 

                                                

8 Men make up 80% of the National Assembly in the most recent election; all Senior Ministers are men (CCHR 
2013); 87% of district and provincial councilors are men and 97% of village chiefs are men (Comfrel 2011). 
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encounter, however, gender relations are also re-negotiated, creating space for women and men to 

produce new subjectivities that challenge gender norms.     

IV: Theoretical Foundations: Agrarian change, Property and the formation of state power  

Land titling is a central tool states use to create a fiscally legible landscape that is very different to the 

overlapping land management systems of peasant society (Scott 1998). But while people may try to 

make their claims legible to the state, the leopard skin land reform did not make the population 

legible in the way Scott (1998) suggests. Prime Minister Hun Sen repeatedly stated that he would not 

introduce taxation on agricultural land (Hun Sen, 2012b). And even if taxation was the end goal, the 

national cadaster would be of little use because the property registries produced through Cambodia’s 

land titling programs are hopelessly out of date and large swathes of land were left untitled during the 

land reform. Rather than blame this mess on incompetence (or the donor favorite, ‘lack of state 

capacity’), I argue that maintaining illegibility is also a form of state power (Maclean 2013; Mathews 

2011). I tried at first to theorize the land reform in this way as an act that produces illegibility rather 

than legibility. But this formulation reproduces a false binary. The state is certainly not ‘all seeing’ in 

its encounters with rural people; but nor did the land reform produce complete chaos. Alongside the 

production of land titles, statistics and GIS coordinates that performs legibility, confusion was 

produced over the land reform guidelines and measurements, and large areas were left untitled. I 

contend that the power of this land reform (which is reflective of the power of Hun Sen’s rule more 

broadly) is precisely in the tension between legibility and illegibility. That is, the performances of the 

volunteers’ GIS units, the lavish titling ceremonies and the documents produce a very real hope that 

people can gain state recognition, while the majority of people are left waiting for land titles, or 

unsure of how the titles will help them.   
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Christian Lund’s recent work provides a way through this theoretical block. Lund (2016) 

argues that rather than expect property reform to reproduce the power of the high-modernist state (or 

argue that it fails to do so), focusing on property as productive of authority—and therefore 

constitutive of the state itself—refocuses analysis to thinking through the ways that policies are 

construed and constructed within a particular balance of forces. The formation of state power through 

property rights depends on both the recognition of rights by an institution and the recognition of an 

institution’s authority by its subjects (Lund 2016:1209). This relationship is always under 

negotiation, and enforcement of claims as property rights must be continually reproduced to make 

them ‘effective’ (Lund, 2016:1212). This competitive process of state formation resonates with the 

Cambodian Prime Minister’s need to wrest authority over property from both local authorities and 

from the Western donors championing land titling. But the Cambodian case is curious because half of 

the people who claimed land did not have their land surveyed. An important dimension of land 

reform, then, is how power and authority are inscribed by authorizing some people’s claims and by 

denying others. Lund (2016) recognizes that this relationship may entail no rights at all, for the 

capacity to recognize rights is also the capacity to deny recognition. This brings up questions of who 

is able to become visible to have their claims recognized (and conversely, who is able to produce 

themselves as invisible to state power).  

This is not just a process of choosing some people/groups over others, however; this process 

produces political subjectivities (Ansoms and Cioffo, 2016). Sarah Byrne and others (2016) use 

feminist theory of subjectivities to build on Lund’s (2016) work, arguing that the next step in a theory 

of the production of authority through property relations is to explain why certain forms of authority 

emerge as more durable than others. They locate the durability of authority in the production of 
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subjectivities that are rooted in cultural codes embedded within domains of development, 

bureaucracy and patronage politics (Byrne, Nightingale, and Korf 2016:1272). I build on this work to 

consider how practices of state formation enacted through land reform draw on both the 

legal/sovereign realm of political power and the biopolitical realm of governing populations to 

produce state subjects, and I consider the various ways in which people struggle to appropriate and 

subvert these practices. States use variable practices of policing resource use (at times repressive, at 

times tolerant of ‘illegality’), to buttress state power and to reproduce the ‘other’ that is both outside 

the state and constitutive of citizenship (Foucault 2004). The state does not always see, and this not 

seeing (or the production of ‘non-knowledge’) is constituent of state power (Maclean 2013; Mathews 

2011). In Foucauldian terms, the uneven exercise of state power is advantageous; by alternating 

tolerance and repression, by choosing to ‘see’ or ‘unsee’ social acts, state authorities create a ‘usable 

asymmetry’ that can deepen state power (Boelens 2009).  

Land governance understood in this way is a bodily and biopolitical act. Some segments of 

the population are disciplined through the use of fear, uncertainty, the surveillance and punishment of 

specific people, and the construction of infrastructure that spatially excludes certain people and 

makes certain land use practices difficult. Others receive differential privileges and protections in 

relation to their varying participation in informal networks of power and globalized market activities 

(Ong 2000). In the choice of gift and the distribution among particular people within the village, the 

gift confirms and re-shapes gender, race and class divides. The Order 01 land reform worked in this 

way to include some and exclude others. One man from Tmor Muoy Village in Kampong Chhnang, 

for example, described a meeting he attended prior to the land reform at which local authorities 

promised to distribute one hectare plots of forest land to villagers: 
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They had a meeting before the election, where the district officials came. They said if we 
voted for the opposition, they wouldn't give us land titles and wouldn't give presents and 
wouldn't solve the problems in the village. They said they were marking out a big area of 
forest land to clear and distribute to people when the student volunteers came to survey the 
land. But we could only get that land if we were loyal to the government. (man, 40s, KS, 
12.5.14) 

In this man’s recollection, the officials promised to give gifts in the form of land plots to loyal voters, 

and also threatened to exclude other people from access to communal land that they depended on. 

Alongside this discourse of political loyalty, state officials deployed a discourse of neoliberal 

development to reward and create ‘modern’ citizens. The land reform provided land title only to 

privately farmed, productive crop land. And in public speeches, Hun Sen focused not only on the 

CPP’s personal bestowal of the gift of land title, but also on the links between land title, rice-based 

farming productivity and poverty reduction. His discourse connected title to his goals for increased 

rice exports as a key aspect of the national development strategy:  

Titles will achieve stability on issues of land possession and occupation, social safety, 
effective land use, poverty reduction and economic growth. We will see new houses and new 
cultivations on our people’s land… we no longer have to give them rice but they will give us 
ambok (newly harvested rice) in return. (Hun Sen 2012a) 

In this speech, the land title allows for the creation of a productive, prosperous farmer who will help 

the nation by providing rice. This discourse also presumes the subject who can (and wants to) be 

molded into the prosperous farmer. Cambodia hierarchy recasts peasant as below urban dweller, 

woman as below man, indigenous woman as below men and Khmer. And this racialized gendered 

social order is constituted through the ways that people use and relate to land: the settled, commercial 

paddy-rice farmer is the modern citizen who will provide for the nation. This marginalizes indigenous 

people as well as Khmer peasants who use private rice land in conjunction with communal forest land 

and grazing land as a core part of their farming/food system. In this sense, land title became a hybrid 
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object during Order 01, as Cambodian state actors drew at various moments on patrimonial 

discourses of political loyalty, neoliberal discourses of the benefits of land title as a commodity, and 

human rights discourses of land tenure security. 

But the state’s power to define the terms of the gift is not absolute. Some people interpreted 

this gift more cynically as a state ploy to win their support, such as one woman who exclaimed: 

The land titles are a trap! They just dangle them in front of us so that we will support them, 
but it’s a poisonous gift. Because the people are so happy to take the title, and we don’t see all 
the land being destroyed around us. But some people don’t believe the CPP anymore, we are 
sick of it. (female 30s, KC, 11.2.15) 

I heard a similar distrust toward the ruling party from many rural people during my research, 

suggesting that the CPP’s legitimacy is waning (Baaz and Lilja 2014). If (as some of my interviewees 

suggest), a central strategy of the titling campaign was to win votes, this begs the question of whether 

this was successful and why. It is difficult to know the extent to which the land titling campaign 

influenced people’s votes, not least because there are no reliable pre-vote polls, and asking about 

people’s voting behaviour is politically sensitive. However, it appears to have been unsuccessful in 

many areas. The united opposition party, Cambodian National Rescue Party (CNRP), picked up 55 

seats in the National Assembly while the CPP won 68 seats. The increase in opposition vote was a 

shock to many people within and outside the ruling party. The opposition support was concentrated in 

urban areas where people have greater access to non-CPP support networks. Even in my study areas 

in rural Kampong Chhnang, where the CPP won all local electorates, the CNRP made substantial 

gains. Local activists suggested to me that the land titles did increase support in their communes, and 

the vote would have tilted even further toward the opposition if the land reform had not taken place. 

One activist in a village that narrowly elected CPP told me, ‘Oh definitely, th[e vote buying] was the 
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point of it. I think that if they hadn't dangled the land titles in front of people it would have been 60 

percent in favor of CNRP at least here’ (man, 30s, KC, 9.10.14). During interviews, three other 

people in this activist’s village told me they were still waiting for their land titles and they had voted 

for the CPP so the village chief would distribute the titles. The election outcome therefore suggests 

that at least in my rural study areas, the land titles did encourage people to vote for the CPP. But the 

ruling party’s gift giving strategies are losing legitimacy.  

To begin to understand why the state’s strategies are losing legitimacy among rural people, 

the following chapter elaborates on the stories of people I encountered during two years of fieldwork 

and connects this discussion with my research methodology. In the ensuring chapters, I then trace the 

encounters through which the land title gains meanings and produces state subjects. I examine the 

production of land titling reform through encounters between international development agencies and 

the Cambodian state (Ch3), local and central state agents and land claimants (Ch4), and land 

claimants and the student volunteer land surveyors (Ch5). In the second part of the dissertation, I turn 

from the implementation to the after-effects of land reform. I consider the ways in which land title 

recipients living in ‘leopard skin’ landscapes within agribusiness concessions use and give meaning 

to land title (Ch6) and the ways that community activist networks (struggle to) act collectively and to 

re-articulate the agendas of international investors and donor governments in the wake of the 

campaign (Ch7). It is in this re-articulation that alternative modes of state-society relations may 

become visible (Ch8).  
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CHAPTER 2 

ENCOUNTERING THE LEOPARD SKIN LAND REFORM 

I: Traveling to Kampong Chhnang 

When I began fieldwork in rural Kampong Chhnang in 2012, the journey from Phnom Penh took five 

hours. I traveled alone by bus for my first visit so I could arrange a place for my family to live. The 

bus crawled through Phnom Penh’s sprawling urban edge, past streets crowded with garment 

factories, markets, slums, and river-side high rises where construction workers perched high above on 

scaffolding. Phnom Penh is a city bursting at the seams.9 Cambodia’s urban population (primarily 

based in Phnom Penh) increased rapidly from 18 percent of total population in 2004 to 24 percent in 

2009 (NIS 2010). Three quarters of Phnom Penh’s population are recent migrants from rural areas, 

pulled by the lure of garment factory, construction jobs and service sector jobs (NIS 2010). As the 

bus wound around the Tonle Sap lake, we passed glistening new wooden houses on stilts and small 

tin shacks mingled with rice fields, cattle and fish farms. Despite rapid urbanization, Cambodia is still 

overwhelmingly rural, with 80 percent of the country’s 3.1 million households residing in rural areas 

(ADB, 2014). Cambodia’s booming economy has had uneven effects; over 90 percent of the poor 

reside in rural areas (NIS 2010). Now, poverty within rural and urban areas is also increasing (NIS 

2010).  

                                                

9 Cambodia’s population rose from 6.7 million people in 1980 to 14.9 million by 2012, and is currently over 16 
million people.  
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The bus reached the edge of Kampong Chhnang town just as the provincial garment factories 

closed for the day. Women in colorful headscarves poured out of factory gates and into lines of 

waiting trucks that take them home to villages in every direction. For these women and their families, 

rural life is not confined to farming or to the village. Land-based livelihoods remain crucial to rural 

people, but one in five rural households are landless, and rural people’s lives are increasingly 

connected to urban garment factories, high rise construction projects, and wage work across the 

border in Thailand (ADB, 2014).  

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Garment workers travel home to rural villages after a day’s work. (Photo: Alice Beban) 

The bus let me off near Kampong Chhnang’s busy market, where I met up with Sokun, a 23-year-old 

university student who accompanied me for the first phase of my research. On the two-hour 

motorbike ride to my field sites, we flashed past fields dotted with sugar palms and bunds for wet 

season rice. This land close to Kampong Chhnang town rose in price in the mid-2000s, precipitating a 
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wave of land sales and land concentration. As we drove closer to the foot of the Aural mountains, the 

flat fields gave way to shrubs and rice, corn, mango and yellowed grass. This more remote landscape 

has only recently grown in value, as infrastructure improves and speculative investors snap up 

roadside land. Most land here is legally ‘state land’ (as is all land that has not been titled to 

individuals in the post-Khmer Rouge period), and forest use is subject to state rules including limits 

on logging. In reality, though, state elite and the Pheapimex concession company control access to 

the logging industry and the in-migration of lowland Khmer into the area. For this area lies within the 

massive ‘Pheapimex’ concession, the largest Economic Land Concession (ELC) in the country at 

more than 300,000 hectares in size. Within the concession area, I based my fieldwork in the 

neighboring districts of Boribor (Phnom Mie Commune) and Tuek Phos (Srai Saat Commune). 

 

Figure 7 Map of Cambodia highlighting Kampong Chhnang Province, with map of Kampong Chhnang showing 
my study communes (Photo: https://hellocambodia.wordpress.com/2012/08/27) 
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I chose these areas because both communes were earmarked for land titling in the land reform, both 

are near the plantation zone, and people from both communes have actively resisted plantation 

development. I wanted to understand what it meant to carry out land reform in an area that had a 

contentious history with ELCs, as these are the kinds of places where the leopard skin vision of 

improved relationships between ELCs and smallholders might be most meaningful. The two 

communes also had differences. While Phnom Mie is a longer-settled area with less forest cover and 

fewer land conflicts, Srai Saat is a commune still in formation with a history of military-led 

governance and land conflicts. And while the community network that connected people in their fight 

against the ELC remains strong in Phnom Mie, it has fractured in Srai Saat, which allowed me to 

trace the importance of collective action in shaping the relationships with ELCs and with the land 

reform. These communes are not separate spheres, however; they are mutually constituted through 

histories of conflict and cooperation. The district border has shifted over time; apparently the two 

district chiefs struck a deal in the 1980s to place the border further into Tuek Phos territory but the 

Tuek Phos chief later produced a map that claimed more of Boribor’s territory. These local 

skirmishes are important because the forest land at stake is a key field of local power relations. Local 

government officials and business elite sell land to new migrants, give land to political supporters and 

family members, and profit from logging operations.  

By the time I arrived in Srai Saat that first day, I was covered in orange film from the dusty 

road. Sokun and I sat out the front of a tin-roof shop sipping strong coffee from plastic bags. This 

area had a different feel than the villages we passed on the way. Seven villages (and several small 

settlements not yet recognized as villages) cluster around the foothills with the Aural Mountains 

looming in the distance. Current and ex-military commanders first settled Srai Saat when conflict 
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subsided here in the mid-1990s. They own big timber houses and control large amounts of land 

around the village. These large houses are interspersed with more modest one-room, tin-roof houses 

owned by people who moved here from the late 1990s and cleared the forest in search of farmland 

and small-scale logging opportunities. These ‘settlers’ told me glorious stories about encounters with 

elephants and tigers as they struggled to clear thick shrub land by hand. These families sold land to a 

second wave of people in the early 2000s, who moved to the area from the crowded lowlands and 

refugee camps. A third wave of people have moved into Srai Saat commune since 2008, living at the 

back of the village in tiny thatched-roof huts linked by networks of sandy walking tracks. In Phnom 

Mie Commune, which is a collection of six villages that lies East of Srai Saat on the way back to 

Kampong Chhnang town, people have been living and cultivating paddy rice for generations. As with 

people in Srai Saat, though, this is a mobile population. The area was emptied during the civil 

conflict, and families drifted back to their pre-conflict villages in the 1980s-1990s. In some villages, 

state authorities allocated people the same land they had held in the pre-war era; in other villages, 

land was doled out strictly according to household size.  

In Srai Saat and Phnom Mie, the biggest structures are the school building and the Buddhist 

temple. Each village has one school with one teacher, and children who live along the sandy tracks 

walk more than an hour to school. Some children don’t go to school all; one eight-year-old boy in 

Srai Saat told me school is a waste of time because the teacher is rarely there. The teacher, Lok Kru 

Cheang, complained that it isn’t his fault; he comes when he can but his family live in Kampong 

Chhnang town and he holds down a second job in town in order to make ends meet. The nearest 

health center is ten kilometers away in the market town of Bakeal. For anything serious, though, 

people travel to Kampong Chhnang town hospital for treatment, or if they can afford it, all the way to 



 

47 

Phnom Penh or Bangkok. The relative isolation of the area is revealed in a household survey I 

undertook with approximately 100 households in each of Srai Saat and Phnom Mie in August-

November 2014. Only a quarter of people in my survey said they lived near a large road, while two 

thirds lived near a ‘small dirt road’ and 10 percent did not live near a road at all; they accessed their 

house on sandy motorbike and bicycle trails. People must find their own ways to learn and to heal out 

here. I came across one grandmother in front of her house singing the ‘alphabet song’ in English with 

her pre-school granddaughter; she showed me the English learner books she procured from visiting 

missionaries. Other women teach their grandchildren how to find medicinal plants in the forest. 

Two things stood out for me as I settled into the area. Most notably, the quiet. I saw very few 

people. During the day, as I went from home to home introducing myself, I talked mainly with older 

women and men who tend the farm and care for grandchildren. Only one garment factory truck pulls 

in here in the evenings to drop off tired workers. It is too far for most people to commute to town and 

many women and men of working age migrate to Thailand or live in Phnom Penh. The second thing 

that stood out to me was the lack of presence of the ELC. Both communes lie inside the ELC, and the 

expanding cassava plantation zone is only 2 kilometers from Srai Saat and 500 meters from Phnom 

Mie (past an area of forest at the back of the commune), but I may not have realized the ELC was 

there if I hadn’t seen the maps. Most people did not talk to me about the ELC. At least, not at first. It 

was only after living in the area for a few weeks that I realized how much the concession—the 

‘Chinese company’ as people called it—pervaded everyday life.  

The Chinese company 
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The Pheapimex company is run by powerful Chinese Cambodian tycoon Lao Meng Khin and his 

wife Choeung Sopheap. Although the plantation zone has not yet reached my study area, people are 

fearful of the day when the company will take their land. This fear—of the company and of possible 

reprisal if people speak badly about the company—likely kept people quiet until they trusted me. The 

Pheapimex ELC and local villagers have a contentious history. When the government granted 

Pheapimex a 70-year ELC lease in 1997, members of the Khmer Rouge still occupied part of the 

concession area and the ELC contract was signed without notifying the thousands of people who live 

in 85 villages within the concession (Barney, 2005). Pheapimex and the China Cooperative State 

Farm Group began clearing land in 2001 to develop Acacia tree plantations.10 However, local 

landholders came together with the support of a local land rights NGO, ‘Green Cambodia’ (led by 

Ming Tam, a formidable Khmer woman in her fifties). They formed the Daoum Chuur Community 

Network (hereafter, I term this the ‘community network’), and organized petitions, meetings, and a 

protest that mobilized more than two thousand people to block the main road to Phnom Penh. This 

community network marked a new kind of civil society mobilization in Cambodia. Previous protests 

to land grabbing were largely local affairs, but the community network covered nine districts around 

the plantation zone across provincial lines, and it encouraged many local land people (particularly 

women) to become active in community affairs. 11 (I use the term ‘community activists’ throughout 

the dissertation to describe people who play active roles in the community network.)  

                                                

10 The Import-Export Bank of China funded the plantation development through a $70 million USD investment. 

11 Note that this Network is by no means the only example of cross-provincial mobilization. The Prey Long 
network in Eastern Cambodia is better known than the Daoum Chuur Network, and other national examples include the 
Cambodia Peace Network and the Highlanders Association in Ratanakiri.   
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Pheapimex halted plantation development in 2004 following the protests. But in 2010, with 

cassava markets on the rise, Pheapimex’ sub-contractor Wuzushan began clearing forest land on the 

border of Pursat/Kampong Chhnang for a cassava plantation. Again, the community network resisted, 

but they could not stop the clearance. By the time I arrived in 2012, the plantation zone had grown to 

50,000 hectares.12 The former forest and shrub land has been cleared, ploughed, and formed into 

ridges. A plantation worker explained to me that cassava is planted throughout the year here; first, a 

pre-emergent herbicide and fertilizer is applied, then cassava cuttings are dipped in 

fungicide/insecticide solution and sown, reaching maturity in about six months (plantation worker, 

male, 15.1.15). After harvest, the cassava is dried and processed into chips, and exported to China for 

ethanol and animal feed as part of Cambodia and China’s ‘cassava diplomacy’ (Johnston 2010:1).  

Most people I talked with deeply resent the Chinese company for cutting down the forest and 

displacing rice land for chemical intensive plantation agriculture. People often told me how clean the 

water used to be before the Chinese company came—children could swim in the rivers and drink 

from the village stream, cattle grazed freely in the woods, and people picked mushrooms and fruit to 

eat and sell at the market. But now the streams run a milky color, people (and livestock) complain of 

stomach illnesses if they drink the stream water, and wild food has been replaced by the Chinese 

company’s cassava fields, fences and guards. In fact, when I asked local people about deforestation 

(including forest clearance far from the plantation area), people almost always blamed ‘the Chinese 

company’ rather than any specific perpetrators. Certainly Pheapimex are responsible for a great deal 

                                                

12 I could not verify this number with plantation management, but this is approximated from GIS maps of the 
area and discussions with the Daom Chuur Network activists.  
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of forest clearance in the area, but this use of the term ‘Chinese company’ serves to obscure land 

grabbing and deforestation that is also linked to domestic land owners and political elite. I believe 

people’s fear of the ‘Chinese company’ emerges from a racialized fear of foreign land grabbing with 

deep roots in pre-modern Cambodia’s history of land tousles with Vietnam and China, and in more 

recent memories of China’s role in the Khmer Rouge regime (Mertha 2014). Fear is always formed in 

layers of past and present threat (Pain 2009), and when people talked with me about the Chinese 

company, their narratives frequently slipped between the plantation and the country’s violent past. 

This past is present in stories, collective memories, and in the traces of land mines, Khmer Rouge-era 

canals, and spiritually potent mass graves embedded in the landscape.  

An encounter I had with a Community Forest leader named Men Somning illustrates the ways 

that memories of fear inform the present. I was on the back of Men Somning’s motorbike one day 

heading to a community meeting, when Men Somning suddenly stopped the motorbike in the middle 

of a bridge near his house. He eased his foot off the pedal and pointed to the river below. ‘I dug that’, 

he said. The channel was two cars wide, and deep, etched into the earth running through the village. 

‘You know, hundreds of people died digging that,’ he said. ‘Maybe thousands’. I wondered why he 

picked that moment to tell me; we drove past this spot often. But something in that moment had made 

him stop. And it made me see the landscape differently. The canals from Pol Pot’s time snake their 

way through the area. Many of them are abandoned, considered unusable or irreparable. But they are 

always visible; they are symbols of the promise and the destruction of that time, and they shape 

people’s reactions to current development projects. As we stood on the bridge, Men Somning’s 

narrative moved easily between the Khmer Rouge canals and his fear of the Chinese company: 
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Now is no different from Pol Pot. Now they suppress us just as before. If the government 
wants land for development, they take it. We can't do anything. And if we look at the Chinese 
company, this is a continuation of the project in Pol Pot’s time. In Pol Pot’s time, the Chinese 
were in control of building the big irrigation projects; they built this canal from here to the 
airport. There are many bodies in here, in this dirt. And now this continues… Eventually we 
will be a minority. Khmer will be a minority (Men Somning, 23.1.15). 

For people like Men Somning, whose forest land is slowly being transformed into plantations around 

him, a palpable fear shadowed our conversations. This fear had a strange temporality; it was not just 

about the plantation itself but the area around it, the potential for land to be grabbed in the future. 

This was not a ‘land grab’ of acute eviction, but the ‘in situ dispossession’ (Feldman and Geisler 

2012) of the company’s slow encroachment, a fear fed by the memories of past violence, the material 

loss of forests, and the appearance of bulldozers, cassava roots, engineers and security guards. This 

fear is perpetuated by local state officials, company representatives, and military personnel, leading 

to widespread distrust. One woman in Kampong Chhnang told me that she has spoken to several 

NGOs in the past, but ‘I never tell them anything. I just say everything is fine. Because they might 

record what we say and take it to the authorities. How do we know? If they do that, the [authorities] 

will kill us. So we can’t speak (KC 207). This fear shapes people’s responses to land grabbing. It 

doesn’t mean that people passively accept their subjugation. However, resistance often takes forms 

that I did not recognize until I became attuned to the way fear and threat pervades people’s everyday 

lives. 

II: Everyday life in my fieldsites 

It is important to understand the socio-ecological-political environment in which Order 01 took place 

before I move onto a discussion of the land reform itself in the following chapters. Tables 1 and 2 

below sketch out the main land tenure and livelihoods patterns I observed among households in Tmor 
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Muoy, the village closest to the foothills in Srai Saat Commune. I use this village as an example here, 

not because it is representative of a singular broad trend,13 but because it is the village in which I 

spent most time before, during, and after the land survey, and I was able to get a rich sense of the 

changes taking place. I have constructed the tables below from my ethnographic observations and 

interviews in the village, as well as survey responses on livelihoods and wealth.14 I grouped 

households roughly into ‘poor’, ‘medium’, and ‘rich’, based primarily on my estimation of assets 

(house (size/materials), land holdings, transport and farm machinery).15 

The first table outlines the land tenure relations within the village, and the second table 

outlines livelihoods, both prior to and after the land reform. In this chapter, I briefly explain the 

middle columns; that is, how ongoing processes of plantation expansion and land speculation were 

shaping livelihoods and land tenure in the village prior to Order 01. In Chapter 6, (once I have 

established evidence for the claims I make in the right-hand columns), I reproduce the tables and 

describe in detail the situation that I observed in the wake of the land reform. 

Table 1 Land tenure prior to and after Order 01 land reform 

 Land tenure prior to Order 01 Land tenure after Order 01 
Poor 
(Small house-plots; tin 

No farmland or very small farm 
plots (less than 1 ha); no land title 

No farmland or very small farm plots  
(less than 1 ha); land title to some plots 

                                                

13 The changes in this village were if anything more pronounced than other villages in the area, in part because 
this village is the most recently settled village in the commune, with more land ‘up for grabs’ than other villages in the 
area. 

14 Note that the survey included questions designed to garner a wealth estimation based on house size/roof 
material/wall material, transport (car/motorbike ownership), land ownership, income). 

15 It is difficult to estimate income sources in this area (or on expense or consumption measures) because they 
are so varied and seasonal. Therefore, I relied on assets to estimate wealth, recognizing that this is an imperfect measure.  
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roof; flimsy walls; 
limited road access to 
house/farm plots; no 
motorbikes/machinery 
 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 
 

Largely excluded from forest land around village 
and in protected area 
 

Medium  
(Medium size house, 
tin/tile roof with strong 
pillars; bicycles and 
possibly motorbikes; 
mix of cattle and hand 
tractors) 

Some farmland (0.5-10 hectares; 
most around 1ha); no land title 
 

Some farmland (0.5-10 hectares; most around 
1ha with some increased sizes); Land titles to 
some paddy/crop fields up to 5ha; Bifurcation as 
some people sold land during/after Order 01, 
while a few purchased / claimed land. 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 
 

Access to forest land far from village in protected 
area (but must pay increased fines) 
 

Rich  
(large house, tiled 
room, strong pillars; 
cars and/or multiple 
motorbikes; hand 
tractors) 

Village elite with large farmland 
(10-20ha); handful of land owners 
with land title  
 

Village elite with large farmland (10-20ha); most 
with land title  
Absentee landowners from Kampong Chhnang 
town/ Phnom Penh with large farmland (10-
100ha) on former forest land, most with land title 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 

Access to forest land around in protected area  
and cleared and claimed former forest land 
around village 
 

 
 

Table 2 Livelihoods prior to and after Order 01 land reform 

 Livelihoods prior to Order 01 Livelihoods after Order 01 
Poor Non Timber Forest Product (NTFP) collection   Very limited NTFP collection far from village  

Firewood collection and charcoal production  
 

Limited firewood collection far from village 

Fishing (at Tonle Sap) Fishing (at Tonle Sap) 
Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh  
Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work 
for larger local farmers 

Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work for 
larger local farmers 
Wage labor on new local plantations for absentee 
owners 

Some paddy land rental from med-large 
landowners 

Some paddy land rental from med-large landowners 

Watching buffalo for med-large farmers Watching buffalo for med-large farmers    
Medium  Paddy rice production (with upland rice 

nurseries) 
Paddy rice production (No upland rice nurseries due 
to enclosure of nearby forest) 

Crop production (fruit trees, home vegetable 
gardens) 

Crop production (fruit trees, home vegetable 
gardens) 

Livestock raising (chickens, pigs, buffalo, cows) Livestock raising (chickens, pigs. Very limited 
buffalo, cows due to shift to hand tractor/no grazing 
land for cattle) 
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Small-scale logging (if own a cart or hand 
tractor) 

Very limited small-scale logging (if own a cart or 
hand tractor, and must pay increased fines) 

Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh 
Own small business (food stall etc) Own small business (food stall etc)   
NTFP collection Very limited NTFP collection far from village 
Firewood collection and charcoal production Limited firewood collection far from village 
NGO village liaison representatives (do not 
receive regular wage, but do receive per diem 
payments for meeting / training attendance) 

NGO village liaison representatives (do not receive 
regular wage, but do receive per diem payments for 
meeting / training attendance) 

Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy  
 

Public servants (teacher etc) Public servants (teacher etc)   
 

Rich logging (medium scale or large scale in 
connection with regional military or politico-
business elite) 

Logging (medium scale or large scale in connection 
with regional military or politico-business elite) 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and 
HYV seeds) 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and HYV 
seeds) 

Some limited plantation production (mango, 
corn, rubber) 

Expansive plantation production; especially mango, 
also rubber, corn, sugar cane, cassava. 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers)  
 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers) 

Former military commanders, some active in 
military 

Former military commanders, some active in 
military 

Official posts in local administration (village and 
commune council)  
 

Official posts in local administration (village and 
commune council)  
 

Land brokerage (getting kickbacks from new 
smallholder settlers; facilitating land deals for 
companies and absentee land owners) 

Expanded land brokerage (getting kickbacks from 
new absentee landowners; facilitating land deals for 
companies/absentee owners) 

Remittances from children in city/overseas Remittances from children in city/overseas 

Table 1 shows that while all social classes accessed the forest prior to Order 01, the poorest 

households had relatively less farmland, and depended more on the forest for their food and 

livelihoods. Sixteen percent (n=198) of respondents in my survey in Kampong Chhnang said they did 

not own any agricultural land at the time of my survey. Note that my household survey only included 

households that claimed some land during the land reform. Therefore, households that did not own 

agricultural land at the time of my survey either sold or lost all their agricultural land since the land 

reform, or they had only claimed residential land during the land reform. The size of agricultural land 
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holdings is highly gendered. Women in Kampong Chhnang owned just over one hectare of 

agricultural land on average compared to men’s 2.6 hectares, primarily because women who are 

separated or widowed tend to have very small landholdings. 

Table 2 shows that livelihoods in Tmor Muoy prior to the land reform were shifting from rice-

production to increased circular labor migration and wage labor. Multiple drivers are pushing people 

out of agriculture, including the plantation’s expansion, farmers’ difficulty in accessing stable 

markets for cash crops, a government clamp down on small-scale logging, and several years of severe 

drought. The soil is acidic here and modern high yielding rice varieties do not grow well, so most 

people plant a mix of traditional ‘heavy’ rice varietals that require six or more months to mature. 

Heavy rice is a gamble though, because the rains that used to signal the start of the rice season in May 

are now arriving in June or July. With this shorter growing season, long-duration varieties risk 

becoming parched with drought and susceptible to disease. Severe drought in 2011 and 2013 forced 

several families to leave this area, and farmers tell me that every year the weather is more erratic, 

with scorching drought interrupted by torrential rainfall. Climate change is likely to alter weather 

patterns here further in the near future, with the traditional rainy season (May-November) expected to 

shorten and to feature two periods of heavy rain (June-July; September-October) with a month of 

drought in August (Wight 2014). These changing weather patterns are a disaster for farmers in my 

study areas, almost all of whom rely on rain-fed rice systems.  

I experienced the force of this erratic weather in June 2014. Farmers were on edge, as the 

ground was parched and the rains were a month late. I was at a local land broker’s house (a man 

named Toung) in Tmor Muoy village. The heat was intense that day and the sky was clear blue when 

I biked over to Toung’s house. But as we sat in the shade under his house, the wind suddenly 
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whipped up and within five minutes the sky grew dark and rain thundered onto the tin roof. Toung 

and his wife dashed across to a storage shed a few meters from the house, and I ran after them, 

panicked. We shut ourselves in the shed with the couple’s daughter and Toung’s mother. We all 

peered out holes in the corrugated iron walls, watching as the yard filled up with water, the wind 

overturned the chicken coop, and a piece of roofing iron dangled precipitously off the house. Toung’s 

mother’s grabbed handfuls of rice from a sack and sprinkled the rice around the shed door to attract 

the spirits’ help. Then the rain stopped as abruptly as it had started. We emerged from the shed, still 

saying nothing, and Toung’s family quietly walked around their house surveying the damage and 

rescuing stray chickens before resuming their chores. I was struck by the way the family coped with 

the flood. This erratic weather has become a way of life, another source of uncertainty that rural 

people must cope with.  

While the changing climate and expanding plantation have forced some people to sell up and 

leave the area, I did not meet any smallholder farmers who wanted to sell land. Even people who 

pushed their kids to get good jobs in the city still hoped to retain their rural land holding. Land is 

central to people’s lives here. Smallholders in this area see land variously as a source of food and 

livelihood, as an ‘insurance policy’ that they can sell in a crisis, as the potential for future household 

revenue from cultivating forest land, and as the main asset passed on to children when they marry. 

The rice season still sets the rhythm of life. Notions of property ownership are fluid and rice fields 

under private cultivation during the wet season (May-November) are used communally for grazing 

cattle in the dry season. This practice provides fodder for the cattle and manure for the rice fields. 

Forest land is used for livestock grazing, the collection of timber and non-timber forest products and 

upland rice nurseries. Families routinely claim forest land that they will mark out with sticks/stones/ 



 

57 

natural boundary markers, or simply have an understanding with neighbors that this is their land that 

they will gradually clear for rice when they have the labor available and need the extra food or 

money. Although all land here is formally state land under lease to the Pheapimex company, families 

see the forest and shrub land as communal areas. I term this conception of forest tenure ‘communal’ 

rather than ‘open access’ because people described the forest as a communal resource, owned by the 

spirit owner of the water and the land and, with proper negotiation (including only using enough 

resources to sustain one’s family), available for all to use (Work and Beban 2016).  

The village fills up with people for the rice transplant (June-July), as migrant workers come 

back to help their families. In the past, people shared labor at transplant time, doing a day’s work on 

each family’s field and slowly rotating around the village until all fields were planted. Now, though, 

most people don’t have time for this. Migrant workers only stay a few days, and families who can 

afford it hire other villagers to help them transplant. I observed reciprocal labor arrangements in only 

one village in Phnom Mie commune. In June 2014, I squeezed onto a wooden cart with my friend 

Srey Sophorn and about fifteen other women and men from the village, and spent four days traveling 

from field to field, wading out in the calf-deep sludge to transplant seedlings into muddy rice paddies.  

Just two farmers in the area (both with larger land holdings) broadcast seed rather than 

transplanting their rice seedlings. One of these farmers, Puu Sothi, told me he learned about 

broadcasting rice seed when he worked in Thailand, and now he broadcasts his entire 10 hectares to 

save on labor costs. Other farmers complained that broadcasting only worked on Puu Sothi’s fields 

because his land was less acidic, and broadcasting on other fields used too much seed and required 

more chemical fertilizer than people could afford. Most farmers choose their best fields as rice 

nurseries and use buffalo to plough manure and chemical fertilizer into the fields before 
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transplanting. These practices, too, are changing, however, as two-wheeled tractors (or ‘hand 

tractors’) become more prevalent than cattle and buffaloes. Tractors plough much faster than cattle. 

They also don’t require grazing land, which is becoming increasingly scarce as the ELC and private 

owners enclose common forest/shrub land around the village. But hand tractors cost between 2500-

3000USD, a price out of reach of many families in the area. Tractors also require ongoing costs in 

fuel and extra chemical fertilizer to maintain soil nutrients in the absence of manure.  

After the rice transplant, the village is quiet until harvest time (November-December), when 

families gather to pick and dry their rice crop and celebrate the season with dances and feasts. 

Traders from Vietnam travel around the village weighing sacks of rice and giving farmers cash 

payment, minus any agri-chemicals farmers bought on credit at the start of the season. All farmers I 

met in this area also keep some rice for their own consumption and save seed for the following 

season. Families with small plots often keep all their rice harvest for eating or sharing with relatives. 

Then, in the dry season, the fields become communal grazing areas and people depend on 

other livelihoods, such as fishing (40 percent of Kampong Chhnang households I surveyed), 

gathering food and logs from the forest (31 percent), maintaining a home garden (28 percent), 

running a small business (25 percent), raising livestock (23 percent), doing piece-meal laboring work 

(11 percent) and sending family members to work in Thailand, Phnom Penh or other areas (68 

percent). Women and men participate fairly evenly in most paid occupations, the exception being 

forest product collection (34 percent of men; 23 percent of women). This gendered difference reflects 

the importance of small-scale logging in the area, which is seen as men’s work. But to make money 

in the logging business, you need money to purchase buffalo and a cart, or a hand tractor. By the mid-

2000s, the nearby forest had already been logged of the most valuable timber, and large-scale loggers 
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had taken control of forest further away inside a conservation zone. Poor families who cannot afford 

the equipment to access remote timber eke out a living from farming, piecemeal work and migration 

remittances, while some have left the area completely.  

To illustrate the contours of everyday life in my study areas, I turn now to the stories of two 

people I came to know best in Kampong Chhnang.  

Puu Tanak 

I met Puu16 Tanak on the first day I arrived in Srai Saat Commune. Puu Tanak is a stocky man in his 

50s with a huge smile, a shrewd economic sensibility and a cutting political critique. Puu Tanak and 

his family—his wife, his wife’s sister (who has lived with the family since her husband was killed in 

the war), three sons and two daughters—live on a side road in Tmor Muoy village. Puu Tanak’s 

house is noticeable as one of the nicer houses on the road; it is raised off the ground with blue 

wooden sides and a tiled roof. The land activist with whom I had planned to live suggested that the 

Tanak’s house would be more comfortable for my family because the Tanak family had a toilet. 

Underlying this was his concern that if I lived with an activist, I would be seen as an activist myself, 

and local authorities might curtail my research or step up their surveillance of activists I associated 

with. Ming Tanak (Puu Tanak’s wife) was not sure about taking me in at first, but she softened once 

my husband and kids arrived, and after a few days I became part of the landscape, rising at 5am to 

                                                

16 I use Khmer honorifics throughout the text. ‘Puu’ is ‘Uncle’/ familiar older man and Ming is ‘Auntie/familiar 
older woman; ‘Srey’ is an honorific for women, ‘Lok’ is an honorific for men.  
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help boil sweet rice cakes in oil, tutoring the kids in English, and spending my days wandering 

around the village talking to people.  

In the evenings, I sat in the shade under the house drinking homemade rice wine with Puu 

Tanak while he talked scathingly about local politics and the Cambodian government. This was 

always done at his house, in private. He supported the ruling party at local political events when there 

was occasion to do so publicly but he had deep misgivings over what he saw as the ineptitude of both 

the ruling CPP party and the opposition party, and he took no part in local CPP networks. He was, 

therefore, a threat for the CPP village chief; he had no obvious connections to land activism or the 

opposition party, so it was difficult to pin any wrongdoing on him, and he did not ask for any ‘gifts’, 

so it was difficult to bribe him into silence. When the village chief distributed some forest land to 

selected villagers during the land reform, the Tanak’s were left out of the land distribution (a fact 

Ming Tanak was bitter about).  

The Tanak’s five children (who ranged in age from 7-21) were all still living at home. This 

was a point of pride for the parents, as Ming Tanak told me; ‘most people here have to go away to 

Thailand or to work in the Chinese company. But we make sure the children can stay here and have 

work to do’. The Tanak’s explained their success at avoiding migration through their hard work and 

shrewd saving. The Tanak’s sold their small landholding in neighboring Pursat province and arrived 

in the village in 2005, just prior to the rise of land prices. They bought land from a family who left 

the village after a bad harvest and began to breed buffalo and chickens. They accumulated 8 hectares 

of rice fields as other people left the area. The Tanak’s showed me letters issued by the commune 

office that confirmed their land holdings, but they had no formal land titles. The student volunteer 
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surveyors surveyed some of their land during Order 01, but the Tanak’s, as with many of their 

neighbors, were still waiting for the land titles more than a year after the land reform.  

Beside farming, different livelihood opportunities came and went during the year. Ming 

Tanak and her sister managed a large home garden and sold produce at the market when they had 

extra. Ming Tanak and her daughter also negotiated a deal with the local chief and school teacher to 

set up a stall outside the school, selling pencils, notebooks, candy and donuts. Ming Tanak grumbled 

that this was not always worth it; the school teacher didn’t turn up to teach half the time, the village 

chief wanted a cut of the profits, and some children asked shyly if they could pay her back later, 

which she always agreed to. The Tanak‘s also had two wealthier relatives, who helped them out in 

various ways. One uncle in Pursat arranged for their eldest daughter to train as a dessert maker in a 

nearby market town. An aunt in Phnom Penh visited once a month, and always quietly left money on 

the table while the Tanak’s sons filled her car with rice and vegetables. When the Tanak’s youngest 

daughter fell sick with a heart condition and required treatment in the city, this Aunt took her in for 

several months. The Tanak’s were careful not to overtax these relationships, though, and they took 

pride in doing things themselves.  

The Tanak’s position was better than most in the village. Yet, it was precarious. The Tanak’s 

inhabited a social position on the edge of the local elite; Puu Tanak was a successful farmer and a 

self-educated man who had amassed a large amount of land, but the family lacked the ties to the 

military and local administration enjoyed by other elite land owners in the village. Puu Tanak planted 

mango and bananas to diversify his farm after the severe drought, but he worried about being so 

dependent on the land. ‘I’m always going up and down’, he said to me one day. Indeed, just as I was 

finishing my fieldwork in mid-2015, the family suffered a setback when Ming Tanak’s sister fell ill. 
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She was treated in Kampong Chhnang and then Phnom Penh, and the family scrambled to pay the 

bills. Around the same time, the Tanak’s youngest son failed his high school graduation exam. This 

was a huge disappointment for the whole family, as they had worked hard to pay for his schooling 

and he had studied diligently. But he failed by one point. ‘One point!’ Ming Tanak kept repeating 

when she found out. A passing grade would have been his ticket into a career as a civil servant. Puu 

Tanak exploded to me one evening, ‘The system is rigged. If you have connections, money, you can 

cheat on the exams, you can get jobs. If not, you don’t get anywhere’. 

Two of the Tanak’s sons went to work at the Chinese company after that. I was shocked at 

first when he told me; he persistently talked about how his family would never be ‘slaves of the 

company’ like others. But, he said, ‘my sons aren’t like normal labourers’. The Tanak’s had taken 

out a 5000USD loan to purchase two hand tractors, which their sons used to transport labourers 

around the plantation. Each son earned 250USD per month, and Puu Tanak calculated this was 

enough to pay the hand tractors off in five years. ‘That way’, he told me, ‘if the company takes all the 

grazing land in five years and we can’t keep cattle anymore, then we’ll be ready to plough the land 

with the hand tractors’.  

If Puu Tanak is an example of ‘success’, at least in terms of the family’s relative land holding 

and farming operations compared to others in the area, then my host in my second study commune, 

Srey Sophorn, is an example of a household that struggles to get by with more limited land and labor 

assets. But she has built up a livelihood and considerable social networks through her connections 

with NGOs and land activism. 

Srey Sophorn 
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I first met Srey Sophorn in Kampong Chhnang town at a community network meeting. She spoke 

eloquently during the meeting, holding the floor as others listened quietly. I went back to stay at her 

house in Phnom Mie that evening, and I stayed there with my family often over the next two years. 

Srey Sophorn is in her mid-40s and lives with her older sister, Chimrouen. Chimrouen stepped on a 

land-mine in 1987, when she was just a girl and the family were venturing back into the area after the 

conflict. Now she has an ill-fitting prosthetic leg that on good days allows her to go out to the fields, 

maintain a vegetable garden and tend to two pigs. On bad days she can do little but sit under the 

house with her leg up. She does most of the cooking though, even on bad days. With little money and 

no other household members available to fish or get food from the forest, Chimrouen’s meals are 

simple: a heap of rice with vegetables from the garden and some marinated eggs or a little fish from 

the market. Srey Sophorn’s husband left the family years ago; there was no formal divorce and she 

has no idea where he is now. ‘I’m better without him’, she tells me. ‘Things are hard, but now I can 

do what I want’. Srey Sophorn has one daughter named Sayheang, now in her 20s and living in 

Phnom Penh. Sayheang wants to learn English and work in a hotel, but she is currently employed as a 

cleaner and does not make enough money to send any remittances home.  

Srey Sophorn and her sister squeak by with their two hectares of rice fields they inherited 

from their parents. Prior to the land reform, the sisters had a letter from local officials stating that 

each of them held one hectare in her name. During Order 01, the student volunteers surveyed their 

fields as two separate plots in the same manner as the local officials and both women received land 

titles. Srey Sophorn told me she also had some forest land that she and her husband claimed years ago 

and used sporadically to grow mountain potatoes, but the Chinese company planted cassava on this 

land two years before the land reform and she had no hope of getting it back.   
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The sisters produce enough rice to last them nine months of the year. After that, they eat 

sparingly with rice purchased from the market and small quantities of fish and meat. The rice land in 

this area is more fertile than Srai Saat, and most households do well with their rice harvest, although 

Srey Sophorn said that recent droughts have devastated rice yields. Also in contrast to Srai Saat, this 

area has been frequented by agricultural and livelihood NGOs in recent years, and Srey Sophorn 

experiments with organic rice cultivation methods she learned at NGO training sessions. These 

methods are more resistant to drought and Srey Sophorn tries to persuade other people to try them, 

but the rice takes longer to transplant and maintain so most people aren’t interested. Srey Sophorn 

also gets piecemeal work transplanting, weeding and harvesting rice fields for larger land owners. 

She has a motorbike (a perk from an NGO to help her with her community work), and she sometimes 

collects other women’s vegetables and takes them 10 kilometres to the market to sell. She says she 

struggles sometimes but refuses to work at the Chinese company, because she does ‘not want to be a 

slave to the company. They don’t treat people well’.  

Most of Srey Sophorn’s time is taken up with her roles as an activist leader in the community 

network. ‘I help the people here’, she tells me. Srey Sophorn does not receive a salary for any of her 

NGO work, but she receives per diem payments for attending meetings with NGOs or leading 

training sessions. She certainly wasn’t getting rich from these activities though. She did this work, 

she said, because someone had to do it: 

There used to be more people who would participate, but now everyone is too busy. People go 
to Thailand for work, or Phnom Penh, or they are too scared to do anything against the 
company. The biggest problem here is with the Pheapimex company. The land issue. You 
know, I’ve been doing this for more than ten years, since the company started. 
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Srey Sophorn’s lament at the lack of community involvement was something I heard frequently from 

activists in the area. Fear of company and state retribution dissuaded people from protesting; the pull 

of urban jobs and the precarity of life on the land also meant that many people did not have the time 

or resources to resist land appropriation.  

Connecting Srey Sophorn and Puu Tanak  

Neither Srey Sophorn nor Puu Tanak are ‘typical’ villagers. They are each in different ways more 

food secure and wealthier than the average household in my research, although their hold on success 

is shaky. This is a common situation in rural Cambodia, where poverty has more than halved in 

recent years, but according to the World Bank, the loss of only about ‘thirty US cents per day in 

income would throw an estimated three million Cambodians back into poverty, doubling the poverty 

rate to 40 percent’ (World Bank, 2014:1). For some people in Phnom Mie and Srai Saat, 

contingencies such as family illness, crop failure or fines for informal labour migration to Thailand 

threw them into desperate poverty. Others had simply come too late. Newer arrivals to the area found 

the best land taken, property prices too high, and small-scale logging increasingly difficult due to the 

plantation’s expansion and state crack-down on illegal logging. The land left for farming was sandy 

and drought prone, and the erratic weather in recent years had wreaked havoc on crops, leaving some 

households mired in debt as they struggled to cover food shortages.  

Srey Sophorn and Puu Tanak’s connections to the urban world of Phnom Penh expanded in 

2014, when a large new road was constructed along the old colonial railway. Three vehicles could 

squeeze past each other on the expansive dirt road, and the drive out to Srai Saat became faster and 

more terrifying. The new road brought with it new vehicles. Large logging trucks that previously had 
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to meet carts loaded with logs on the main road to Kampong Chhnang now roared right to the edge of 

the forest, trailing dust behind them. Black SUVs with dark windows careened up the road on the 

weekends. Whenever people noticed these vehicles coming through town, they watched keenly to see 

where they went—perhaps they were heading to the village chief’s house, or maybe Toung the land 

broker. Sometimes the SUVs stopped by the side of the road and men in shirts and smart pants 

emerged, pointing up to plots of land. Speculation ensued from the people watching. ‘Oh, that’s Ming 

Suon’s plot of land, that’s what they’re looking at’. ‘No, no; the village chief got that land’, and so 

on.  

The road is both a material transformation of social and ecological life in rural areas, and also 

serves as a symbol of the ways that the state/society relationship is changing in rural Cambodia. 

Edwards (2006) argues that roads, like other infrastructural development ‘gifts’ presented by 

Cambodia’s ruling party in the post-conflict era, have a regimenting effect: They allow mobility for 

some, and trap others. For those who could afford motorbikes, cars or a taxi fare, the new road 

promised to bring the urban world closer; others could only watch as the new road ushered in new 

vehicles and people from the urban world who bought up land and left with logs. 

I turn now to the other end of Cambodia; the upland province of Ratanakiri in which I 

conducted a smaller comparative study to gain a sense of state-society relations in a predominantly 

indigenous area. 

III: Ratanakiri Province 

Ratanakiri province is an eleven hour bus ride from Kampong Chhnang, up the Tonle Sap lake and 

across to the Northeast of the country bordering Laos and Vietnam. I rode this bus up and down the 



 

67 

lake three times during the course of my fieldwork to conduct interviews, a survey and community 

meetings after the Order 01 land reform. I focused on two districts in which the land reform was 

carried out, with two study communes: Sai Tong (an ethnic Tampouan area), and Kam Chaa (an 

ethnic Kreung and Brao area) (Figure 8). I chose these communes because villages within them had 

diverse responses to Order 01. In Sai Tong, people in one village welcomed the land surveyors during 

Order 01 because people hoped the land titles would protect their land from a Vietnamese rubber 

company; in another village, local people stood on the road to block the student volunteer surveyors 

entering the village. And in other villages, tensions rose as some people claimed individual title and 

others opted to wait for communal title. I conducted research in the latter villages, as local authorities 

blocked me from entering villages where large numbers of people gained individual land title. In 

Kam Chaa, where three rubber companies are encroaching on villagers’ communal lands, the student 

volunteers only surveyed small patches of land before the land survey was called off for the national 

election.  
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Figure 8 Indigenous ethnic groups in upland Cambodia. (Ironside, Patterson and Thomas, 2013) 

Ratanakiri is considered an ‘upland’ province with a different history of relations to the state and a 

different population to Kampong Chhnang. Ratanakiri literally translates as ‘mountain of jewels’, 

giving a sense of its mountainous topography and its mineral resources and rich red soils.17 The 

province has been occupied by highland peoples for over a millennium. These groups are collectively 

termed ‘indigenous’ (Khmer Leur or Khmer Daom) but they have diverse languages, cultures and 

livelihood traditions.18 Land tenure governance prior to the influx of lowlanders in the 1990s was 

                                                

17 Forest cover in 2012 was 529,461ha in Kampong Chhnang and 1,189,460ha in Ratanakiri (Forestry Statistics 
of Cambodia, August 2012) 

18 The main indigenous groups in Ratanakiri are Jarai, Tampouan, Brou Kreung-Brou, Kavet, and Lum. 
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based primarily on oral recognition of farming use-rights for rotational copping systems,19 with 

governance of communal land areas headed by village elders (usually men) (Bourdier 2013; Fox et 

al. 2008). The forest makes up an integral component of people’s livelihoods, with the collection of 

non-timber forest products (NTFPs), hunting, fishing and firewood collection complementing 

resources from cultivation (Maffi 2009). Testimonies from around Ratanakiri indicate that land 

scarcity was not an issue prior to the 1990s, and families had equal access to land and forest resources 

(Fox et al. 2008; Gironde and Peeters 2015).  

These indigenous groups have always been Khmer’s ‘other’. During the region’s early 

history, indigenous people were exploited as slaves by neighboring empires. During the 

independence fervour to build a Khmer nation in the 1950s, a Khmerization campaign forced some 

people to move to lower areas of the mountains and establish villages with people of different ethnic 

backgrounds (Padwe 2011). The Khmer Rouge built its headquarters in the province in the 1960s, 

and uplanders joined the Khmer Rouge in large numbers. But once the Khmer Rouge took control of 

the country, upland villages were depopulated and people were forced into rice farming collectives. 

Following the civil conflict, the government attempted to ‘modernise’ the highlanders, sending state 

officials and public servants to live in the province and establishing new villages closer to roads and 

services. Cash crops booms during the 1990s saw the influx of cashew and soya into the uplands, 

which placed pressure on shifting cultivation systems (Padwe 2011). This expansion of cash crops 

also transformed gender roles, as men became the money-earners and gained more control within 

                                                

19 Rotational cropping systems consisted primarily of food crops (upland rice and mixed vegetable production 
produced in the same field) with a long fallow period (10-15 years) after 2-5 years use of the same plot (Gironde and 
Peeters, 2015). 
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systems that were often based on matrilineal inheritance (Maffi 2009; Park 2015). At the same time, 

lowland Khmer started moving in large numbers to the uplands as migrant networks expanded 

(Gironde and Senties Portilla 2015). In the mid-2000s, a sharp increase in rubber prices triggered an 

unprecedented change in land use to rubber, driven by Khmer entrepreneurs, officials, in-migrants 

and large ELCs (Fox et al. 2008). By 2012, 16 ELCs covered 114,000ha in Ratanakiri (Gironde and 

Peeters 2015). In some areas, people no longer farm rotational systems, but in the two communes in 

which I conducted research, some people have adapted their rotational systems to incorporate cash 

cropping, and people still cultivate a diverse mix of upland rice, vegetables and root crops.20  

I found that people in Ratanakiri resent the actions of the government and tie state actions to 

the loss of land in their communities. But they don’t necessarily reject the state; many people said to 

me that they need more health and education services, and they need more state protection from land 

grabbers. I now turn to the story of Siranii, a woman I met during fieldwork in Kam Chaa, to 

illustrate the contradictions of indigenous people’s relationships with the Cambodian state. 

Siranii  

I met Siranii as I was leaving her neighbor’s house. I had just arrived in the village the night before 

with my survey team, and I had completed my first interview with Siranii’s neighbour, a relative of 

the village chief, who had talked about how good life was in the village. Siranii motioned me over to 

                                                

20 Baird documents a remarkable 145 different varieties of non-rice crops and 36 varieties of rice growing in the 
swidden fields of two villages (one Kavet and one Kreung) (in Ironside and Patterson, 2013). 
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her house through her window. When I got inside, she blurted out, ‘my neighbour told you lies. It’s 

bad here’; 

The forest is gone. The company has taken it all, there is nothing left. And there is corruption 
in the village with the village chief and the commune chief. They make us pay for everything 
we need. And they got land from the student volunteers in the land survey and now I’m 
worried about our land. (Siranii, RA, 28.11.14) 

Siranii, who is ethnic Kreung, has three young children and struggles to provide enough food for 

them. She uses two hectares land within her village’s communal land area for shifting agriculture, 

producing vegetables, rice and cassava. Sometimes she doesn’t have enough rice and borrows from 

her neighbours or her brother and sister in the next village, but she has to pay them back later so she 

prefers not to do this. Siranii’s husband Tun finds occasional work at a gold mine a couple of hours 

motorbike ride away. When I first met her, Tun was away at the mine. She never knows how many 

days or weeks he will be away. She manages the household, caring for the kids, preparing meals and 

tending to the crops. Some days she leaves the kids with a friend in the early morning and walks into 

the market (90 minutes walk each way) to sell her produce. Most of the produce sold in the market 

comes straight over the border from Vietnam, she tells me, and the Vietnamese traders undercut the 

indigenous sellers. She laughs bitterly, ‘the trucks from Vietnam come in with vegetables and leave 

with 'black gold' (i.e hardwood timber)’. Still, Siranii can make enough money to buy a little meat for 

dinner with some money left over. Siranii tells me that the women in her village don’t go away for 

work like the men. ‘What would I do?’, she says. ‘We don’t know the [Khmer] language properly, I 

don’t know how to do anything, I don’t have schooling… I would be cheated or couldn’t find any 

work’. I was struck by how different Siranii’s narrative was from the situation of Khmer women in 

Kampong Chhnang, where the garment industry’s rise had propelled women into bread winning roles 

as labor migrants.  
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Last year, Siranii’s son became ill with high fevers and died within a week. ‘I used to believe 

in the spirits’, she said, ‘but they didn’t help us. I took him to the traditional healer and it didn’t help. 

I took him to the hospital but they couldn’t do anything’. Siranii thinks every day about healthcare. 

But she says her biggest worry is that the community will lose their forest land and the land they use 

for growing crops, because the nearby Vietnamese-owned rubber ELC is edging closer to her village;  

I see that the Vietnamese company comes. Maybe next year, if they get my land, I'm not sure 
what we will do. I will try to ask the Village Chief and Commune Chief. I don't know anyone 
else to ask. I can't write, I don't have any connections. The government has the power. And 
the government and the company work together.... If the communal land is gone, maybe we 
will have to go to a different place. 

The following day I met Siranii at her home, a small hut near the village meeting house. She said that 

she does not have any land title for her land, neither an individual title nor a communal land title. 

When the student land surveyors came to her village, some people got individual land titles but the 

surveyors left before she had a turn. ‘I think we need to wait for communal title anyway’, she tells me. 

‘That’s what the village elders say. We are waiting for the government to recognize our communal 

land’. Siranii’s young children played around outside as we talked. Siranii pointed at them, and said, 

I don’t know what to do if they get sick. I want a health center, a school, a good road, a land 
title. If I have an individual land title then if the company tries to take the land they can't take 
it, and I can leave it for my children, and then if they need money they can sell it. But I don't 
want individual land title, because I want land for my children and their children, and to keep 
our culture. So if we have the communal land, we can still have wood to build houses and 
land for agriculture. But we are waiting for the communal land title. The government doesn’t 
see us. 

Siranii’s ambivalence over the value of communal and individual land title is something I heard from 

others in her village, and in other areas of Ratanakiri, as people implored the government to ‘see’ 

them and recognize their communal land claims.  
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IV: Abandonment  

What Puu Tanak, Srey Sophorn, and Siranii share with many others I interviewed is a sense of 

injustice, a feeling that the government has ‘abandoned’ them. When I asked people what made them 

most insecure, people across Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri talked about poverty, land grabbing, 

floods and droughts, and, in Ratanakiri, people spoke about the lack of access to health care, 

education and food insecurity (Figure 9).21   

 

Figure 9 Sources of livelihood insecurity in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri. 

These myriad insecurities feed into each other and multiply over time. One woman in Kampong 

Chhnang explained her livelihood problems: 

My family used to do logging but we have stopped now. The authorities fine us if we get logs. 
The people from outside have taken the land, there are fences everywhere now. There is no 

                                                

21 Note that the percentages of respondents in Ratanakiri is much higher than in Kampong Chhnang, because the 
survey team allowed people to give multiple answers, while in Kampong Chhnang people only gave one answer.  
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space for the cattle. They suppress us. Everything we try to do, they stop us. People here just 
want to die. The rich people [nayk thom] can go into the forest but we can’t go anywhere (KC 
201). 

The anger and desperation this woman expresses (‘people just want to die’) emerges from the threat 

of having one’s land and access to forest livelihoods taken away, as well as from the visible 

inequalities in wealth within the village. While some people’s fortunes fall, others manage to hang 

onto the threads of economic growth through their political connections, economic nous, wealthy 

relatives, or luck. My survey statistics reveal this inequality. Most people had very little formal 

education (60 percent of people in Kampong Chhnang had four years or less of schooling, and two-

thirds of women in Ratanakiri had no formal schooling at all). Levels of food insecurity also varied, 

with more than a quarter of respondents in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri reporting no problems 

with food insecurity, but 20 percent of people facing food shortages for more than half the year. 

Women reported a higher level of food insecurity than men, and deserted22 women (that is, women 

whose husbands had left them without a formal divorce) had the highest level of food insecurity 

(Figure 11).  

                                                

22 25% of survey respondents were married, 7% were single, and 18% separated/divorced or widowed. The 
proportion of women widows was much higher than men (15% as opposed to 5%), which mirrors national statistics.  
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Figure 10 Food insecurity in Kampong Chhnang (by gender and marital status) 

 

People who are food insecure are also most likely to be landless or have small landholdings, 

and to depend on common land for food and livelihoods. But people’s access to forests, water, and 

grazing land has decreased as common land is enclosed and urban investors snap up road-side land 

plots and clear forests. For people who cannot access this new economy, what they see is a 

government that has abandoned them, and a community that is ever-more unequal and unsupportive. 

V: Methodology 

Knowledge is never created in isolation. This dissertation was co-produced with the histories and 

stories of research participants, and the research assistants who aided me in the field. Although I 

speak Khmer and undertook interviews myself, I worked with both male and female Khmer research 

assistants in Kampong Chhnang, and an indigenous research assistant in Ratanakiri province. I first 
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hired a 22-year-old male Phnom Penh university student named Sokun to work as my research 

assistant. Sokun grew up in rural Kampong Cham and had an easy rapport with our research 

participants, but he became uncomfortable working in an area of land conflict, and he decided to go 

back to the city after six months. I then hired a local woman (27 years old) and a man (23 years old) 

from Kampong Chhnang, who helped me broker interviews and were excellent guides in language 

and cultural nuance. We recorded interviews when people agreed to this, and in the evenings we 

listened to the recordings together, and I transcribed and translated them as we discussed our 

experiences. These discussions became central to my understanding of the field. 

After an initial three-month scoping study in 2012, I conducted my research in three 

continuous phases from December 2013–April 2015. Order 01 land surveys were carried out between 

June 2012 and June 2013, so most people had completed one rice growing season by the time I began 

my study. The land reform was therefore both recent enough that people still have strong memories 

of the allocation; and the one-year gap provided me with the opportunity to assess the outcomes of 

the policy thus far.  

During the first six months of research, I conducted ethnographic observation of labor 

practices and everyday socio-political life within and outside the home. I helped transplant rice, feed 

and wash buffalo, and maintain vegetable gardens. I attended monthly village meetings (convened by 

the village chief in each village in Phnom Mie Commune), village and temple festivals, community 

network meetings, and Community Forest patrols. I accompanied a volunteer land surveyor for a 

week in Kampong Chhnang, and attended land title displays and distribution ceremonies. I also spent 

much of my time ‘hanging out’ talking with people at their homes, fields and coffee shops. As I 

settled into my field sites, I also conducted interviews with local authorities across all districts in 
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Kampong Chhnang and several districts in Ratanakiri. I interviewed smallholders and land claimants, 

unofficial community leaders, NGO officers, government officials at all levels, land brokers, 

microfinance loan officers, plantation laborers, and village elders and youth. In Ratanakiri, given time 

constraints and difficulties accessing villages with land conflicts, I undertook more limited interviews 

with NGO officers and indigenous activists, government officials, land surveyors, farmers and land 

claimants. During interviews, I employed Tania Li’s notion of ‘sideways approaches’ (Li 2011): 

Rather than asking directly about people’s perceptions of local authorities and their roles in shaping 

resource access, I came to this through broader questions about people’s relationships to land and 

their experiences of land allocation in the land reform.  

Over the second six months of fieldwork, I continued my observations in Kampong Chhnang, 

and also developed a household survey that complemented my ethnographic work by allowing me to 

‘zoom out’ to understand the diverse ways in which people experienced the land reform. Categories 

of analysis were not pre-determined but shaped through ongoing dialogue with research participants 

as I developed questions from my interactions in my field sites (Resurreccion 2008; Tsikata and 

Golah 2010). I conducted the survey with a team of two professors from Pannyasastra University in 

Phnom Penh and eight enumerators (six university students and my two research assistants). In 

Kampong Chhnang, I randomly selected around 25 households to survey per village, across 4 

randomly selected villages in each of my two commune communes, for a total of 198 households.23 

                                                

23 I used cluster sampling within each village. Prior to the survey enumeration, the team constructed maps of 
each village by mapping visible dwellings and consulting with community members. I identified the main village ‘zones‘ 
and sampled within each of these zones. Sampling within these zones was randomized by selecting a random household 
to begin sampling and then sampling at every 3rd house from the initial house selected. If no adults over 18 were present, 
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In Ratanakiri, I similarly randomly selected four villages within each of my two study communes. 

However, my team decided not to continue the survey in two villages due to concerns for the 

participants' safety, and the reliability of the data (described in section on limitations below). Due 

both to the change in fieldwork schedule in Ratanakiri, and people's preference for group interviews, 

I completed only 72 surveys in Ratanakiri.  

I carried out an initial analysis of the survey in the field, and used this to generate further 

questions to follow up through interviews and observation over the final six months of fieldwork. I 

continued observing and taking part in community events and I went back and forth to Phnom Penh 

to interview development agency and NGO staff and government officials. I then spent the final 

month of my research holding a series of roundtable discussions and research presentations in order 

to produce and deliver feedback to research participants and policy makers.  

When I returned to Ithaca in May 2015, I coded all interview transcripts, field notes and other 

documents (such as news stories and NGO reports) using Atlas.TI, and I analyzed the survey data 

using Stata. The dissertation came together through an ongoing process of writing-in meanings to 

experiences (rather than simply a ‘writing-up’ of results) (Berg and Mansvelt, 2000:255). 

Research limitations 

Because I based myself in rural villages, I interacted most with household members who live and 

work locally, including women (particularly those with young children), older people, and people 

                                                                                                                                                              

the enumerator proceeded to the neighboring house, then counted three houses from the interviewed house to continue the 
survey.  
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who have retained their land. In particular, my data does not capture two significant groups of people: 

people who consider themselves rural villagers but are not present in the village because they 

migrated for labor opportunities or left the village permanently; and the growing numbers of absentee 

urban landowners.  

I tried to include migrant workers by interviewing people when they were home for New Year 

celebrations. I also talked with people on minivan taxis in and out of the villages, in provincial 

market towns and in Phnom Penh. Absentee landowners were much more difficult to interview, 

however, and I believe the exclusion of this group from almost all research I have seen on land 

relations in rural Cambodia limits the ability for researchers to understand the changing composition 

of rural communities. The majority of Cambodian research reports on land are based on quantitative 

household surveys in which samples are generated by two methods: household lists provided by 

village authorities (a dubious method given that many local authorities are themselves involved in 

land grabbing and may choose to exclude ‘troublesome’ villages), or walking around the village and 

selecting a specified number of households from different parts of the village (I chose this latter 

method, making sure first to map the entire village out so I had a cluster sample from different areas). 

However, both methods miss people who own land but do not live in the village. I attempted to 

account for this through my qualitative research in two ways: first, I conducted interviews with land 

brokers who work with urban buyers and I talked with local people employed to oversee land plots 

for absentee owners; second, I conducted interviews with an absentee landowner in Phnom Penh. 

A third group of voices largely absent from my study are concession company management. I 

tried repeatedly to interview Pheapimex management, but my requests for interviews were turned 

down, and company staff became upset that I was spending too much time around the concession 
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area. Instead, I gained a sense of concession operations by talking with current and former laborers, 

looking over documents from the concession company and the government, and visiting the 

concession barracks to take food to Puu Tanaks’ sons who were working there.   

Finally, the biggest challenge I faced in Ratanakiri was intimidation from local officials and 

police. I abandoned two field sites in Ratanakiri, as I felt that people participating in the survey were 

at risk of intimidation. Although this limited the quantitative data collected, it also allowed for 

powerful reflections about state surveillance and the difficulties people face when mobilizing 

collectively in these areas. The following story from my field diary after I aborted a field site in 

Ratanakiri illustrates the ways in which state officials wield power through their threats. 

I drove into the village with my team of eight researchers in the early morning and parked our 
motorbikes near the community hall. I recognized some people from our previous visit 
readying their baskets for harvest and preparing breakfast over small fires. But the village 
chief—whom I had called the evening before and who knew about my research permission 
from higher-level authorities—was nowhere to be seen. Everything seemed strangely quiet. 
We spread out around the village and began conducting our survey interviews. Just ten 
minutes later, two men drove into the village on a motorbike and pulled up in front of each 
house in turn, shouting to villagers: ‘If you talk with them, we will tell the village chief!’. 
People looked at us fearfully and gave hurried apologies as they retreated inside their houses. 
I called off the survey in that field site.  

On our way to a second site we were intercepted by the District Police Chief. He asked us to 
accompany him for a brief chat in his office. There, he told us he was happy for us to conduct 
research, but he couldn’t ‘guarantee our safety’. He then marked areas on a map where he 
could provide protection; all areas where there was no land concessions. He stood up from his 
desk and stabbed his pen at the village we had hoped to visit. ‘That area’, he said, standing 
over me and speaking in a low, slow voice, ‘that area is very dangerous. I don’t know what 
could happen to you if you go there’. I felt suddenly nauseous and retreated back outside the 
police station with my colleague (a researcher from the city) and our two local guides 
(indigenous men from a nearby village).  

We wandered over to a small coffee shop across the road, and began arguing over whether we 
should have paid off the District Police Chief. ‘We should go back’, said one of our local 
guides, looking nervously over his shoulder at the police station. ‘We should go back, give 
him some money’. ‘But we can't go back in now’, said the other guide. ‘That would look 
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strange’. My colleague stood up and declared that he was tired of talking, he would just walk 
over and give the Police Chief twenty dollars. He walked confidently halfway across the road, 
then turned around and came back to the table. ‘What if it's not the right amount?’, he said 
quietly, sitting back down next to me. ‘That might look worse than not giving any’. We all sat 
in silence for a few moments. I felt unsure what to do. I was nervous about going back in but 
annoyed that the research permission letters I had secured from the province meant nothing. 
Then my colleague pointed, ‘Look, there he goes’. We all watched as the District Police 
Chief's Black Lexus accelerated out of the police station and disappeared up the dirt road. We 
sat back and the atmosphere seemed to relax suddenly, as we watched a possible opportunity 
drive away, and possible danger averted. 

This story illustrates the uncertainty and fear that shaped my fieldwork, particularly in Ratanakiri, 

where land conflicts are more numerous and violent. While other post-socialist states in the region 

have formalized procedures for research permission (Turner 2013), in Cambodia there is no clearly 

outlined procedure for non-citizens to conduct research. Government approval for research is not 

legally required, but I negotiated permissions and letters from various state institutions including the 

provincial governor. On the ground, this flexibility means that field access must be continually 

negotiated, with the implication that power is personalized in the hands of local chiefs/police. This 

generates constant insecurity over what the terms of access are. My survey team were not banned 

from conducting research in Ratanakiri. We could have negotiated with the District Police Chief, but 

exactly what line we were transgressing (or could transgress) was not clear to any of us. My 

experiences therefore showed me (in a visceral, embodied way) how the production of fear and 

uncertainty works to build state power and discipline people.  

Reflections on my positionality 

In contrast to my previous experiences living in Cambodia as a non-partnered white woman working 

for NGOs and conducting research, I came back in 2012 with my husband and our two children (a six 

month old and a three-year-old when I began fieldwork). I balanced fieldwork and care work 
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throughout the research process, something that was an extension of my work at home, but also came 

with new benefits and stresses (Drozdzewski and Robinson 2015). Motherhood can be a key marker 

of mutual identification between women researchers and participants, and I found that having my 

children with me did help people to ‘size me up’ as someone more familiar and therefore trustworthy 

(Warren, 2001).  

My membership in these communities as a mother was partial, though; I was still an outsider 

and my whiteness and relative wealth shaped the way people understood my presence. I was 

obviously privileged—as a mother who did not ‘need’ to do paid work and could be a full-time 

student. My husband also faced challenges in Cambodia that affected my experiences in the field. He 

did not speak the language and he found stay-at-home parenting in a different country much more 

challenging than he anticipated. He had been the primary caregiver when we had one child, and 

fathering at home in the US was itself isolating and by no means the norm. But now, with two kids, 

and in a culture where it was unusual for men to be the primary caregiver, he struggled. For me, the 

guilt and shame I felt as a working mother in the US magnified as I knew that my partner had made 

sacrifices to move to Cambodia with me, and this knowledge placed greater pressure on my 

expectations for fieldwork and on our relationship. I was not as ‘embedded’ in village life as I had 

been in the past because I did not want to spend time away from my family; I passed up opportunities 

to attend meetings with activists in different provinces, and I did not stay out late at social meetings. 

I also found that I became more gendered to the men I interacted with when they knew I had 

children. Previously, my anomalous status as a childless, non-partnered, white woman made me 

strange enough to pass in situations where people gendered as women would not ‘fit’, such as the 

village coffee shop in the evening when men gathered to drink local liquor, or the remote forest that 
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was considered ‘too dangerous’ for women. As a woman with children, though, I felt disapproved of 

when I entered these male spaces and usually stayed away from them (even if my children weren’t 

with me), which meant being excluded from the spheres where much informal village politics took 

place. At the same time, though, my children helped ease me into new spaces and new relationships 

(DeWalt and DeWalt 2011; Drozdzewski and Robinson 2015; Scheyvens, Scheyvens, and Nowak 

2014). As my children played with kids at the playground, as I waited to pick them up from school, 

or as we all sat under the shade of Srey Sophorn’s house while the provincial pediatric nurse 

conducted wellness checks, I found myself in gendered sites of socio-political power that I had not 

appreciated before becoming a mother. These were feminine spaces of good humored laughter, news 

about what was happening in the village, gossip about land sales, complaints about corrupt 

government officials, and ideas for how to solve village issues.  

As a woman, I could also claim a feminine naivety and non-threatening disposition that 

opened access to potentially conflictual spaces. When officials asked what I was doing, I frequently 

made reference to my interest in ‘land and gender relations’. ‘Oh, gendaa!’, people would say, using 

the English word ‘gender’ rendered into Khmer pronunciation (even if the person did not speak 

English). This topic was non-threatening to the officials and elites I spoke with because ‘gendaa’ was 

a word made familiar through NGO domestic violence programs, and was assumed relevant only 

within the intimate domain of husband/wife relationships. It had little meaning to the village elite 

who were concerned about my interest in public affairs and how my presence might jeopardize their 

land control. This approach did not always work, however. On one occasion, a village chief 

responded to my request to conduct an interview, ‘there is no gendaa here’, meaning (I assume) that 
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he felt the domestic violence rate was low and therefore there would be no point conducting gender 

research.  

Research ethics in violent spaces 

Research by privileged foreign researchers in the global south and in poorer communities is beset 

with ethical quandaries. Post-conflict settings demand added questions about the researcher’s 

responsibility and potential violence to those s/he works with. Fieldwork can be intrusive; demanding 

of people’s time and perhaps exposing people to unnecessary risk. In Cambodia, universities and 

research institutions complain that most international researchers leave the country without even 

giving a copy of their theses or making a presentation (Pou et al., 2016). 

In this context, I came to my fieldwork committed to a post-colonial feminist scholarship that 

privileges awareness of positionality, self-reflexivity and reciprocity in my research practice, and 

places importance on emancipatory epistemologies and methodologies in order to facilitate social 

transformation (see Tuhiwai-Smith (1999)). My desire for reciprocity in research practice was 

complicated though, as I was keenly aware that I did not have the political clout required to make a 

large intervention in land conflict, and I was not an NGO worker who could deliver ‘gifts’ to the 

community. Moreover, my first concern was for the safety of my research participants. I sought to 

show that I was an academic researcher not aligned with any particular group, as I hoped that my 

academic status would allow me to maintain long-term access to field sites and people (including 

those perpetrating land violence), and to ensure the safety of myself and my interlocutors. However, 

although I repeatedly stated I was a researcher, people often assumed I was affiliated with a 

livelihoods NGO or an activist land rights NGO. This is not surprising; Cambodia has the second 
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highest number of NGOs per capita in the world, and since the early 1990s, rural people have become 

used to the resources and assistance that foreign NGO workers might signal for their village. At 

times, I felt a tension between a desire people articulated for me to ‘witness’ and help with their land 

struggles, and a sense that I should abandon the fieldwork in case I put people at risk. Withdrawing 

from the field may seem the most ethical response to a violent field site with an ethics of ‘do no 

harm’ to guide the researcher, but if we are committed to an ethics of reciprocity and social justice, 

the yardstick of risk is much murkier. Where does a responsibility to do no harm become a 

paternalistic position that denies any agency on behalf of research interlocutors to engage on their 

own terms?  

I don’t feel I have the answer to this quandary. But I settled on an ethical position guided by 

three principles. First, to place myself in a position where I could move in and out of my different 

fieldwork sites and methodologies if I sensed I was putting research participants in danger. Second, to 

be honest with rural people that while I had provincial permission to conduct research, I was likely 

being watched by the local authorities/elites. (I found, however, that people often considered me the 

vulnerable one in the interaction, as they were used to threat and intimidation.) Third, I aimed for an 

ethics of reciprocity and social justice. I stressed my academic affiliation and stayed away from 

political events when I felt that my presence might endanger me or other participants. Instead, I tried 

to find other ways to help. For example, I attended meetings with the community activist network and 

volunteered to help write grant applications for Green Cambodia (the NGO that supports the 

community network). I also included an ‘action research’ component to my project. This followed 

from my first round of qualitative research, during which people complained about their inability to 

talk with local provincial authorities directly, and women in particular said they were unsure of their 
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rights or who could help them with land disputes. I worked with a Cambodian research institute, an 

NGO in Kampong Chhnang, and three land rights NGOs in Ratanakiri to design a series of land 

rights training sessions for women in my Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri field sites. These two 

day workshops each brought twenty women from several different communities together to share 

stories, learn and network with each other. I followed up with the women in the Kampong Chhnang 

session six months after the training, and found that eight women had joined the community network 

and became involved with ongoing land rights advocacy. 

At the end of my field research, I also worked with a Phnom Penh research institute to hold 

roundtable discussions in Kampong Chhnang, Ratanakiri and Phnom Penh. These two-hour 

discussions brought together representatives from the Ministry of Land, civil society groups including 

land rights NGOs, community members affected by land disputes, local authorities from the study 

areas, and scholars. These meetings sparked discussion among participants, although in truth I don’t 

know whether the discussion enabled any shifts in people’s understandings of land conflict. For the 

most part, the roundtables reproduced the same problems I saw in other Cambodian meetings—social 

hierarchies limiting whose ideas are heard, fear of state repercussion, fundamentally different ideas 

about what land is and what ownership means that make any conversation difficult. The benefits I did 

see largely occurred outside the structure of the meeting. For example, at the conclusion of the 

Kampong Chhnang roundtable, we served big pots of sour lemon soup and rice for lunch outside on 

benches in the shade. Three activists from the community network saw a government official from 

the Department of Water Management sitting down with a Commune Chief to eat lunch, and the 

activists went over to sit with these officials. The community network had been struggling to find out 

anything about a secretive irrigation development project at the edge of the cassava plantation that 
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threatened to submerge local people’s rice fields. The activists had visited the Department of Water 

Management and other provincial offices several times, but government officials always claimed they 

knew nothing and refused to meet. But over lunch, away from government offices, the Water 

Management official talked more freely, giving the activists and local chiefs information about 

project plans and projected compensation amounts for affected landholders. The activists then 

returned to their villages and shared the information with other villagers. This unexpected encounter 

between the official and the community activists did not challenge established power structures in a 

radical way. But it is important as a moment that reveals the fragility of hegemonic power. 

Affect and emotional evidence  

About six months after I began fieldwork, a Dutch NGO worker and her two-year-old daughter were 

brutally murdered in Phnom Penh. I didn’t know her well, but we had recently spent time together on 

holiday, where our youngest children played together in the pool. The news affected me deeply.  

A two-year-old murdered. A screwdriver stabbed in her head. Her daughter with her head so 

badly beaten and left to die on the floor, that nothing could be done. Over a bicycle, so the police 

said. A homeless man from a nearby temple stole her bicycle and she tried to stop him. That was the 

official story. It just didn't add up. The rumors flew amongst the foreign NGO workers in Phnom 

Penh. It was a cover up. It was someone higher. It was because she was a foreigner. It was because 

she worked on land issues as part of the UN Habitat urban settlements program.  

Her daughter, stabbed to death with a screwdriver...  
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To even write this is somehow so sickening, so painful. And it wasn't just the initial crime, it 

was the way the police mangled it. They wouldn't let the housekeeper take the girl to hospital. Hours 

passed... the girl was finally airlifted to Bangkok but it was too late.  

This experience changed the way I encountered ‘the field’. For the first time, I felt constant 

fear in the everyday—stepping onto the street, a knock on the door, driving home too late in the 

evening—and I felt the way that this fear seeped into my relationships with my husband, children and 

friends. I became much more defensive about having my kids with me, and felt the shame of being a 

mother who knowingly put her children in danger. I had tense discussions late in the night with my 

husband about whether we should stay or leave. Because of course, I was there by choice—a very 

different position to my research participants who found themselves living in spaces of conflict 

through no choice of their own.  

We didn’t leave. We slowly found a new normal. After some time in the city, we went back to 

Kampong Chhnang and back to our house, our neighbors, the coffee shop down the road, the familiar 

strangers we passed on the way to school. Everything was the same, and things were different. I 

became more attentive to potential threats and to my own and other people’s fear. The local coffee 

shop seemed more divided between the military men who sat in the corner and the other men and 

women who quietly drank their coffee and talked in soft voices. When I looked at the man who lived 

across the road, I no longer saw a kindly grandfather; instead, I saw the ex-district chief who had 

been a Military commander in the war and spoke fluent French and English. Why does he never speak 

to me in English? Why does he always ask my husband where I am? Soon after I returned to 

Kampong Chhnang, one of the village activists in Srai Saat disappeared. A mutual friend said he fled 

to another province because the village chief threatened him. Then an opposition party supporter had 
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a motorbike accident and was taken to hospital. Rumors abounded. He was run off the road… He was 

too outspoken… And did you hear about the activist who fled town… Did you hear about the fight 

outside the café… Things are fine here, but…  

None of these rumors were new. But I experienced them in a bodily way, I felt myself shiver, 

I couldn’t sleep at night. My research assistant, Sokun, got jumpy too. ‘Let’s go’, he’d say in the 

middle of an interview, ‘It’s getting late’, although the sun still hung in the sky. He quit soon after 

that. He said he needed to go back to the city, he didn’t like living in the countryside. I continued 

without him, happy in a way that I wasn’t responsible for his being with me, and a few weeks later I 

hired two local people from Kampong Chhnang to work with me. My kids and husband stayed in 

Kampong Chhnang town, and I stayed for a few nights each week in my field sites. I started to record 

my senses much more; my jumpiness, the glances, turned backs, raised voices, whispers out of range 

that I encountered during my daily life in the villages. I gained a deeper sense of what ‘in situ 

dispossession’ feels like on an affective level.  

My experiences conducting fieldwork in Ratanakiri also forced me to reflect on the fear I 

sensed in the field. I realized that one of the biggest challenges I faced in this environment was 

making sense of the way fear shaped people’s daily life and relationships with land and communities, 

and with me. I found myself moving toward a methodology that recognizes how for those who live in 

situations of uncertainty and fear, the ‘threat of violence can be as powerful as the lived experience’ 

(Hume 2007). Attention to affect—in both our interlocutors and ourselves—are important pathways 

to knowledge in violent settings (Macek 2014:2). This methodological insight emerges from the 

recognition that emotions matter in struggles over land; they influence resource access, use and 

control, and they shape people’s everyday lives and relations with each other and with the state. 
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Throughout the dissertation, I pull on two aspects of the rich literature on emotions in order to 

guide my own work. First, an understanding of emotions as formed through encounter—collective 

experiences that are shaped by social expectations as much as individual personalities. In this view, 

emotions are relational and fluid, not in individualized human subjectivities but rather produced 

between peoples and places (Davidson and Bondi, 2004; Smith et al., 2009; Ahmed 2009; Hennessy 

2013). Second, and emerging from this view of emotions as formed through encounter, I recognize 

the complexity of emotional worlds. Emotions can be used and manipulated for political ends by 

states, corporate elite and social movements, and translated into national sentimentalism that defines 

the ‘us’ from the feared ‘them’ (Smith et al. 2009). But emotions are also a site of struggle that bring 

people, places, and things together, and are an important part of producing development alternatives. 

Throughout this dissertation, I aim to bring an awareness of emotion, particularly the way that fear is 

formed through collective memory of violence and current intimidation from politico-business elite, 

and how this fear shapes—but never fully determines—social struggle.  

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

DONOR/STATE PARTNERSHIP 

I: The Roundtable ‘dialogue’  

In June 2016, the German government agency GIZ became the last Western donor to terminate its 

land rights program with the Cambodian Ministry of Land, after what one GIZ employee described to 
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me as the program’s ‘abject failure’ (GIZ officer, 25.6.16).24 But GIZ’s fifteen-year partnership with 

the ministry was not necessarily a failure at all. While the program failed to protect marginalized 

people’s land rights and did not institute a sustainable cadastral registry, the promotion of neoliberal 

property reform has succeeded on a discursive level in establishing land title as the only legitimate 

source of land tenure security in Cambodian public discourse. This assumed relationship between 

land title and land tenure security is not borne out empirically. But it often goes unquestioned by 

Cambodian state agencies, donors, civil society organizations, and researchers. I begin this chapter 

with a story that illustrates how the idea that land title equals land tenure security is produced in 

public discourse and the ways this shapes political agendas.  

I recall the first roundtable discussion I held during my PhD fieldwork in 2014. In 

collaboration with a Cambodian research institute, I invited fifteen people from government, NGOs 

and communities dealing with land conflict to engage in dialogue and to help set the research agenda. 

I prepared four questions to guide discussion, including a question that asked people to consider what 

kind of institutions besides formal land title might provide land tenure security.  

The meeting started late. I paced nervously as people took their time finding seats at a large 

board table. Two Ministry of Land officials sat at one end, NGO and donor agency representatives, 

community land activists and local officials spread around the table, and I sat at the other end. After a 

short presentation, I opened the floor to discuss people’s experiences of land conflict. Two women 

                                                

24 The World Bank pulled out in 2009 following a land titling scandal at Phnom Penh’s Boeung Kak Lake 
(World Bank 2009), Finland pulled out in 2009 citing concern over the lack of collaboration among donors (Fforde and 
Seidel 2010), and Canada pulled out in May 2013, citing concern with the slow implementation of Communal Land Titles 
(Zsombor 2013).  
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wearing red headbands and T shirts proclaiming ‘Boeung Kak 12’ to signify their solidarity with a 

group of twelve imprisoned land activists spoke passionately about their struggles against eviction. 

The NGO officers, local government officials, and a representative from GIZ spoke next, detailing 

their various initiatives to protect people’s land rights. I struggled to spark conversation, but he 

‘dialogue’ was really a series of monologues with little interaction between speakers. I glanced at the 

time. An hour had passed and the Ministry of Land representatives had not uttered a word. I was not 

even sure if they were listening; they both had their phones out on the table and they seemed busy 

texting. Finally, after everyone had spoken, the senior ministry official put down his phone and sat 

forward in his chair. ‘Now we would like to speak’, he began; 

The problem with this meeting is that the research is not good. What does this even mean, this 
question about sources of tenure security beyond land title? That completely overlooks the 
work of the ministry for many years. The ministry has provided 3.8 million land titles. When 
people have land titles, they are secure. With the Prime Minister’s Land Titling Program, we 
have issued more than 500,000 land titles this year, and we have cut out one million hectares 
from state land to give to people. We need to do seven million land titles. We will do that. 
And that will solve all land conflict. The NGOs and the researchers who say there are 
problems make it hard for us to protect people. (Ministry of Land Senior Official, 21.7.14) 

When the official finished speaking, everyone at the table sat looking at me, waiting to see what I 

would do. I asked if anyone had comments, but no one spoke. The GIZ representative eventually 

raised his hand. ‘You have to remember where the country has come from’, he said. ‘Land title gives 

people a chance to stand up in land conflicts and to invest in their land’. Then the GIZ representative 

gave his apologies; he had another meeting. Time was up. I thanked everyone. I felt miserable. I had 

failed to muster any response to the ministry representative. His narrative felt vaguely threatening—it 

suggested that researchers and NGOs investigating land rights were working against poor people 

because they were calling into question state actions. In a context where the government could shut 
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down researchers and civil society organizations for speaking out against policy, questioning the 

official would have positioned myself as anti-government and anti-development.  

As people filed out, I introduced myself to the Ministry of Land official and asked him about 

his work at the ministry. He said he had been at the Ministry since the 1990s, even before the donors 

became involved with land administration. ‘Look’, he said to me. ‘The problem with the title is this’. 

He dug a piece of paper from his pocket and started sketching a timeline from the 1990s to now. 

‘This is when we introduced the land titling registry’, he said, stabbing his pen at a point in the early 

2000s:  

But everything else, it hasn’t kept up. Most people don’t get marriage certificates, birth 
certificate, ID cards. And the courts aren’t functioning, other things aren’t functioning, so you 
have this idea of private property title, but nothing around to back it up, nothing to actually 
ensure that rural livelihoods are secure in other ways (Ministry of Land Senior Official, 
21.7.14).  

I was struck by the difference in the official’s narratives: in the meeting, he asserted that the land title 

would solve all conflict; in his conversation with me, he conceded that there was ‘nothing to back 

[the idea of land title] up’ because other forms of bureaucracy had not kept up with the land titling 

program. This encounter showed me how performative state practices are crucial to re-producing 

authority, as they seek to produce the idea of the state and define the realm of the political (Lund 

2016; Mathews 2011). In Cambodia’s political economy, this performance is underpinned by 

threatening consequences if others present question the claims of those in power. The official himself 

doubted the government’s achievements, and the public performance required others’ silence (and in 

this case, the reassurance from the donor official at the meeting) to conceal doubt. The ‘fact’ that land 

title provides land tenure security is therefore produced through a fragile process of negotiations 

between officials and their audiences.  
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II: Geographies of evasion and the production of non-knowledge in the land sector 

In my encounter with state officials at the roundtable discussion, official knowledge relied on the 

production of ‘non-knowledge’ about the problems with the land reform: The official’s deployment 

of statistics served to oversimplify questions of tenure security; his implicit threats silenced 

alternative discourses and left some questions unasked. Analyzing donor and state land titling 

discourse through this analytical lens reveals how the production of non-knowledge is central to the 

production of Cambodian state rule, and to the legitimacy of donor programs in the land sector. This 

perspective on the Cambodian state follows from my argument that the production of uncertainty is 

central to the ruling party’s grip on power. Here I look to the deliberate production of uncertainty as 

one form of non-knowledge that is fundamental to state power in Cambodia, and to donor agencies’ 

partnerships with the Cambodian state. 

The establishment of formal property rights potentially threatens the Cambodian state elite’s 

personal control over land and natural resources, but for many years the Cambodian government 

established a separation of these spaces: prior to the leopard skin reform, the geography of the land 

titling program was almost entirely separate from the geography of ELCs (Figure 11).  
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Figure 11 Titling areas versus economic land concessions. The diagonally hatched polygons are communes 
where LMAP operated (extracted from World Bank data) and the unshaded polygons are ELCs. (From Dwyer, 
2013) 

In this map, Mike Dwyer (2013) shows that prior to Order 01, land titling areas (in the hatched 

polygons on the map) were concentrated in the lowland rice-paddy regions in which ownership is 

relatively uncontroversial, while ELCs (the unshaded polygons) are concentrated in the upland 

ecologies of forest, cropland and shrub/grazing land where powerful politico-business-military 

networks exclude poor land claimants. It makes sense that the Cambodian government would support 

a land titling program that could generate political legitimacy with voters in settled rural areas and 

secure funding from international development agencies, while ensuring that this campaign did not 

place constraints on state discretionary power in the uplands. Robin Biddulph (2011, 2014b) expands 

on Dwyer’s geography of uneven land titling to argue that this ‘geography of evasion’ occurs when 
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development programs pushed by western donors do not match the goals of aid recipient 

governments. Robin Biddulph uses Cambodia’s land titling program to develop a broader theoretical 

hypothesis that he terms a ‘geography of evasion’: ‘If the development industry attempts to extend 

rights which host nation governments are not prepared to enforce, the result will not be a rejection of 

the industry’s programmes. Rather, they will be welcomed, but channeled to places where those 

rights do not make a difference’ (Biddulph 2014b:11). Biddulph’s thesis is useful because it goes 

beyond a characterization of Cambodian politics as either a neo-patrimonial state in which power 

operates on a completely separate sphere from donor interventions, or as a weak, dependent client-

state in which leaders bow to donor demands. The ‘evasion’ thesis recognizes state actors’ 

conditional agency to manipulate donor interventions.  

But the implementation of Order 01 challenges Biddulph’s ‘evasion’ thesis; the land reform 

explicitly took land titling to places where it did have the potential to make a difference. However, a 

focus on geographies of land titling alone (that look at where land title is distributed/not distributed) 

is insufficient unless paired with an appreciation for how land and land title takes on meanings 

through discursive and material encounters. My analysis of Order 01’s implementation shows that it 

did not produce a legible land registry; rather, the land reform produced legibility for some and 

illegibility for others, furthering the uncertainty that is central to Hun Sen’s grip on power. Evasion is 

just one strategy of non-knowledge production—along with the production of secrecy, uncertainty 

and competing norms and procedures—that reproduces Hun Sen’s authority.  

Furthermore, following Biddulph’s intervention, what I find curious is how and why the 

(supposedly more powerful) donor agencies put up with state manipulation. The rich theory from 

critical development scholars is helpful here (Ferguson 1994; Li 2007; Mosse 2005). Tania Li (2007) 
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argues that development ‘experts’ try to solve complex political problems with technical solutions 

that can be carried out by outside experts, while ignoring questions of power and control. Then, when 

the technical projects fail, donor agencies design more technical projects to justify their presence. I 

argue that development practitioners justified their continued interventions in the land sector by 

producing non-knowledge about the failures of the program. Donors covered up information on 

program outcomes, and instead directed attention toward over-simplified statistics on program 

outputs that presented the program in a positive light.  

I argue, then, that there is a parallel between the non-knowledge produced by Cambodian 

state actors (of which development agencies are highly critical), and the non-knowledge produced by 

the donors themselves (which are seen to be necessary in order to maintain ‘partnership’ with the 

state). In light of this argument, I suggest amending Biddulph’s ‘evasion’ thesis as follows: 

If the development industry attempts to extend rights which host nation governments are not 
prepared to enforce, the result will not be a rejection of the industry’s programmes. Rather 
they will be welcomed, but channelled to places where those rights do not make a difference 
or they will be used to enhance the position of national elite and to contribute to state 
elites’ political goals. This ‘geography of evasion’ will be concealed by policy façades which 
measure success according to outputs and do not acknowledge the process of spatial 
marginalization. The production of non-knowledge on the part of donors as well as the 
state maintains the partnership between them.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I trace the evolution of the relationship between the German donor 

agency’s land rights program25 and the Cambodian government, with the aim to deconstruct the 

‘unquestionable truth’ that ‘land property does not exist without a formal title’ (Latorre 2015:1556). I 

                                                

25 The German aid agency was restructured in 2011 and changed names from GTZ to GIZ, but for simplicity, I 
refer to the agency as GIZ throughout the discussion. Similarly, the land rights program has had several phases (LMAP, 
LASSP, LASSP-2, LRP), but for simplicity I refer to it as the land rights program and I specify the name when I deem it 
important for discussion.  
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show how the property regime has emerged from contestations between donors, government 

agencies, and land claimants, and how the very idea of what land title is has shifted over time and 

space in response to political shifts in both Germany and Cambodia.  

I draw primarily on my interviews with seven GIZ staff/consultants (including five foreign 

staff and two Cambodian nationals) and four Land Ministry officials to make my argument, along 

with analysis of internal GIZ reports and secondary literature on the land program from academics, 

government and NGO reports and popular media. Note that I focus here on GIZ rather than the World 

Bank (who were the biggest donor to the land program in its early years) or other donor agencies. 

This is in part because the story of the World Bank’s activities in the land sector are already well 

recounted (Biddulph, 2014b; Kent, 2014), and GIZ is of particular interest because it is the longest 

serving donor agency in the land sector and GIZ’s priorities have shaped the development of the land 

titling program. I also focus on GIZ because my interest lies as much in why GIZ (as the last Western 

donor in the land rights program) did not pull out when others did.   

In the following section, I trace the evolving relationship between GIZ and the Cambodian 

ministry of land. Section IV problematizes the GIZ focus on continued engagement with the 

Cambodian government. I then outline the production of non-knowledge on the part of both 

Cambodian state elite (Section V) and GIZ (Section VI).  

III: Donor/State Partnership in the Cambodian land sector 1995-2017 

Uneven geographies of land titling (1995-2009) 
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Land was a central concern from the early years of the Hun Sen regime. The Cambodian state moved 

toward a capitalist model of individual property reform in the lowlands in the 1980s, but it was not 

clear how customary and use rights would be enshrined in law and what the responsibilities of central 

and sub-national state agencies would be (Biddulph 2011). When the UN intervened in Cambodia’s 

conflict in the 1990s, donor agencies looked to make their mark on the land sector. Tensions between 

different donor agencies and the Cambodian Ministry of Land were evident from the start. The World 

Bank and GIZ sought a Land Law that championed a narrow approach to land security, focused on 

ownership rights, and acknowledged only limited customary rights (LMAP 2002). 26 Several donors 

put forward competing concepts, such as the Japanese who touted an approach to more locally-

responsive land titles (Trzcinski and Upham 2012). The Cambodian government also had different 

ideas about what broad-ranging agrarian reform might look like.27 However, the World Bank model 

prevailed, and the Land Law 2001 introduced an Australian-based land registration system (the 

Torrens system), which emphasizes simplicity in land titling by recognizing ownership exclusively 

on the basis of formal registration with a centralized cadastral agency (RGC 2001).  

The resurgence of interest in property reform as a way to achieve economic development and 

institutional stability through neoliberal economics literature shaped donor expectations for the 

national cadastral system (Deininger and Feder 1998; Fukuyama 2004; Lohr 2011; de Soto 2000). To 

achieve accurate and universal cadastral mapping, and thereby ‘reduce poverty, promote social 

                                                

26 The law does include a provision for people to gain land title if they can prove they have occupied the land for 
at least five years prior to the law passing. But, as Springer (2012) argues, in practice this provision excludes many people 
who cannot prove occupation.  

27 See, for example, Hun Manet (Hun Sen’s son) master’s thesis, that discusses the need for use rights and a 
broader agrarian reform program.  
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stability, and stimulate economic development,’ the World Bank created the Land Management 

Administration Project (LMAP) in 2002 with the support of GIZ (LMAP 2002). The Land Law also 

included Social Land Concessions (SLCs) to provide land for landless households, as well as 

Communal Land Title (CLT) for indigenous groups. These provisions provided the government with 

much needed international legitimacy after a violent coup in 1997 that disposed Hun Sen’s main 

rival. International movements for indigenous land rights were in ascendance, and the recognition of 

communal land rights in Cambodian law was a victory for indigenous communities as well as the 

NGOs and politicians that lobbied Hun Sen’s government in the lead-up to the law (Ironside, 

Patterson, and Thomas 2013). GIZ helped fund both SLCs and CLTs, and this complemented their 

centerpiece program—the development of a sustainable, national cadastral database. GIZ planning 

‘experts’ worked with teams in the newly established Ministry of Land28 and sub-national 

Department of Land units to implement the Land Law and develop provincial-level land use plans. 

GIZ also developed a Bachelors in Land Administration training program and supplied the 

technology to survey and register land in a process called Systematic Land Registration (SLR), where 

teams from the Ministry of Land surveyed all the eligible land in a village at one time. 

The Cambodian state did not reject the donors’ land administration project. However, state 

elite ensured that upland areas remained untitled and therefore more easily claimed as state land that 

could be leased out to concessionaires. The SLC and CLT programs were starved of funds, land and 

                                                

28 In 1998 a new ministry—the Ministry of Land Management, Urban Planning and Construction—was 
established and charged with the development of the new Land Law. 
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the political power needed to push them forward. The LMAP project was spurred on by World Bank 

studies that predicted massive potential for economic development through land titling, and project 

surveys that found people were satisfied with the titling process (Deutsch 2006; Deutsch and Makady 

2009). However, several internal GIZ studies during the project’s early years warned that the donor’s 

optimistic vision may be overstated. The project’s initial baseline study was somewhat schizophrenic; 

it went into great depth on the theoretical benefits expected from land titling, but it also warned that 

people may grab land, land markets may not change due to broader structural barriers (such as the 

high cost of health care), and broader governance and institutional reforms were needed (Ballard and 

So 2004). Despite plans to undertake a follow-up to the baseline study, this was never carried out 

(CDRI researcher, 30.5.14). 

A string of critical reports in the mid-2000s consistently pointed to two problems with LMAP: 

first, that it excluded large areas from titling and in the process potentially made those who were 

passed over more insecure than before; second, that people’s failure to register land transfers in the 

national registry calls into question how meaningful the registry is. An assessment of SLR procedure 

in 2005 came to damning conclusions about the informal payments demanded by survey teams, the 

confusion and delays in the process, and the exclusions that meant ‘the poorest and most vulnerable 

households in a community would appear to be slipping through the social objectives of the LMAP 

project’ (O’Leary 2005:38). This report was never made public (GIZ advisor, 2014). An independent 

follow-up to the baseline study concluded that the titling project has ‘done little to realize economic 

growth for smallholders in the area studied’ (ADI/LIC 2007:14). The majority of land transfers were 

made ‘extralegally’ at village or commune level, coercive land sales were frequent, and land title did 

not correlate with improved access to credit (ADI/LIC 2007:6). The authors noted that this finding 
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raised a serious question: Is LMAP’s aim to promote the development of efficient land markets in 

conflict with its aim to reduce poverty?’ (ADI/LIC 2007:14). 

In 2006, the uneven geography of land titling broke into a scandal over LMAP's relocation of 

4,250 families in the Boeung Kak Lake area of central Phnom Penh. Despite many households having 

strong evidence to prove their legal rights to the land, Boeung Kak residents were excluded from the 

titling system when land registration was carried out in their neighborhood. Shortly after, the 

Cambodian Government granted the Boeung Kak lease to Shukaku, a large developer, and the 

families residing in the area were suddenly classified as illegal squatters on state-owned land (see 

Biddulph (2014b). The political fall-out led to the World Bank's withdrawal from LMAP in 2009 

(World Bank (2009).   

Increasing pressure from Germany and Cambodia (2010-2016) 

The land rights program came under increasing criticism from within Germany after Boeung Kak 

Lake and particularly after 2010 as ‘land grabs’ gained media and scholarly attention in the EU. 

Critical reports from NGOs and academics claiming that the land rights program legitimized land 

grabbing in Cambodia were widely circulated in the German press (Lorenz 2013; Neef, Touch, and 

Chiengthong 2013; Scheidel 2016).29 This negative attention dovetailed with political pressure to 

lower Germany’s aid spending overseas in the wake of the economic recession and EU sovereign 

debt crisis (Karbaum 2012). In 2011, GIZ came under the control of the German Ministry of 

                                                

29 For example, Neef et al. (2013) reported that officials promised people SLC land if they vacated their land for 
ELC development; then the promised SLC never materialized. Essentially, state officials were using the donor SLC 
program to legitimize land grabbing. 
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Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), curtailing the agency’s autonomy in Cambodia 

(Nabiyeva 2011). GIZ signed on for another funding round with the Cambodian government, and the 

LMAP program became the Land Rights Program (LRP) and adopted an explicit human rights 

orientation for the first time, with the goal to secure ‘socially balanced’ access to land (Trzcinski and 

Upham 2014). BMZ became increasingly touchy about criticism of their programs, as protests in 

Germany resulted in BMZ scaling back their international Food Partnership,30 and they sent a BMZ 

representative to oversee the GIZ land rights program in Cambodia. 31 Internal tensions built within 

GIZ as the BMZ representative criticized GIZ’s approach. This tension revealed deeper divisions 

within GIZ between a ‘technical’ approach and a ‘social’ approach to the land sector, as one GIZ 

officer explained to me:  

There are all these tensions. Now the new German government BMZ representative here 
wants to come at this from a human rights perspective. And that rubs the land director up the 
wrong way, he has always been about the formalization, the technical side. Overall, they are 
very focused on the technical side… It permeates the whole organization I think. And then 
they can’t look beyond that. (GIZ officer, 13.1.15).  

This shift from the ‘technical side’ to a more politicized stance signaled a change in GIZ’s 

relationship with the Cambodian government. A Human Rights report commissioned by the German 

government on the Cambodian land situation in 2013 was so damning that the Cambodian 

government apparently threatened that ‘all Germans would be kicked out of the country if the report 

                                                

30 BMZ prioritized food security programming through the German Food Partnership beginning in 2012, as part 
of a turn to public private partnerships. But the German public, in alliance with peasant movements, decried the 
partnership, saying it promoted large agribusiness over small farmers (Sarmadi 2014) and paid lip service to ecological 
concerns (Rokitzki 2016). The program was scaled back in 2015.  

31 Note that the BMZ representative’s mandate is the much broader ‘Counsellor of the German Embassy’, but a 
GIZ advisor saw her role as ‘keeping an eye on GIZ’.  
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was made public before the election’ (GIZ former advisor, 13.8.15). The report criticized GIZ’s 

‘silent complicity’ in human rights violations, and argued that the Land Rights Program may 

unintentionally have a stabilizing effect on the political economy of land grabbing and forced 

evictions (see Lüke, 2013). Neither this report, nor broader policy discourse at GIZ at the time, 

questioned the link between land title and land tenure security in Cambodia (the report repeatedly 

states that title will provide ‘legal certainty’ and recommended the program continue, albeit with a 

qualitative rather than simply quantitative approach) (Lüke 2013:14). But the report did signal a 

broader frustration with the narrow approach to land rights at GIZ.    

Meanwhile, the Cambodian government was also shifting its attitude toward the land titling 

program and its partnerships with donor agencies. Government officials say that the process for 

writing policy on land has changed over the past fifteen years; initially foreign advisors completed 

the first policy draft and only later shared it with the Ministry; today the process has been reversed 

(Trzcinski and Upham 2014). This reflects the CPP’s increasing strength through the mid-2000s, as 

party elite amassed power and wealth from their widening network of Oknha and foreign investors. 

As the ruling party’s grip on power tightened, keeping donors happy was less important than 

maintaining power, as one GIZ advisor described: 

In 1998, Hun Sen didn’t have such a hold on power. There was Funcinpec [the royalist 
political party], and there were two factions within CPP. Also, he didn’t have the money from 
the elite that he does now, now he is bankrolled by them… he doesn’t need the donor money 
so much anymore, although it’s still nice to have. So before I could work with some 
sympathetic provincial leaders to secure land for people; now, they don’t want to do anything 
that will upset Hun Sen. (GIZ advisor, 13.7.14) 

This advisor is describing a paradox that I heard in many interviews; while ‘decentralization’ reforms 

through the mid-2000s aimed to institute sub-national decision making and accountability between 
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local officials and rural people, the CPP’s grip on power at the national level meant that local action 

became increasingly risky. The Cambodian state’s decreased dependence on Western donor funds is 

also surely related to the re-establishment of China as Cambodia’s main donor. As European donors 

have moved explicitly toward a more human rights-oriented position, with conditions for ongoing 

development aid tied to rights obligations, China’s infrastructural-focused support provides large-

scale development projects with few strings attached.32 The Cambodian government has become 

more outspoken against the Western donor agenda, and recently presented human rights as 

‘dangerous’, the antithesis of order and stability. In a widely viewed video posted on Facebook, the 

government’s ‘Cambodian Human Rights Committee’ produced a short video showing clips of the 

Libyan skyline at night (or at least what they claimed to be Libya) prior to and after the civil conflict, 

with the slogan, ‘Human rights are dangerous’ (Sokhean 2016). This is a vivid departure from the 

liberal peace building discourse and in direct contradiction to the German discourse of human rights 

in the Land Rights Program. 

The shifts in the landscape in Cambodia, as in Germany, are also due in large part to the 

efforts of civil society groups who have developed local mobilization and transnational advocacy 

networks (Ojendal 2013).33 While some researchers are pessimistic about civil society’s potential to 

challenge powerful state and corporate actors in Cambodia (Touch and Neef 2015), civil society 

groups have won partial success, such as delays to ELC operations, transnational campaigns targeting 

                                                

32 China’s aid does require political support at fora such as ASEAN over the South China Sea issue.  

33 In the 1990s, Cambodian activists mobilized in some areas (Hughes 2009); however, the size and scope of 
formal collective organizations has increased over the past decade (Öjendal 2013). 
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foreign finance and commodity companies, communities that have won land back through collective 

action, and the creation of a united opposition party (Schoenberger 2015; Swift 2015). The 

announcement of Order 01 signaled a shift in the government’s attitude toward land title that needs to 

be seen in this context of increased civil society and opposition party pressure.  

Order 01 marked the victory of the land rights program—finally answering the critics by 

moving titling into previously excluded spaces—and it also marked the total exclusion of the donors. 

GIZ were not allowed to watch or contribute to the policy, except for land title distribution 

ceremonies (Müller and Zülsdorf 2013). One GIZ advisor who worked within the Ministry of Land 

building on the same floor as Ministry staff recalled the day he arrived at work to find an empty 

building;  

At first it was just silence. It was strange; we work in the office together and no one from the 
ministry was there. But of course people talk in elevators and coffee rooms. After a while, I 
would meet a friend from the ministry in the elevator and ask how they were, and they would 
say, ‘oh, I haven’t been home in three nights… I’ve been so busy I’ve been sleeping at work, 
doing Order 01 stuff’. (GIZ Lawyer, 21.2.15)  

Another GIZ advisor who works with the Royal University of Agriculture’s Land Administration 

program said that GIZ were left ‘completely in the dark’;   

We can’t touch Order 01. At the time it was put into place we weren’t told anything. In the 
Ministry, the GIZ partners had no idea what was happening. And at the university, all the 
students were seconded. We basically shut down for one year’ (GIZ Senior Officer, 10.9.14). 

The confluence of the donors’ exclusion from Order 01 and pressure from Germany increased 

tensions between GIZ and the Cambodian government. In June 2016, GIZ announced the termination 

of the land rights program, citing a lack of political will from the Cambodian government to create a 

transparent property system or a credible institution for settling disputes (Zsombor 2016). It is likely 
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that the sudden death of the Land Rights Program Director in mid-2015 also contributed to GIZ’s 

decision; the Director was the staunchest supporter of the program and its relationship with the 

Cambodian government.  

This brief overview of the land rights program’s history shows that problems with the 

program appeared many years prior to GIZ’s decision to pull funding. One question that arises from 

this analysis is how and why ‘partnership’ was maintained for so long in the face of seemingly 

insurmountable problems. I turn to this puzzle next. 

IV: Donor State Partnerships in the Cambodian land sector: The terms of ‘engagement’ 

Why did Germany continue with the land rights program for so long even as other donors pulled out? 

It is likely that several factors played into Germany’s tenaciousness. Germany has a keen financial 

interest in maintaining positive relations with Cambodia, as one of the largest donors to Cambodia, 

and one of Cambodia’s five largest trading partners (Vutha 2014). 34 Germany also saw itself as 

having a special relationship in the land sector, given how important private property was to building 

the unified Germany. The German Ambassador to Cambodia lamented the Cambodian government’s 

refusal to install an independent dispute resolution mechanism ‘because we have seen ourselves in 

Germany after the wall came down—there was public land that East Germany had expropriated from 

private owners that had been reprivatized—how important it is to have clarity on land rights, because 

you will not get investors if this clarity is wanting’ (Zsombor 2016). GIZ’s stubbornness also likely 

                                                

34 In 2012 (most recent figures available) Germany exported goods worth $62.4 million to Cambodia and 
Cambodia exported goods with a total value of $469.7 million to Germany (Vutha 2014). 
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reflects the comments of one Cambodian lawyer, who wryly noted: ‘The Cambodian government 

knows that the foreign donors won't ever really pull out since so many of the foreign advisers have 

such a nice life here. The NGOs will only push so hard until they realize that their home country is 

actually considering withdrawing support’ (Trzcinski and Upham 2014:26).  

According to all the GIZ staff I interviewed, however, GIZ pushed ahead with the Land 

Rights Program even as other donors pulled out of the land sector because they felt that maintaining 

an ‘insider’ position within the Land Ministry gave them some influence, however small, on central 

state policy and practice. In the context of a system where many foreign donors and NGOs are 

considered outside this sphere of influence (and therefore combative to the state agenda), a GIZ staff 

shared a common feeling that GIZ ‘walks a very thin line’ as they try to partner with the government. 

Some said that the GIZ’s model of engagement with the government was untenable, as ‘you should 

only work with [the government] on your own terms, never on their terms, which in practice probably 

means working with them is not possible.’ (GIZ former advisor, 25.5.15). Other GIZ advisors felt that 

critics were not generous enough to GIZ’s delicate position:  

Nothing can be done from this position unless we are friends with the government, it is a 
different form of engagement, it means we have to make concessions, we have to say some 
things that maintain the government’s trust. But also it is about being in a position to do 
something. (GIZ Senior Advisor, 11.8.14)  

The GIZ Director echoed this advisor’s stance after a critical article in the German press in 2013 

pushed back against the German model of engagement. In the article, a Khmer NGO Director 

accused Germans of being ‘part of the problem’ of land grabbing because they glossed over the ‘fact 

that Prime Minister Hun Sen is merely using the [land titling] project to create the impression that the 

underhanded land grabs are legal, and that he has no intention of fairly distributing land’ (Lorenz 
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2013). The GIZ Director retorted, ‘if you want to make anything happen, you have to work together 

with government agencies. This makes you vulnerable. It's a balancing act we have to put up with.’ 

The German Ambassador to Cambodia backed him up, arguing that ‘constructive engagement’ is 

better than terminating the cooperative arrangement with Hun Sen, because ‘we can't achieve 

everything everywhere at the same time… We will create legal certainty for six million people’ 

(ibid). 

I want to highlight two points from this defense of engagement: First, the Ambassador’s 

narrative naturalizes the connection between land title and tenure security in a way that is reminiscent 

of the Land Ministry official who attended my roundtable discussion (quoted at the beginning of this 

chapter). The land title will provide ‘legal certainty’, and therefore criticism of the program is 

unwarranted (the benefits outweigh the drawbacks, we just can’t achieve it all at once). Second, 

German officials recognize the vulnerability of their position; what is not said (though implicit) is 

that the Cambodian Prime Minister could terminate the partnership if the donors do not ‘give 

concessions’ and perform a ‘balancing act’.  

What exactly constitutes a ‘concession’ on the part of GIZ is not at all clear here. It may not 

even be clear to donor agencies. The Cambodian government regularly exclude outspoken 

development agencies by claiming that the agencies have transgressed obscure legal codes (one NGO 

Director, for example, told me her organization was shut down for mis-filing a tax return although 

she found nothing wrong), or passing laws that limit NGO activity.35 In this way, the government 

                                                

35 The passing of a restrictive NGO and Associations law in 2015, for example. 
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produces uncertainty over what constitutes permissible behavior, leading to the self-disciplining of 

NGOs as they seek to maintain engagement. NGO advisors complained to me that fear of upsetting 

the government has led to a ‘NATO’ culture of development agencies in Cambodia: No Action Talk 

Only: ‘there are always endless trainings and roundtable discussions, but limited change. The focus 

from the donors is so much on engagement, they won’t raise anything critical’ (INGO official, 

22.1.15). This culture of self-discipline is also evident from my interviews with GIZ staff. One 

Khmer female employee at GIZ said she couldn’t do meaningful work on land issues both the 

Ministry and senior GIZ officials suppressed what staff could say. ‘We can’t talk. At GIZ we can’t 

say anything… it is shut down…. The bosses here told me not to talk (GIZ Cambodian official, 

3.2.15).  

I spoke with several NGO staff who hoped to shift tack away from state partnerships to more 

connections with transnational advocacy organizations:  

We’re giving up on the government here to make change. That can be a negative track when 
you just end up in limbo, waiting. Instead, we want to put pressure on the outside actors, 
really get to the consumers, or at least the finance companies investing these companies. 
(INGO Official, 13.12.14)  

GIZ staff also discussed the ways in which they tried to make small changes from within government 

institutions. For example, a representative from the faculty of land management (founded by the 

World Bank and GIZ) said that he tries to ‘get people broad experience, like they do internships with 

critical land rights NGOs... I want to give them both sides, not just the government’s side. Many of 

them will go into working in government but not all of them.’ (GIZ Senior advisor, 11.8.14) This 

advisor likened the GIZ approach to a ‘salami slice’ strategy where the agency tried to change the 

Ministry by influencing one person at a time; ‘they have to just push for a little now and then, but 
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slowly, slowly, they turn towards our views’. Another advisor said that he is always alert to small 

opportunities to make change beyond his formal job description:  

I spend a lot of my time strategizing - what can I say to which person… to make small 
changes, to have little effects… Because often it does nothing. If I was in the office now I 
couldn’t be having this conversation with you, that’s why I like meeting outside. You know, 
at times there’s something admirable about sticking to the rules. But really, you can’t do that 
over here, the rules don’t work (GIZ Advisor/MLMUPC Lawyer, 3.12.14). 

This advisor’s position is that ‘the rules don’t work’; yet, he remains embedded within an agency 

whose mission is to ‘stick to the rules’ (and make those rules stickier), and it seems he justifies this as 

it places him close to the powerful people that he hopes to influence. The real work of engagement 

for him is outside the rules, symbolized here through moving outside the physical space of the office 

where we ‘couldn’t be having this conversation’. My impression of this advisor was that he was 

adept at strategizing in the way he describes. For example, he worked closely with sympathetic 

Khmer staff at GIZ and the Ministry of Land to bring attention to indigenous communities with CLT 

who were still losing land after receiving government recognition.       

While this section has tackled the question of why GIZ might have stayed in the land sector, it 

has not explained how this partnership was maintained in the face of mounting problems. In the 

following sections, I argue that this partnership—and the naturalization of title as the only legitimate 

form of tenure security—was maintained through the production of non-knowledge on the part of 

both state and donor actors. 

V: Cambodian state elite and the production of non-knowledge 

In the land sector, the Cambodian state generates non-knowledge about who controls land and whose 

land claims will be upheld through the proliferation of overlapping state institutions, unwritten rules 
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and the partial enactment of policies. This is part of the broader creation of uncertainty and fear, 

which is fundamental to Cambodian state power, and enables state elite to maintain control over land 

distribution.  

Overlapping institutions 

Confusion is produced through overlapping government institutions with no clear lines of 

responsibility and contradictory state land records. The donor-driven Cadastral Database (the 

centerpiece of GIZ’s program), for example, was established without reference to two existing 

national databases, the Immovable Property Register Book (IPRB) and the Land Register Book 

(LRB) (World Bank et al. 2015). These other databases were not absorbed into the cadastral database, 

but continued parallel to it, albeit unbeknown to most GIZ staff I spoke with. This meant that the 

same piece of land could potentially be allocated to different people. More than half a million 

parcels—including controversial land allotments to ELCs—are registered in the IPRB alone, 

resulting in the government maintaining an ‘atmosphere of secrecy around IPRB data and lack of 

willingness to put an end to it’ (World Bank et al. 2015). Yet, I heard no public discussion of this 

issue at GIZ or other donor fora. As one GIZ consultant said to me, ‘it seems like it was just easier for 

the Systematic Land Registration and its donors to forget about these two other Cadasters. Obviously 

there are big problems with the ‘parallel existence’ of these three databases’ (GIZ advisor, 2.3.15). 

Despite noted problems with the accuracy of the Cadastral Database (both the parallel 

databases and the fact that most land title recipients do not record land transfers in the database), the 

database statistics are frequently cited as unproblematic foundations for both donor and state reports. 

A recent World Bank report, for example, draws on government data almost exclusively, even though 
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the author notes his frustration with the ‘culture of not sharing data’ (p.4) within the Cambodian 

government and the inaccuracy of the database (p.7). A GIZ report finds that more than 20 percent of 

records in the database are incomplete or inaccurate and lack ‘critical information’ necessary for 

reporting (Deutsch and Makady 2009). Donors repeatedly blame this ‘poor information’ on 

technological deficiencies associated with ‘weak state capacity’ and urge greater spending on the 

technological capabilities of the cadastral database. The World Bank consultant cited above, for 

example, recommends more funds to develop the technology underpinning the cadastral database, 

even as he recognizes that state officials regularly ‘play tricks’ and produce false reports ‘because the 

stakes are high, everyone seems to have an incentive to misreport and hold on to information for their 

own benefit’ (World Bank et al. 2015:4).  

This confusion over multiple databases is compounded within central state ministries, due to 

Ministries’ overlapping responsibility with land control (Un and so 2009). The Ministry of Defense 

(MoD) and the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (MAFF) have a great deal of power, 

and manage a large amount of state land. This limits the reach of the Land Ministry (MLMUPC). 

Tensions between ministries over land control (and who will benefit materially from the expansion of 

ELCs) contribute to the secrecy over land maps, ELC records and databases. This confusion enables 

government officials to deny responsibility and to push off problems to other institutions, and one 

GIZ-commission report notes that ‘in the current system, it is hard to put anyone in the spotlight if 

something goes wrong (Kelsall and Kimchoeun 2014:7). The German-funded critical report of the 

Land Rights Program goes even further to suggest that the ‘competing competencies’ of different 

government ministries tasked with facilitating land management are a deliberate strategy that 

‘enables a ‘divide et impera’ style of rule and facilitates ignorance of the systematic implementation 
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of human rights obligations’ (Lüke 2013:26). This statement is the clearest expression I have seen (at 

least, within the donor literature) that the confusion of overlapping responsibilities and rules is a 

strategic maneuver that not only reduces the power of any particular institution (therefore maintaining 

Hun Sen’s position of power) but also enables officials to profess ignorance and deny any problems.     

Oral pronouncements trump written rules 

Alongside confusion that allows officials to evade responsibility, Hun Sen’s power is maintained 

through his oral pronouncements and sudden policy changes. During the land reform, the rules 

changed frequently and contradicted one another, as they were based on Hun Sen’s oral utterances as 

much as paper policy. It is striking how difficult it is to discern what exactly the criteria were for a 

household, area, or community to be eligible for survey. Indeed, Order 01 was a one-page notice that 

contained four bullet points outlining its goals. The original Order did not contain reference to a land 

titling campaign. Instead, the Prime Minister announced the campaign to title land during a closed-

door meeting with ministers and provincial governors on the implementation of the national 

development strategy. After the announcement, a TV station offered to distribute videos to anyone 

who requested a copy, and within days, hundreds of villagers sent in requests, saying they ‘would use 

it as insurance to solidify claims to their land if local authorities prove reluctant to implement the 

prime minister’s orders’ (Kuch 2012). Sub-national officials also raced to procure a copy of the 

speech, because as one Provincial Governor remarked, ‘it’s important to get the [videos] of the prime 

minister’s order because some people heard and some people haven’t heard what the prime minister 

ordered’ (ibid).  
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This example of the power of Hun Sen’s speech to override written land policy is striking, yet 

it is typical of Hun Sen’s rule. Hun Sen’s swift policy changes can mobilize networks of elites at 

short notice, and while the Prime Minister’s constant shifts and maneuvers are on the one hand a 

response to resistance, and perhaps mistakes, they strengthen Hun Sen’s power over the legal realm 

(as the Prime Minister makes, uses and overturns law at short notice). The speed and confusion of 

these unwritten rules builds Hun Sen’s power. As one NGO official said glumly, ‘They measured the 

land fast so that villagers didn’t have the time or the information to know the advantages and 

disadvantages’ (NGO, Kampong Chhnang, 30.4.14). This confusion provided space for people with 

access to knowledge, financial resources and political networks to assert their own land claims. 

Indeed, a German-government commissioned report suggests that ‘the limited transparency with 

which the Order 01 has been implemented also raises a suspicion that, possibly, one of the objectives 

of the campaign was to formalize and cover up the illegal land grabbing that has already taken 

place’ (Luke 2013:6). 

The ‘truth’ of land title silences other discourses 

These sudden policy changes and confusion generated by overlapping institutions make the 

possibility of state protection inherently uncertain. When poor land claimants take their complaints to 

government officials, state actors can draw on their power (and the implicit threat of state violence) to 

deny people’s claims. Even in cases where people hold title to their land, the state’s discursive 

production of land title as equivalent with land tenure security allows officials to deny claims of land 

encroachment and avoid investigating complaints. During my fieldwork, I encountered people in both 

Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri who told me that powerful people encroached on their land after 

they received a land title. In most cases, it was difficult for me to ascertain exactly what happened, 
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not least because representatives from the companies involved would not talk with me about the 

issue. Nor was there any documentation, because in most cases, people did not press their case 

through the court system. In two instances, however, the complainants did attempt to find justice by 

soliciting the assistance of powerful people and land rights NGOs. I describe these cases here and the 

responses I received when I talked with state officials about the issues, in order to show how officials 

silenced the complaints through the discursive production of land title as equivalent to tenure 

security.  

In one case, the European Commission (EC) investigated a village in Ratanakiri after eleven 

families signed statements reporting that a concession company took the villagers’ land after they 

received Order 01 title. The EC confirmed the villagers’ account and took a document outlining the 

case to the Ministry of Land. But as one EC staff member said to me, ‘we haven't heard anything 

about a solution... the authorities always work together, it's hard to get anything solved’ (HA NGO 

meeting, 26.10.14). When I finally secured a meeting with a senior official in the Ministry of Land 

near the conclusion of my fieldwork and I presented the same document to him, he told me, ‘that 

can’t be true. They must not have proper titles. Just notices from the commune. Land title is the only 

thing that provides security’. When I showed him that the letter stated the documents to be full land 

titles, he repeated that it could not be true.  

In a second case, ten families from Pursat Province (Kampong Chhnang’s neighboring 

province) contacted the Land Rights NGO ADHOC and complained that the Pheapimex concession 

company had cleared villagers’ land after they received land titles. The complainants thumb printed a 

petition detailing the amount of land each family lost, and the dates and land titles they held. 

However, when the NGO presented this to the Land Ministry, the NGO spokesman told me,  
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When I talked with them about the community whose land was taken after they had title under 
Order 01, the Ministry told me they can’t have been titles, just receipts. But I showed him the 
titles! It’s frustrating… the titles aren’t working. They are still losing land. This needs to be 
talked about. But there is limited conversation. You can’t say anything critical about titling. If 
you do, they say you must be wrong (NGO officer, male, 30s, 21.2.15). 

This NGO officer’s recollection of his meeting with the Ministry, as well as my own experience 

being told that ‘land title is the only thing that provides security’, reveals how the steadfast belief—or 

at least the public performance of belief—in the land title’s ability to protect landholders shuts the 

state off from any engagement with alternative narratives.  

VI: Donor production of non-knowledge 

The strategies of state non-knowledge production I detailed above are discussed in donor/NGO 

literature under the banner of corruption, usually accompanied by calls for increased transparency 

and capacity building. However, donor agencies are themselves implicated in the production of non-

knowledge.  

Non-knowledge of program outcomes through focus on statistical outputs 

The land rights program focused from the start on the production of statistics giving the number of 

titles handed out, the number of plots surveyed, the number of maps made, the number of maps 

displayed, the number of teams trained, and so on. These statistics take on a life of their own, 

endlessly repeated in state reports and also in the literature critiquing the program. Even in a critical 

evaluation of Order 01, the authors ‘put political calculations aside’ and note that:  

Order 01 has achieved its intended outputs; despite some minor problems of corruption and 
informal fees... by January 2013 information sheets were filled for 434,014 parcels relating to 
316,153 families. A total of 389,578 parcels were surveyed, comprising 505,347 hectares. A 
four-week public display was undertaken for 183,295 parcels of 103,073 families comprising 
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293,348 hectares. So far, 117,548 ownership titles were distributed (Kelsall and Kimchoeun 
2014).  

This exhausting list of statistics echoes almost every donor and government land report I have ever 

read on Cambodia’s land sector. The effect of this is, as one former GIZ consultant told me, to 

‘muddy the waters’ by focusing only on statistical outputs and diverting attention away from more 

challenging questions (GIZ former advisor, 21.5.14). Vast amounts of data presented as an 

impenetrable wall of numbers serve to frame the problem as the lack of titles and the solution as more 

titles, and in doing so, to obscure any alternative narratives on the outcomes of the land reform. This 

creates the state as a powerful bureaucratic machine, and suggests the power of numbers to portray 

expert knowledge and precision that makes it difficult to ask other questions (Allen 2014; McGoey 

2014).   

GIZ interviewees complained to me that it is difficult to talk about outcomes because there is 

no research available. To be fair, the government has not released any detailed information from the 

cadastral database after Order 01 and there are no studies on the outcomes of the reform (in terms of 

the relationships between land titles and perceived tenure security, conflicts or other factors). But this 

is surely part of the production of non-knowledge that is typical of the land-titling program in 

Cambodia more generally. Recall, for example, that a follow-up to the baseline survey under LMAP 

was never conducted, despite original plans to do so, and GIZ program evaluations rarely go beyond 

simple questions of outputs and people’s satisfactions with titles (Deutsch 2006, 2014; Deutsch and 

Makady 2009). Critical NGO reports argue that the entire land rights program rests on ‘an untested 

assumption’ and if the outcomes were actually measured, ‘the results would in fact show an increase 

in land-grabbing and conflicts’ (Grimsditch and Henderson 2009:28).  
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Even when one GIZ study did ask questions about outcomes and the land title appeared to 

have little long-term effect at the household level, the study reverted back to discussion of outputs. 

The ‘Evaluation of Food Security and Land Conflicts in LASSP Areas’ compared households that 

had land title with those that did not, and stated emphatically that ‘more than 3.7 million titles have 

been distributed…there is broad agreement that this has resulted in improved security of land tenure 

and a reduction of land related conflicts’ (Deutsch 2014:4). However, while the report finds people 

are happy with the land titles, it also found that the titles had little to no effect on productivity or 

investment. One GIZ Advisor said he was surprised at the findings:  

It didn’t show what GIZ wanted, didn’t show that the titles had positive effects. For most 
people there was no real effect on productivity, on investment. Even I was a bit surprised. 
This is the first report really that’s gone into what the long-term effects are. Not just the 
superficial stuff about whether people are satisfied, because of course they say that to NGOs 
coming to interview them. (GIZ Advisor/Ministry of Land Lawyer, 3.12.14) 

Furthermore, this evaluation found that only 12 percent of land transactions are registered, which 

means that the cadaster is out of date and raises questions about whether land titling may actually 

make people more tenure insecure if they purchase land without registering the transfer. My survey 

data does suggest this possibility. I found that only nine percent of people who bought or sold land 

after the land reform in my Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri field sites registered the transfer, 

primarily because they deemed it more prudent to ask the commune office to witness the transfer in 

order to cultivate their relationships with local authorities. In fact, several people showed me land 

titles that still had the previous owners’ names on the title. These people who hold titles in other 

people’s names are vulnerable to displacement if the previous owner wishes to press their legal claim 

to the land in future (and if the previous owner has the political clout to push their claims). Despite 

these problematic findings, the authors of the GIZ evaluation conclude by noting again the scope of 



 

120 

the land titling outputs, repeating that people were happy with the land titles, and listing a set of 

recommendations that are entirely focused on improving training and technical changes to survey 

procedures.  

Gender Empowerment 

Gender empowerment is presented as an uncontroversial benefit of the land titling program in ways 

that both twist the statistics and displace focus from the outcomes of the process. Donor and state 

reports refer to the gender-dimension of the land reform as evidence of a ‘trend in favor of women’s 

rights’ (World Bank et al. 2015:34). The second land rights program evaluation, for example, argues 

that the ‘statistics on land titles speak for themselves’ when it comes to women’s empowerment 

(ibid:34): 

• 63 percent registered as shared property Husband & Wife 
• 18 percent wife  
• 8 percent husband  
• 8 percent single  

A senior Ministry of Land official similarly told me,  

They have the PACP [gender equality] group. They do 5 days training meeting. And they do 
land titles. We see the numbers are 63 percent joint, 18 percent women, 8 percent men. So 
gender is not a problem here (Ministry of Land senior official, 20.4.14).   

These numbers do seem to suggest a strong bias toward promoting women’s rights. And gender is 

frequently touted as the most successful aspect of the land rights program due to the focus on joint 

title. My research suggests, though, that this was relatively easy to achieve because most Khmer 

already recognize land as belonging to both husband and wife. (For example, 79 percent of people in 

my survey who held commune-issued land certificates prior to the land reform had both husband and 
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wife’s name on the certificate.) Furthermore, considering that over a quarter of households in 

Cambodia are female-headed households (MWA, 2014), the proportion of women’s property titles (at 

18 percent) actually seems too low and shows a bias against women (at least, it certainly does not 

suggest that ‘gender is not a problem here’). The primary reason I found for this discrepancy is that 

female-headed households have a higher than average rate of landlessness and land poverty. My 

survey results also showed that over and above the effects of landlessness and land poverty, women 

were less likely to have their land surveyed during the land reform (see chapter five). That is, women 

faced systematic discrimination that is denied by the celebratory discourse of gender empowerment.  

Furthermore, I found that some women were registered together with a dead or absent 

husband; an issue also observed in other research (Grimsditch 2013; STAR Kampuchea 2013). The 

donor report quoted above, however, did ‘not uncover a single case of a woman being forced to 

register land jointly with a missing spouse’ (World Bank et al. 2015:35). And the land rights program 

evaluation found that ‘while twenty-five percent of female headed households land parcels were 

actually registered as joint property with a dead or absent spouse, in all of these cases, the women 

were with their spouses at the time of the SLR process’ (Deutsch and Makady 2009). This means that 

married couples gained joint land title and then one spouse later died or left without a formal divorce 

or property transfer, so the absent spouse’s name is still on the property title. But it potentially makes 

little difference for the women in question whether their husband left them a month before or a month 

after registration; they still find themselves registered with a missing husband. This may inhibit their 

ability to formally sell or mortgage their land.  

In the program evaluation, as in other donor and state reports on the land rights program, the 

use of gender-disaggregated statistics to assert gender empowerment reinforce moral claims of a 
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liberal capitalist project and silences deeper discussion of whether and how formal titles actually 

relate to gender equality (O’Laughlin 2007). In chapter 6, I take this argument further to investigate 

the (assumed) relationship between joint land title and women’s ability to gain economic 

independence and escape abusive relationships.  

‘Donated’ land under Order 01 

Finally, I turn to the thorny issue of ‘donated’ land, to show how the Cambodian state and GIZ’s use 

of this term confuses issues of land ownership. Prime Minister Hun Sen stated repeatedly that Order 

01 land titles were a donation from him and the CPP (Phorn, 2013). This discourse was at the center 

of the Prime Minister’s claims that the Order 01 land title was a personal gift, thereby legitimizing 

the land reform as part of Hun Sen’s political gift giving in rural areas. The GIZ Director supported 

Hun Sen’s claim that he was ‘donating’ land to people, arguing that  

this can be considered a tremendous step towards the progressive realization of human rights 
of Cambodia’s vulnerable and poor population in the rural areas… unauthorised settlers and 
other long-term users of these lands, including those inside ELC, had been considered illegal 
before. Those of them who are poor now receive full property title by way of donation 
(Mueller, 2013). 

This discourse of ‘donating’ land does have a legal basis in the Land Law 2001 (Articles 15 and 18), 

which states that ‘State public land and cannot legally be the object of private acquisition unless 

donated by the State’ (World Bank et al. 2015:14). The concept of ‘donation’ is much more complex 

than this narrative suggests, however, for several reasons. Under the Land Law, people who have 

held land for five years prior to the promulgation of the law (ie prior to 2001) have legal right to land 

title. The incorporation of the Civil Code in 2010 (pushed by the Japanese government) relaxes these 

conditions to allow anyone who has possessed land for five years to claim title. In my research and in 
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a large survey conducted in several other provinces, many people who claimed land title during Order 

01 had settled on the land prior to the promulgation of the Land Law, meaning they were legally 

eligible for land title and were certainly not ‘illegal settlers’ (Grimsditch and Schoenberger 2015). I 

also found considerable confusion from GIZ and Ministry officials over whether the designations of 

legal/illegal settlers even applied to land that had formally been granted as ELCs (an opaque process 

that requires the re-classification of ‘state public land’ into ‘state private land’). The secrecy and 

confusion surrounding the state’s conversion of land categories and the over-simplistic discourse of 

‘land donation’ that conflates rights to land with donated land titles matters. This discourse has 

implications for the way people understand what land titles mean (see Chapter 6) and may lead to the 

politicization of titling after the fact, as one NGO advisor pointed out: 

I think that 01 titles are less secure than SLR. Some have a note at the bottom, ‘gift from 
government... can be taken back at any time if needed for development’. (NGO Advisor, Land 
Rights, 18.10.14) 

Furthermore, the presumption that Order 01 ‘donated’ titles to otherwise illegal settlers produces non-

knowledge of who is actually committing illicit acts. The over-simplistic notion of ‘donation’ ignores 

the state’s secretive processes of land classification and leads to the conclusion that land claimants 

who did not receive a title must therefore (still) be illegal settlers. This has dangerous implications for 

the state’s ability to (legally) dispossess these people of their land. The discourse of ‘donating’ land 

titles, like the statistical outputs and gender-disaggregated data, presents ‘expert’ data in ways that 

confuse, over-simplify, divert attention, and ignore deeper questions about the relationships between 

land titling, tenure security and the fragile partnerships between donors and the Cambodian state. 

This production of non-knowledge was central to maintaining the donor land rights program for so 

long in the face of criticism and negative outcomes. 



 

124 

VII: Conclusion  

While donors frequently place blame for lack of transparency at the feet of the Cambodian 

government, non-transparency is re-produced through the discursive strategies of the land rights 

program itself. The Cambodian government and GIZ are both implicated in the production of non-

knowledge of the program’s outcomes, as a 2013 report on the program suggests:    

There is a lack of transparency: Nobody interviewed in the Ministry of Land has been able to 
provide information about the criteria for the selection of provinces, districts and communes 
for systematic registration… In its moves towards more transparency, the Land Rights 
Program should reflect that it is itself bound by human rights.....Communication about what 
German development cooperation/the LRP is doing seems largely reactive and defensive. 
(Lüke 2013:25). 

While this report chides GIZ for lack of self-reflection and reactive communication, the suggestion of 

moves towards ‘more transparency’ misunderstand what is at stake in maintaining the production of 

non-knowledge in the Cambodian land sector. For Hun Sen, the Order 01 land reform aimed to 

produce loyal subjects: political supporters who would produce more rice and create a more 

prosperous nation. Hun Sen’s government has built its power on the personalized control of land and 

is not likely to relinquish that power. For donors, the production of non-knowledge enabled 

partnership with the government and the continuation of a problematic project. Moreover, the 

production of non-knowledge discursively separates the violent political economy of the Cambodian 

uplands from the legal ‘good governance’ sphere of land titling in the lowlands, thus precluding 

questions about how land grabbing is itself legitimated through the use of law and liberal economic 

doctrine. That is, land titling can only be posed as a solution to land grabbing if these are seen as 

completely separate (and separable) processes. In German government discourse, land grabbing 

emerges from poor governance and can be solved by ‘getting the governance right’ so that public 
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funds will ‘mobilise large amounts of private capital to permanently eradicate poverty, hunger and 

underdevelopment’ (BMZ 2012:3). In this private sector-led development model, development will 

be achieved through ‘free, prior and informed consent of the people affected’, and the integration of 

local farmers into value chains (BMZ 2012:5). This discourse denies any possibility that the private 

capital being mobilized benefits from the lack of transparency and that state and corporate actors 

draw on both the legal framework of property rights and informal mechanisms of expropriation to 

procure land. But this is precisely the case. Global firms profit from Cambodia’s lack of regulation, 

low labor costs, and legal flexibility that means land titling benefits those who have the capital and 

clout to use the law to their own advantage (Global 2013).  

The researcher, too, is implicated in the production of non-knowledge. In early iterations of 

my discussion prompts for the roundtable discussions, for example, I included a question that 

encouraged people to think beyond land titling (the question that I discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter). But I had such push back that I took it out of later meetings with officials. This kind of self-

censoring (the questions that we do not ask, the information that we do not gather) becomes a large 

part of how we are able to see—what the limits are that we build around our projects, our questions 

and the answers that we seek.    

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 
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RECONFIGURING LOCAL AUTHORITY THROUGH LAND REFORM 

I turn now from the analysis of central state and donor policy to an analysis of land relations at the 

level connecting central state and land claimants: the local officials who form rural people’s most 

important node of access to the state. The leopard skin reform can be seen in part as the Prime 

Minister’s attempt to wrest control over land distribution from local authorities in upland areas. In the 

face of growing protests over government corruption, Hun Sen presented himself as the country’s 

benevolent leader by mobilizing student volunteers (rather than just government officials) to survey 

land. This allowed him to claim that he minimized corruption and to place blame for any further land 

conflict on local officials. But land reform is shaped by power tussles between local and central 

authorities. As I describe in this chapter, local officials balked at the erosion of their control over 

resources and the idea that they were ‘considered inferior by the Prime Minister’ (Kelsall and 

Kimchoeun 2014), and many local officials sought to use the reform to their own advantage.  

In this chapter, I argue that local officials and other local elite managed to amass land and 

avoid direct confrontation with Hun Sen’s student volunteers by clearing forest in expectation of the 

land reform. Local officials reproduced inequalities within rural areas as they claimed the forest land 

that poor people depend on, and distributed land and money to loyal people in their constituency to 

quell dissent. But land reform does not have inherent qualities that produce homogenous effects; it is 

vested with particular dynamics depending on the balance of forces in any given place and time. 

Local officials’ ability to benefit from the land reform was dependent on their access to patronage 

networks, forest land, and financial resources, as well as their relationships with local communities. 

In some areas, local people mobilized with the support of local officials to prevent elite capture of the 

reform. In the final section of this chapter, I argue that these diverse outcomes suggest the possibility 
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for different forms of state/society relations in rural areas that are not bound to neo-patrimonial 

politics.  

I turn first to an encounter during a community forest patrol in Kampong Chhnang province, 

which illustrates the complex relationships between local state officials and rural Cambodians. 

I: The Community Forest Patrol 

 
Figure 12 The poorly marked 'Community Forest' (Photo: Alice Beban) 

I climbed the rickety wooden ladder, notebook and camera in hand, trying not to look down at the 

ground below, and sat cross-legged on the floor of the observation tower with the village chief and 

three members of the Community Forest Committee. The Head of the Forest Committee, Men 

Somning, pointed to several patches of scorched, illegally cleared forest below. ‘What we need is 

money from an NGO to get lighting’, he said. ‘We need lighting and a car battery to power the lights, 

and then people won’t be able to sneak in here and cut down the trees’. The man on the other side of 

me nodded, ‘Yes, and we need a better tower. This one wobbles. We need better foundations for the 

tower, then we can sleep up here and see everything’. Another man chimed in, ‘And we need a 
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camera to have evidence of who is coming in. Like your one,’ he added, pointing at my digital 

camera. The others nodded in agreement. Then they all looked expectantly at the village chief. ‘Well’, 

said the village chief, ‘we need to find out who cleared the land and who gave them permission to do 

it’. He stood up as he spoke and I could feel the tower shake. ‘I will find out which village or 

commune chief gave permission. I will explain to them they can’t just let people clear the community 

forest. I will think of ways to change their mind’.  

We continued on with our forest patrol, carefully walking the perimeter of each cleared area 

and using my phone to take GPS points and photos of the burned land. I headed back to Men 

Somning’s house after assuring the group that I would have the photos processed, and the Village 

Chief reiterated his promise to find the culprits. On the way back to Men Somning’s house on his 

motorbike, Men Somning turned to me and said into the wind, so that I barely heard, ‘he won’t do it, 

you know’. He was referring to the village chief who had spoken valiently about finding the person 

responsible for clearing the community forest. ‘He’s with them… he’s all part of it’, Men Somning 

continued. ‘He and the district chief and others. I think they’re all in it together’. I was confused. I 

knew the village chief well; I had interviewed him several times and my family even had a meal with 

his family. I remember him talking passionately about his commitment to his community. Indeed, he 

had been instrumental in helping to establish a community forest in the area. But Men Somning was 

adamant. We have to find another way, he told me. 

Two months later, I returned to the observation tower. Men Somning had called me to let me 

know he was planning something. I saw new, sturdy wooden boards on the side of the tower and a 

bright red flag emblazoned with the logo of an environmental NGO. A crowd of around eighty people 

waited below the tower.  
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Figure 13 The renovated observation tower in the community forest (Photo: Alice Beban) 

A cart pulled up and five monks in bright orange robes emerged from the back. Men Somning handed 

around scarfs made from the same orange material as the monks’ robes, and we took turns tying the 

scarves around trees, while the monks lit incense and chanted. Nothing more was said about the 

previous plan to find the people who were clearing the trees; the village chief had done nothing. The 

new strategy was to put a curse on the culprits, as Men Somning explained to me. ‘Even if we don’t 

see them do it, they will be scared because they could have a car accident; something bad could 

happen to them’.  
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Figure 14 The monks chant at the tree ordination ceremony (Photo: Alice Beban) 

These two performances—the community forest patrol and the tree ordination ceremony—both 

attempted to bring to light the shadowy work of those who are clearing forest land, and those who 

granted them authority to do so in a protected area. The first strategy was to literally illuminate the 

people cutting down the trees through lights, camera, and an observation tower, and to call on the 

village chief to intervene. When this failed, the second strategy used another form of intervention 

parallel to political power—spiritual power—suggesting that the spirits have an ability to see, and 

punish, immoral acts in ways that human observers cannot. These strategies were both employed to 

protect an area of shrub land and small trees for which ‘forest’ is a very generous descriptor, 

particularly in comparison to the broad expanse of state-owned forest on the hills in the distance; yet, 

donor agencies have poured money into this community forest and others like it. 

I recount this story of the community forest patrol to draw attention to the complex 

relationships between local state officials and rural Cambodians. My confusion when Men Somning 
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whispered that the village chief was implicated in the logging network was a feeling I had frequently 

during my fieldwork. In rural communities, the state is personified in the form of the village chief, 

and (to a lesser extent) the Commune and District Chief. If people have a problem, they turn to the 

village chief. But these same figures are often part of the state-business-military nexus that controls 

land in upland areas. The problem, as I quickly discovered, was that powerful people maintained 

secrecy and uncertainty over their actions in order to produce non-knowledge over who was involved 

in land grab networks. Were the local authorities in this area involved in land grabbing? Were they 

helping villagers to fight against it? Were they impotent to do either? Sometimes subject positions 

seemed to change from day to day.  

I found myself sized up by others in this way too. Rumor, secrecy, fearful glances, whispered 

declarations on the back of a motorbike. These are constitutive of everyday life for communities in 

and around areas of land conflict. Even those who knew what was happening were often too fearful 

to report land grabbing, or they were faced with the problem that the very person to whom they might 

report such a crime (the village or commune chief) was likely involved. In this way, as I described in 

the research ‘dialogue’ meeting where people’s silences produced the state official’s authority 

(Chapter 3), certain things cannot be fully known or acknowledged, even if they are suspected and 

transmitted through gossip and rumor (Mathews 2011). The story of Men Somning’s attempts to 

bring people to justice suggests that the lights and cameras donated by NGOs (and researchers) may 

do little if people’s ignorance is produced by fear and powerlessness.   

To put this story into context, we need to look more deeply at the institution of local 

authorities, and how they are connected to higher authorities and rural land claimants.  
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II:  Relations between Local Officials and Land Claimants  

In Cambodia, the patronage relations through which political power flows makes any simple 

analytical separation between local and central state difficult, indeed misleading. Hun Sen (and the 

broader CPP) depend on local officials to maintain control and party loyalty at the village level. This 

poses problems for the Prime Minister. On the one hand, he must maintain local officials’ loyalty by 

allowing them latitude for enrichment through some control over natural resources, a portion of 

which they are expected to pass up the ‘string’ to higher officials. On the other hand, local officials 

are problematic if they are over-zealous and keep too much for themselves, or if they take on too 

many (competing) patrons or inflame tensions with local people. In this way, the relationship 

between local/center highlights the fragility of Hun Sen’s rule.  

Local officials also occupy an uncertain space in relation to their constituencies. Local 

officials play a pivotal role in securing people’s access to (or exclusion from) state services and land, 

and they depend on local people’s votes. But while local officials are theoretically accountable to 

voters, in practice they are often involved in resource grabbing and lines of accountability flow 

upward to higher levels of state authority. For the majority of rural people, the village chief is still the 

most important node of access to state power (Ledgerwood and Vijghen 2002). In a 2011 study, for 

example, 81 percent of respondents said the village chief was the most powerful person in their 

village; this figure had increased from 33 percent in 2005 (Ojendal and Sedara 2011). The study’s 

authors suggest that this shows a ‘de-democratization’; that is, a strengthening of authority in the 

person of the village chief. I suggest that this result is related to the increased inequality in rural 

areas. As villages become more divided between a small number of people who control land, 

resources and external connections, and a large number of people who find themselves excluded from 
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patronage networks, local officials may be people’s only link to higher authorities with greater 

resources and power (Hughes 2013). Decentralization (enacted with commune elections in 2002) has 

increased people’s dependence on local officials, as officials’ signatures are required for the basic 

documents—birth certificate, ID card, ‘family book’—that allow access to education, factory work, 

and migrant job opportunities (Eng 2013). Local officials also adjudicate in family grievances and 

land disputes. In this way, local officials have assumed much greater responsibility over every day 

bureaucratic process.  

The power of the village and commune authorities is limited, however, as they are still under 

the Ministry of Interior and they lack the finances and decision making power to effectively deal with 

larger issues (Horng and Craig 2008). The official pay for local authorities is also very low; one 

village chief told me he makes 70 USD per month, which is ‘hardly enough to survive on’. In this 

context, most village and commune chiefs make their livelihoods in other ways. They regularly take 

informal payments for services (such as signing documentation), and local authorities in upland areas 

often exercise discretion over land allocation (Ojendal 2013; K Un 2005).  

Local officials’ ability to secure land and resources (either for themselves or for their 

constituency) depends on their position within Khsae networks. Village officials connected with 

military or politico-business networks command the ability to amass land and distribute it through 

their networks or to advocate on behalf of dispossessed villagers, while local officials who lack 

political connections, capital or jurisdictional control over forest and concession land may themselves 

be alienated from circuits of official knowledge (Diepart and Dupuis 2014). The rise of opposition 

party (CNRP) officials may create new networks for people to press their claims, but my study 

villages were all CPP-controlled, and the lone CNRP commune chief in the district was sidelined in 
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meetings with higher officials. These differences in officials’ power and subjectivities creates a 

pervasive sense of uncertainty, as people simply do not know whose side the local authorities are on 

or whether the local chief has the power to enact change, and village rumor frequently revolves 

around the characterization of various officials. Some chiefs in my study areas were seen to be 

‘crooked’ (‘koit’, literally broken), as they ‘do not think about us at all, [they] just give land to people 

in [their] networks’, ‘people talk all about the foreign companies but look in this village, it’s the local 

authorities!’ (male farmer, KC, 23.4.14). Other chiefs were characterized as well-meaning but 

lacking the political networks necessary to help villagers: ‘The village chief helps us but doesn’t have 

much power. If we die, then the village chief will die too’ (Family, KC, 13.3.14). Villagers said the 

potency of local officials’ power was connected to their military connections, their age, and the land 

resources they controlled, as well as their familial connections with higher authorities. But some 

people told me it was impossible to tell which chiefs would be crooked and which ones wouldn’t be. 

Srey Sophorn explained that it’s hard because ‘it’s a problem with the system’: 

When we talked to one of the Village chiefs, an old Village chief, he told us that they literally 
put a gun to his head to make him sign [the property deals]. And when the new Village chief 
came, he said the old Village chief had done the signing, not him.  

[Alice: Are the older village chiefs more crooked than the younger ones?] 

No, I don’t think it’s any different. Sometimes the young authorities can be worse, because 
they want to rise up the ladder very fast. They have studied, they know a lot, so if they want to 
be crooked, they can do it very well. 

[Alice: Are there any authorities that are in places with lots of forest that don’t sell land?] 

It’s hard, because it’s a problem with the system. Maybe there are some, but I don’t know… 
in general, it’s difficult. And they make the laws to protect the people with power. (Srey 
Sophorn, KC, 11.5.14) 

For Srey Sophorn, it was difficult to imagine a situation in which a village chief in a resource-rich 

area would not be corrupt. But in her analysis, the fault lay with the wider system of upward 
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accountability through Khsae networks that meant guns could be put to village chiefs’ heads to enact 

land grabs.  

The village chiefs themselves are often supportive (at least outwardly) of villagers’ land 

claims and some go to considerable efforts to take local complaints to higher authorities who may be 

able to help. Local officials frequently asked for my help and shared concerns about social problems 

in their communities. Commune officials in both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri dared to stand up 

to Ministry representatives at the roundtable meetings I held to complain about land grabbing. The 

difficulty for rural people is that they are never sure whether this support is genuine or not, and the 

uncertainty over others’ positions makes resistance difficult, as one farmer described to me: 

The commune chief and village chief help us. The commune chief supports the company too. 
When we have a meeting, the village and commune chief don’t dare show their faces. They 
hide in the shadows. The real power comes from the higher authorities. When we need 
something signed, the commune chief helps, but he is two faced (male farmer, 50s, 18.12.14).  

As this farmer notes, even the local chiefs that support the community are potentially ‘two faced’, as 

they temper their support for their constituency (who are also their family and neighbors) with their 

obligations to higher-level officials and other patrons. 

Villagers’ dependent, yet uncertain relationship with local officials explains in large part why 

the majority of rural land title holders do not officially register land transfers (which renders the 

national registry completely out of step with on-the-ground realities) and instead ask local officials to 

sign informal letters of land transfer (So 2009). Given the importance of relations with local officials, 

it makes sense for people to show their loyalty to local officials through informal payments for state 

services rather than accessing distant provincial land offices (Hughes 2013). Furthermore, for many 

local people, these local agents of the state are their first—and often only—avenue for support when 
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they face a land dispute. Women in particular are less likely to access higher levels of authorities, 

including the cadastral commission which was set up to arbitrate land disputes (Figure 15).  

 

Figure 15 Who did you go to for help with your land dispute? 

More than half of the respondents in my survey (51 percent women and 58 percent men) said they 

asked the village chief for help, and more than half of male respondents asked the commune chief for 

help (37 percent women and 51 percent men). Some men also accessed higher authorities (district, 

provincial and Phnom Penh), while many women did not ask anyone for assistance besides their 

family or the other land claimant.  

It is worth drawing out here another peculiarity of this chart: The court—perhaps the place 

where we might imagine taking a land dispute if it accelerated beyond the level of mutual 
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agreement—is conspicuous by its almost complete absence. Most rural people see law as something 

used to suppress, rather than a potential mode of emancipation. Villagers are unlikely to take a case to 

court when a company encroaches on their land, but they may be subject to court proceedings if they 

exercise their rights on land claimed by concessionaires. When I asked people facing land disputes 

whether they could go to court now that they had land title, many people said that only those who 

have education and political networks can wield the law: 

Some know that this land is really their land, but when they are told that the land isn’t theirs, 
they are threatened by the authorities, they are not brave enough (ot hien) to protest. And the 
people who know about the law – the authorities, the people who come from far away to buy 
land – they suppress the villagers (Activist, KC, female, 17.11.14).  

The court in Cambodia is reminiscent of Holston’s (1991:708) description of the Brazilian court, 

where elites launch bureaucratic maneuvers to tie up conflicts and use their power to control the 

juridical process. Even when people do try to take their case to court, they are saddled with legal fees 

and cases are rarely resolved. For example, of 157 land dispute cases involving agricultural land 

taken to Cambodian courts in 2013, only 29 percent of cases were partly resolved, compared to 42 

percent of cases for residential land (NGO Forum, cited in Oldenburg and Neef, 2014, p. 49). This 

indicates that courts are less likely to process complaints or lawsuits involving concessionaires. In 

this way, law in Cambodia is not separate from extra-legal corrupt maneuvers but is implicated in the 

production of uncertainty. Hun Sen draws on the law and discourses of anti-corruption to censure 

wayward officials when he deems it politically necessary. During the land reform, the Prime Minister 

reacted to angry, dispossessed farmers who brandished their land title documents outside his 

residence in Phnom Penh by accusing provincial officials of corruption (Aun and Wright 2014). 

Local officials therefore enjoy some flexibility to assert claims, but may be subject to political 

censure if they go too far. In this context, local authorities’ strategies to claim land through Order 01 



 

138 

stayed away (for the most part) from the overt use of physical force that might attract central state 

censure, and relied on subtler processes of exclusion and the use of coercion, capital and political 

connections to accumulate land and political control.  

III: Local authority practices of land grabbing during Order 01  

With their authority to allocate land circumscribed due to the presence of Hun Sen’s volunteer 

student surveyors, stories abounded of local officials and other local elite sidestepping the land 

reform. Officials in one of my study villages designated Social Land Concessions in forest areas and 

then claimed this land themselves. In another village, officials divided Community Forest land and 

persuaded the student volunteers to survey the land for them and their kin networks and political 

supporters. Some officials waited until the volunteers left and then re-drew land boundaries or bought 

up land from land claimants in collaboration with higher authorities. And some officials with less 

access to powerful patronage networks worked alone to secretly clear and claim land prior to the 

survey team’s arrival.  

But it was not only local officials who tried to use the land reform to their advantage to claim 

land. The requirement in Order 01 that land be cultivated led to a rush to clear forested areas prior to 

the survey team’s arrival. In some villages where the word got out that the student volunteers were 

coming, all kinds of people rushed to clear the land. This was difficult, however, for poor households 

with few financial resources or little labor availability: 

 We were using the land a little, but not all of it, because we didn’t have money to clear it. 
What if they don’t measure the land that people use for growing? What will the people do 
without land to give to their children? (woman farmer, 44yrs, KC, 4.12.2013) 
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This statement reflects notions of what land is that are very different from Cambodian state policy 

and development agency discourse. For the state and donors, land is an input of production and 

political power; for smallholders, land is a source of food and livelihood, and future household 

wellbeing that people claim and wait to clear when they need it and they have the labor available. 

Order 01 revealed that many villagers with claims to unproductive forest land lacked the resources 

either to clear or cultivate their holdings. Those with large families or money or both could clear 

much more land than those without such resources, and the former already had larger holdings when 

Order 01 was announced. Villagers’ primary concern was that they would lose land that remained un-

cleared.  

Well-connected commune authorities and wealthy members of the village elite were also 

concerned when the students came. But the officials’ problem was not, ‘how can I clear my land?’; 

rather, it was, ‘how much land can I clear?’ In one village, the village chief, commune council 

members and other village elite who knew about the campaign hired machinery to clear tracts of 

forest near the village prior to the students’ arrival and put in boundary marker sticks to cement their 

claim. It is difficult to understand precisely how much land local officials accumulated in anticipation 

of the land survey, and how village and commune-level elite are connected to higher levels of power, 

because maps and titles were not made public. My survey questions on land sales were also difficult 

to interpret, as many people are too afraid to talk openly in the context of a survey form about how 

they, or others they knew, are involved in land deals. However, as I built longer-term relationships, 

people began to talk more openly. Land brokers (local people who buy up land on behalf of urban 

land buyers) were a rich source of information. I came to know one land broker in Srai Saat 

commune well. A weather-beaten man in his ‘60s named Lok Toeurn, he called me to his house one 
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day and showed me a map he said he had obtained from a contact within the Ministry of Land. He 

wanted me to take photos of it and print a larger, plasticized copy for him so that he could take the 

map in the rain when he went to inspect land plots for purchase. I have reproduced part of the map 

here minus any identifying characteristics (Figure 16).  

 

Figure 16 Map obtained from land broker showing names crossed out, highlighted, penciled in; and four key 
names (all of local/sub-national officials) that repeat across the landscape. (Photo: Alice Beban) 

This section of the map represents the edge of village crop land (the smaller plots in the top left 

quadrant of the map) and an area of shrub and forest land between the village and the mountain range 

to the West of the village (the right and lower portion of the map). This area was not developed prior 

to the land reform. The land is far from established roads and settlements, it is on the opposite side of 

the village from the expanding ELC plantation zone, and the soil ecology is poor. Villagers I spoke 

with said the land was considered communal land prior to the land reform, and local people used it 

for grazing cattle, planting upland rice nurseries, collecting firewood and gathering fungi and fruit. 
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Some families who were new to the area had attempted to clear part of the land by hand in the mid-

2000s to cultivate rice, cassava and mango, but the crops had died and most people considered the 

area too far from the village to farm.  

There are two things to notice on the map. First, notice how the situation on the ground 

(according to the land broker) differs from the Ministry of Land registry. Of the 58 named plots on 

this portion of the map, 43 of the names are typed, suggesting that the names were generated from 

survey records at the Land Ministry. These typed names are likely for land plots that people claimed 

and cleared prior to the Order 01 survey team’s arrival (given that this area was under forest cover 

prior to the survey and had no known private claims). The other names are scrawled in pen onto 

unnamed plots, or written over typed names, indicating that these plots were likely bought or grabbed 

after the survey. Second, notice how different the situation on the ground is from the regulations 

outlined in the land reform policy, which prescribed a maximum five hectares land per person. Here, 

four names repeat again and again across the map. I have shaded these names with colored boxes 

(pink, yellow, green and blue). Names that only appear once are shaded in white. All four repeated 

names (which make up 70 percent of the 58 named plots on this section of map) are officials at the 

commune, district and provincial levels, revealing the extent to which state officials used their khsae 

networks to benefit from the land reform.  

While it was impossible for me to decipher the exact terms of the political economy of land 

distribution with officials and elite, it was clear that officials who had links to higher levels of 

patronage networks gained financially through their role in land grabbing during the land reform. Lok 

Toeurn said that forest land claimed by local officials in connection with higher level authorities was 

then titled in the names of higher officials or sold to the ‘Chinese company’. He pointed out yellow 
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highlights on the map and told me these were land parcels the concession company had purchased 

after the land survey. Seven of the eight plots highlighted yellow were large plots in the name of a 

single official. According to Lok Toeurn, the local authorities retained round 20-100 USD per hectare 

depending on the land quality and sale price when they sold this land, and higher-level authorities 

also received a cut of the proceeds. In some cases, he said, local officials received a portion of the 

land to keep for themselves in place of financial benefits.  

Others from the commune corroborated the information from the land broker’s map. For 

example, Lok Tiim was a man in his 60s with whom I spent several afternoons drinking pots of 

strong coffee (with copious amounts of sweetened condensed milk) at the local coffee shop. He told 

me in a conspiratorial whisper that he was an ex-spy from the civil war period; he fought for 

government troops in the early ‘70s and was dispatched to infiltrate Khmer Rouge platoons and 

assassinate troublemakers. This training, he proclaimed, made him a good observer, and he knew 

everything that was going on with land in the commune:  

The people with a lot of land here are the powerful people, there are more than 10 people with 
large land areas, around 10 hectares or more each. Those are the people with money and 
power, the officials and the businessmen and military men from this commune. They already 
had land and they got more with the land titling, because they went and got all the forest land 
and claimed it for their own. Then there are the ones from outside who come to buy land, 
maybe 30 people or more, that have plots of up to 10-20 hectares. So there’s hundreds of 
hectares in the hands of these big landowners. (Ex-spy, café in KS, 4.9.14) 

Lok Tiim’s claims about the numbers of large land claimants in the commune are greater than the 

map reproduced above, which covers only one village. However, they match well with my own 

observations from driving a motorbike around the foothills of the commune, where I observed many 

freshly planted mango, rubber and cassava fields in the wake of the reform.  
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A central element of local elite’s land capture was the control of information prior to the 

student volunteers’ arrival. Local officials had access both to the changing guidelines for the 

implementation of Order 01 and to the powerful elites determined to take advantage of the results of 

the campaign: 

The people in the village didn’t know that the students were going to measure the forest land, 
they just knew about the measurement of the village land. So we couldn’t go out and get a lot 
of forest land, but other people that knew, people that came from far away, they went and got 
a lot of forest land before the students came. (Male 40s, KC, 11.11.14)  

Not all local authorities benefitted from the land reform, however. Those who lacked the resources 

(money or khsae networks with officials/elite who had the resources to clear land) were angry about 

the way they were sidelined, and the land grabbing in their villages. One village chief told me that all 

the forest land around the village was parceled out to elite from the larger provincial town; ‘the land 

measurement has no justice’ (Village Chief K, 10.3.14). Another village chief agreed that the 

campaign had the effect of strengthening land control in the hands of the ‘powerful people’: 

The measurement is not about the company here, it’s about the powerful people. If they just 
took the land maybe we could fight, but now they have the title too, so we can’t do anything. 
They have the rights. They have the signatures of three ministries.’ (village chief, TB, 9.4.14)   

Similar land rushes occurred throughout the area, although they varied considerably with the situation 

of villagers and the strategies of local authorities. In one village, the local authorities held a meeting 

before the students arrived and offered forest land to some people in the community if they shared it 

with the authorities: 

They gave the land to us before the students came. That is, they told some people they could 
go and clear the forest in a certain place. It wasn’t everyone who went, only the people whose 
names got called by the Village chief. Others were too afraid to go and cut when they didn’t 
have their names called. They told us that if we cleared the land we could have it measured by 
the students when they came.  (Woman 50s, KC, 4.8.14)  
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In this woman’s village, it was not clear to me why certain people were selected to clear forest land 

with the authorities’ blessing and others were not. One woman suggested that this depended on 

whether people were known supporters of the ruling party versus the opposition. The young village 

chief in this village justified his actions by telling me that he invited poor families to clear forest land 

before the students arrived so they would have ‘land for their future and our village would be better 

off’ (Village chief, KC, 2.5.14). 

Beyond the attempts to make their claims legible to the coming survey team by grabbing and 

clearing forest land, local officials employed other strategies that used the survey and associated legal 

classifications as a cover to enact projects of accumulation at the local level. Recalling a planned 

Social Land Concession that was surveyed by the student volunteers but did not materialize, one man 

described how the landscape itself became illegible to him: 

We were called to a meeting and drew lots for the Social Land Concession land. I got a 
number and we saw the land, there was a stick with my number sticking in the soil. But then 
after the land survey when I went back to plant the land, there were no sticks, I couldn’t find 
it… I thought I was in the wrong place, but they told me that it’s all been sold. (Man, 40s, KC, 
23.5.14)  

A local activist activist drew a map for me to point out the Social Land Concession the man quoted 

above mentioned, and complained to me that ‘this area was allocated to people before the land 

survey in lots of 1.25 hectares, but then it was sold off by the authorities, we didn’t see any of it’ 

(community activist, male, 30s, 11.5.14). Many of these strategies to claim land were done in secret, 

and completely excluded local villagers. In their discussions with me, land claimants often used 

words such as ‘secretly’, ‘quietly’; these are processes that are ‘done in secret, they wouldn’t let the 

people go to see’ (Commune official, opposition, female, 14.10.14).  
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IV: Villagers’ roles in co-producing elite land grabs   

Local officials’ strategies to maintain land control and accumulate land for themselves were not 

always secret from local people. In fact, villagers often co-produced these schemes through fear and a 

desire to maintain local relationships, and to gain land and monetary payoffs. In four of five 

communes in which I spent time in Kampong Chhnang, powerful local players bypassed the five 

hectares per household land limit by offering money to villagers who would claim an area of forest 

land; in some villages, between 50 to 75 percent of residents told me they received some money. The 

local elite then reportedly asked the villagers to thumb-print a deed of land sale and claimed 

ownership of the land for themselves. One smallholder rice farmer described these processes in his 

village: 

Before the students came, the authorities divided land that was designated as environmental 
protected land amongst the families, five hectares each. They said they would give them three 
hundred dollars per plot to put their names on the title. They took copies of documents, so 
they have the correct name, identity card, and family information. So this is following the 
law; it is not illegal by the land law. They use the villagers as a step for their own benefit, all 
cooperating together amongst the village, district, and provincial wealthy people to get what 
they want (Male villager, KC, 3.9.14).  

Neither this man, nor his neighbors who shared similar stories, had any documentation for the land 

they described. They said that commune officials had the titles. They continued to wait, some hopeful 

that one day they may receive some money or land, others feeling hopeless. ‘I think it was a fake 

title’, one woman lamented, while her neighbor said, ‘no, it was a sale certificate, it’s because we 

can’t read… it said we would sell the land to them, and we signed it’. I found that the payments 

people received for signing land documents over to the authorities varied widely; some families in the 

village received 50-100 USD of the promised 300 USD, others received nothing. The amount 

received did not appear to be clearly linked to people’s kinship links or political loyalty to the village 
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authorities, although other villagers suggested that people who supported the opposition did not 

receive money.  

Villagers justified their participation in these schemes by drawing my attention to their 

meagre houses and lack of land and food. On one memorable afternoon, I sat with three middle-aged 

women who were weaving baskets in the shade. They spoke out in anger about the actions of 

officials: 

[first woman] I don’t have land now and I don’t have anything to eat. So my children will go 
to Thailand in the future. One day, when I went out to cut grass, I heard the village chief say 
the land was being divided and we could get 100 USD. I was so happy, I could make sure my 
children eat today. And then they didn’t give the money. I went to see him, I wanted to hit 
him. I said: ‘why haven’t I got the money, I signed the papers’. He said, just wait a while. 
And I went to see him again, he said another week. Another week, another week. And now 
there is no money.  

[second woman] You wonder where your money has gone? Look at the village chief’s new 
house. When they ask us to go and thumbprint something, I just do it. I didn’t know what it 
was, couldn’t read it.  

[third woman] This bad stuff going on, Hun Sen doesn’t know about this. When they give 
gifts, they don’t give things to Sam Raimsy [opposition party leader] supporters. I got so mad, 
I couldn’t go into the Wat [temple] when they showed the land titles. (conversation with three 
village women in KS, 9.4.14) 

This conversation elucidates the difficult position that villagers find themselves in. Even if someone 

signs the papers proffered by the authorities, they may not get the money. They are then stuck—as 

the first woman is—furious at the village chief but resigned to wait endlessly, as she is a player in 

this scheme too and has no one else to turn to. Similarly, the third woman was palpably angry as she 

spoke, but she did not attend the land title display at the temple, which was officially an opportunity 

for land claimants to check the land survey and register appeals if the figures weren’t right. She was 

so angry that she could not even bring herself to enter the temple. But she was not angry at Hun Sen 
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directly. In her mind, the problems with Order 01 do not reflect badly on the Prime Minister as he 

‘doesn’t know about’ the corrupt actions of local officials.  

People who speak out about land grabbing to outside groups such as opposition party 

representatives and NGOs face threats, exclusion from state services and the spoils of development, 

or even physical retribution. In many cases, people worried that they would not get a land title, or that 

their land title may be taken away from them if they spoke out about the problems with the land 

reform. Some people were just happy to get something, even if only a small portion of their rice land 

was titled. The Cambodian Director of a local land rights NGO spoke bitterly about the ways that 

people ‘couldn’t see’ the land being taken around them because they were satisfied with their own 

small areas of land: 

Before the companies were too scared to come [here] because the people stood up to them. 
But with Order 01, the people were happy to just get a little land and they forgot about the 
larger area of land outside their measurement, they didn’t see what the village chiefs did. The 
village chiefs conspired with companies and rich people from outside to get that land. So the 
people are stupid; they are happy but they have lost their land in the long run. Order 01 is 
cruel (NGO head, 30.1.14) 

People did indeed construct themselves as too ‘lazy’ (‘kjil’), ‘stupid’, or ‘not brave enough’ to voice 

their complaints to other actors, as this NGO Director suggests. People turned to me pleading for help 

in our conversations; ‘Please help us. I'm stupid, I'm just a farmer, I don't know what to do’ (villager, 

woman, 18.10.14). One man asked me:  

When will the students come back? Some people didn't get their land measured, because the 
people from the Ministry of Land said that it was too small, or had no shape. We didn't know 
where the people were from, the people measuring. We are stupid, we don't know much. And 
they never tell us anything. I guess we could go to the commune, but I’m too lazy [kjil] (Male, 
40s, KC, 30.12.14) 
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The term kjil in this quote is usually translated as ‘lazy’, but my research suggests that people’s 

inaction does not emerge from laziness or stupidity; it emerges from fear and powerlessness. One 

woman who owned a local café shrugged her shoulders when I asked her why she didn’t tell anyone 

about her land not being measured: ‘You know, an egg can’t hit a stone [pong moan min ait jool 

tmor]. I know we won’t win anyway, so why complain?’ (Café owner, KS, 25.4.14). Some villagers 

imagined a day when the immoral acts of the officials would become public knowledge: 

They displayed the plots they had surveyed in the local temple [Wat] after the survey, but 
when I went to see, it wasn’t my name on the title. It was another name! But I couldn’t do 
anything, I stayed quiet. Because even if I wanted to protest, where would I go? … I didn’t 
say anything then, I bottled it up. But when they give out the titles, on that day, I am ready to 
kill someone. Everything will be made clear then, all the secrets of the authorities. (Man, 30s, 
KC, 15.10.14) 

I never saw a day when ‘all the secrets of the authorities’ were uncovered; at land title distribution 

ceremonies, most people were too fearful to speak out.  

V: A contrasting case: Implementation of Order 01 in the absence of land grabs? 

One study village in Kampong Chhnang stood out for me due to the lack of elite land grabbing prior 

to and during the campaign, in contrast to surrounding villages. In the village of Svay, in Phnom Mie 

commune, people told me they had few problems with corrupt and inequitable implementation during 

Order 01. One key reason for this difference is the geographic location. Svay is a long settled area, 

and therefore land claims may be less contentious than in Srai Saat commune with its recently settled 

villages at the edge of the forest. Beyond this, however, conditions in this village and surrounding 

villages in the commune (and neighboring Srai Saat commune) were similar; all have extensive forest 

cover, and all share a history of conflict with the Pheapimex ELC. I argue that in Svay village, more 

equitable processes of land registration and distribution were due to the presence of supportive 
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individuals in positions of authority, and to strong community networks that informed community 

members about correct processes and monitored the survey teams implementing the reform.  

Although the strength of the community network has ebbed and flowed over time in Phnom 

Mie, the network is stronger here than in surrounding communes, due in large part to the efforts of 

local women who emerged as community leaders during the first wave of land activism here in the 

early 2000s. Green Cambodia Director Ming Tam deliberately recruited women when she worked 

with villagers in the early 2000s to organize resistance to ELC expansion. Ming Tam told me that 

women are strong leaders in the network because they are ‘committed to the land. It is their family, 

their children’s land, their whole life, so sometimes they are thinking about the land and not just 

thinking about making money’ (Ming Tam, 5.11.14). Other people echoed this idea that men are more 

likely to ‘sell out’ and join land grabbing networks themselves, while women are more likely to think 

of the collective. I met several male community network leaders who appeared to be incredibly 

committed to their communities, such as Men Somning. But even Men Somning explained to me that 

he thinks the network needs women leaders because ‘women are stronger than men…they don’t think 

about fighting but about talking and being patient so they can have relationships with the community 

and with the authorities’. This gendered construction of women as less violent and therefore more 

suitable as protest leaders is also noted in research on the emergence of women leaders in urban 

protests at Boeung Kak lake (Kent 2014). In Kampong Chhnang, this construction of women as 

peaceable bodies is linked with the notion that women’s exclusion from political spheres of power 

makes them more suitable community leaders, precisely because they are more likely to think of 

children and the common good rather than personal gain.  
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The women leaders in this commune may have garnered respect from villagers because of 

their gendered subjectivities as peaceable, trustful community members, but their success in 

maintaining solidarity is due to the effort they put into the community network. Srey Sophorn and 

women community representatives from the five other villages in the commune meet most weeks to 

discuss land issues, and they hold monthly meetings in each village to spread information among 

villagers. While many people in the area migrate for work, these women leaders live full-time in their 

villages, and while none of these women are wealthy, they are all from households that have access to 

enough land, livestock and labour to maintain a living while also finding time to support their 

communities. Furthermore, the network in Phnom Mie has benefitted from other NGO initiatives that 

bring groups of people together within the community, including a youth group, women’s group, 

vegetable sellers collective, and community rice bank. The women leaders of the network are active 

in these smaller groups (often leading these groups and earning small per diem payments for 

attending trainings and facilitating meetings), and they use group meetings to talk about land issues 

and maintain connections with the community. My survey responses show how active the community 

network is in Phnom Mie. Similar numbers of people were aware of the community network in Srai 

Saat (46 percent) and Phnom Mie (47 percent), but in Phnom Mie, almost three quarters (73 percent) 

of these people said they ‘always’ go to meetings and 96 percent said the network was ‘useful’. In 

Srai Saat, less than half of respondents (47 percent) said they ‘always’ attend meetings and only 52 

percent of people said the network was ‘useful’.  

The women leaders in Phnom Mie have established relationships of respect with local 

officials in several villages. The commune chief in Phnom Mie regularly holds village meetings in 

each village, and at these forums, I was struck by the way in which villagers spoke up about their 
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concerns, and officials listened and responded. In village meetings I have attended elsewhere, 

government officials spent the majority of the meeting talking, while the audience sat in silence. (In 

one meeting in Srai Saat commune, a community activist took the microphone to pose a question 

about land conflict and the commune clerk jerked the microphone out of his hand and carried it back 

to the stage.) The village chief in Svay Village, in particular, worked closely with community 

network leaders to support villagers and warn people about the risks of selling land for short-term 

cash gain.  

During Order 01, the network in Phnom Mie used its contacts among villagers to spread 

information about the land survey before the survey teams arrived. Srey Sophorn told me that she 

first heard about the planned land survey from the Phnom Mie Commune Chief. Srey Sophorn then 

met with community network leaders from Pursat province (where the land reform had already been 

carried out): 

When we met, the volunteers had already surveyed in Pursat. And they said to us that there 
was so much corruption, that the authorities grabbed land and the students and authorities 
snuck off to measure land in secret. And the company was paying off the students to measure 
land. But then we were worried because the [NGO staff] said they could not do anything 
during the survey, because the Prime Minister had banned NGOs from being involved. So we 
talked about it, that it was up to us to make sure we knew what was happening and we 
informed all the villagers before the volunteers arrived. (Srey Sophorn, 21.3.14) 

Srey Sophorn and other community leaders from Phnom Mie commune agreed to go door to door to 

tell their communities about the land reform before the surveyors arrived. The network leaders also 

called on their village chiefs as well as the commune chief to ask for more information about what 

was planned, and to request that the authorities assisted the villagers during the land reform. Then the 

network leaders drew up schedules for monitoring the survey, with one or two representatives from 

the community network volunteering to follow the land survey teams each day and assist land 
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claimants. In Svay, the community network was particularly successful at organizing a roster to 

accompany the measurement teams at all times during the implementation of Order 01 to encourage 

transparency in the process, as villagers explained:  

[Community organisers] told us all about it before the students came... they made a plan for 
who would follow the students and the land ministry people, and we had all the documents 
ready and waited at our land. The survey team was happy because the network knows more 
about whose land is who’s than anyone else! We got all our land measured (51-year-old male 
community activist, KC, 1.4.2014). 

Srey Sophorn said that this plan of monitoring the survey worked better in some villages than others: 

In some places we could have done better. Because people put their names down to watch the 
survey but then they could’t go. Or when we came on our motorbikes, the [survey team 
would] drive off to a different area. But we could still be there to help people. When the 
students went around, it was a group with the village chief and commune office people, and 
the Department of Land people, and they asked us questions about the land because we know 
the area. (Srey Sophorn, 21.3.14) 

While Srey Sophorn noted that the community network’s strategy of monitoring the survey was not 

always successful, my interviews with people in the commune (and particularly in Svay village) 

revealed that villagers in Phnom Mie reported less elite capture of the reform. Land claimants in Svay 

village mentioned land grabs or corruption during the land reform in only three interviews (of 34 

interviews); at less than 10 percent of interviewees, this is much lower than surrounding villages in 

Phnom Mie and Srai Saat communes, in which approximately 70 people (out of 78 interviews) 

discussed issues with corruption during the reform. I suggest this can be explained in part by the 

established relationships that people in this village have with local authorities. Several people 

described the local authorities as scared of the community network, which was something that I 

rarely heard in other areas:     
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I think it is different here because the authorities are scared of us... they know that we are 
respected. When the students came, there were some problems and some people with more 
connections got more land, but not like other places... only a couple of people didn't get their 
land measured here (woman, 40s, KC, 9.4.14). 

It is worth dwelling on this woman’s account to pull out the ways in which this narrative departs from 

other people’s depictions of state/society relations at the village level. Many people I interviewed in 

Kampong Chhnang (particularly in Srai Saat commune) were either fearful of local authorities, 

uncertain about their intentions, and/or scathing of their inability to protect villagers’ interests (as my 

previous discussion about the ‘two faced chief’ highlights). But in Svay village, several people used 

phrases such as ‘they respect us’, they listen to us’, ‘they are scared of us’; or even, ‘they know we 

can kill them’ (spoken by two women in their 60s who took part in protests against the Pheapimex 

concession in the early 2000s). 

Village chiefs in Phnom Mie also described the ways community members demanded 

accountability through regular meetings with authorities and extensive links with villagers. Local 

authorities were well aware that community members knew their rights, such as the village chief in 

Svay:  

...when [Order 01] happened, the people were very active in it, part of the process. Because 
they wanted the land, and because it was forest land so they knew that if they didn’t go along 
with the student team they wouldn’t get the land. They were organized because they had the 
meetings first, they knew what they should get. I think the people here know more than most 
(Male village chief, KC, 13.5.14). 

This village chief’s description of people’s participation in local governance processes and their 

superior knowledge is striking in the way that he (as the official leader) does not claim any ownership 

over, or even a role within this organized community. During our interview, he continually used the 

pronoun ‘they’, placing himself outside the village meetings and knowledge sharing. He noted at one 
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point that Srey Sophorn and other network leaders come to meet with him and ‘tell [him] what is 

going on and what the problems are in the village’. This notion that villagers would tell the village 

chief ‘what is going on’ was at odds with the situation in most villages, in which villagers would 

come to ask the village chief for help, and the village chief would then define what the problems 

were.  

This relationship of accountability with local authorities does not mean the implementation of 

Order 01 was entirely free of problems in Svay. Some people still reported cases of forest clearance 

in advance of the land reform, and the Community Forest area was partially titled out to local 

villagers and elites (see Chapter 7). The success of the land reform in Svay was also undermined a 

year later, when a massive irrigation scheme began construction in the area. This project involved 

decisions made by central government and investors who had almost no communication with village 

and commune-level authorities, which meant that the relationships community network members had 

cultivated with local authorities were of limited use in resisting the project.  

This case suggests, therefore, that on the local level, well-organised, knowledgeable 

community members with a strong history of community mobilization and links to community 

leaders and supportive NGOs may be better placed to persuade authorities to work in a pro-poor 

manner, although they still face severe inequalities in power that limit their ability to push their case 

to a satisfactory outcome. The case of Svay illustrates that while rural people are often marginal to 

neo-patrimonial networks of power and authority, people with established relationships within 

communities and with local authorities can work to hold politico-business networks accountable. To 

be sure, this case did not show the cessation of land exclusions. However, in addition to the 
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mitigation of the worst effects, Svay highlights potential for new forms of state-society relations; a 

shift from fear of authorities to greater political engagement. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

YOUTH TO THE FRONTIER: MOBILIZING LAND REFORM VOLUNTEERS TO 

BUILD THE MODERN CAMBODIAN STATE 

I: Introduction 

I first met Sokha, an earnest 20-year-old Economics student, in the cramped office of his university’s 

Student Association just a few weeks into my field research. Sokha recounted his adventures as a 

volunteer in the Order 01 land reform. Between May 2012 and May 2013, more than 2700 young 

people were recruited directly from student associations and universities, as well as Buddhist temples 

in Phnom Penh, to serve as Order 01 land reform volunteers.36 Sokha had led a team of twelve 

university students to survey land in Kampong Chhnang with the assistance of local officials. To my 

surprise, Sokha finished the interview by offering to accompany me back to Kampong Chhnang to 

help interview officials. ‘If it’s just you, they might not talk with you, but if I’m there, I can get an 

interview with anyone you want,’ he said confidently. I wasn’t so sure. Several officials had turned 

down my requests for an interview because the Ministry of Land had warned them not to talk with 

researchers.  

But two weeks later, Sokha and I were shown straight into the spacious office of the District 

Governor, a broad shouldered man in his 60s. ‘Hi, Uncle,’ said Sokha casually (using the familiar 

term for uncle, ‘Puu’). My research assistant Sokun and I exchanged glances; age is a dominant 

                                                

36 No official figures are available and estimates vary widely; this estimate is from a senior Land Ministry 
official. 
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marker of social hierarchy in Cambodia and normally a young man would be expected to address an 

older man—particularly a senior government official—politely by title and honorific (Jacobsen 2012; 

Ledgerwood 1996). However, the governor spoke openly during the interview and even asked his 

secretary to photocopy a number of classified documents and maps for us. My pre-conceived ideas 

about the dominant social position enjoyed by older men in Cambodian society vis a vis younger men 

became further unsettled as the interview went on. At one point, Sokha and the Governor disagreed 

over whether the student volunteers should have surveyed land that was not being actively cultivated. 

Sokha cut the governor off mid-sentence— 

[Alice]: Was there any land that could not be surveyed? 

[Governor]:  Well…some people didn’t get the land that they weren’t growing on, you 
see—  

[Sokha]:  [cutting in] There were 81 titles, 343 hectares, that couldn’t be given to 
villagers because that land was forest land under the control of the Forest 
Administration. 

[Governor]:  But you see, Cambodian people have a custom of cultivating some land, and 
having a wider area around their land for their cattle to graze, and for hunting... 
This is Cambodian tradition. 

[Sokha]: They don’t use this land every year…we can’t measure it if they don’t use the 
land. 

The Governor continued to plead the case that villagers’ grazing and forested land should have been 

surveyed, but Sokha spoke over him, dismissing this as ‘traditional thinking’ that was outside the 

scope of the land reform.  

In this chapter I argue that the unusual—though contingent—power of Sokha and other 

volunteers to make decisions and bypass local officials lay in the volunteers’ position as ‘Prime 

Minister’s youth’. The volunteers’ power arose from their ‘in-between-ness’ (Ní Mhurchú 2015); not 
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only because they were volunteers (and therefore neither full state employees nor outside of the 

state), but also because of what this category signified: they were youth—young, uncorrupted, and in 

need of protection—and they were soldiers—with the technological sophistication and militarized 

garb to clarify the political power and threat they embodied. Both roles were clearly tied to the 

personal power of the Prime Minister. This subjectivity allowed the volunteers to gain the trust of 

rural villagers while disarming local officials, making the volunteers more effective in carrying out 

the state’s reform agenda and bolstering the power of the Prime Minister as the benevolent leader 

who ‘donated’ land titles to people. Essentially, the volunteers provided the labor necessary to carry 

out the project in a short time, they embodied a positive image of Cambodian development prior to 

the national election, and they enabled the central government to bypass local officials and elite who 

control the distribution of property in many rural areas and who rural people often see as corrupt and 

untrustworthy. In this context, the volunteers garnered authority from their close link to Hun Sen, and 

they garnered people’s trust as fresh young helpers, unmarked by the systemic corruption that plagues 

government institutions. But land reform is not just about recognizing property rights; it is about re-

defining who can gain protection from the state. The volunteers made diverse decisions on the ground 

over who could claim land and who could not. In this way, the land reform entrenched gendered, 

classed and racialized notions of the modern state even as it upset age hierarchies between the young 

volunteers and older local officials. 

In making this argument, I bring together feminist literature on intersectional oppression and 

land tenure with recent work on the politics of land reform to focus on the ways that the survey 

volunteers re-produced social categories. Feminist Political Ecology scholars working through 

intersectional analyses connect the racialization of development processes that present the South as 
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different and inferior (Escobar, 1995; Ferguson, 1994) and argue for a ‘postcolonial intersectionality’ 

that recognizes how gender and race are critical categories in shaping development (Mollett, 2012). I 

use this insight to analyze the racialization and gendering practices of Cambodian land policy, which 

privileges certain liberal ontologies of land as ‘modern’, certain land users as ‘legal’, and particular 

agricultural forms as ‘development’. Most of the volunteers were male, and they saw their work in 

highly masculinized ways that stressed their authority and control. When they encountered land 

claimants in rural areas, their demeanor and actions reproduced gendered and racialized notions of 

the ‘good subject’ that placed Khmer men above women and indigenous people, such that indigenous 

women were at the bottom of the hierarchy. The volunteers promised to provide private land titles 

that would extend the state’s protection from foreign ‘land grabbing’ companies, but only for those 

whose land use patterns and notions of property fit with the volunteers’ understandings of 

‘legitimate’ land claimants. As such, the volunteers both ‘represent[ed] the state to the people and the 

people to the state’ (Wolford, 2016:7) as they enacted decisions that had lasting material and 

discursive implications for who can claim state protection through land title.  

Essentially, then, the volunteers were transformed into development agents. The volunteers 

were sent to upland areas that were previously excluded from state and donor land titling efforts. 

They offered a mechanism for the state to curb dissent among rural people tired of land conflict and 

to bring the edges of state territory under the purview of the Prime Minister and in line with 

neoliberal capitalist conceptions of property. The Order 01 reform re-imagined these spaces as 

communities where the extension of private land title would allow both agribusiness companies and 

entrepreneurial smallholder farmers to prosper. The student volunteers therefore became the 
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vanguards of this imagined space, tasked with not just measuring land but transmitting the promise of 

this imaginary to rural people. 

On the ground, however, this modern blueprint was much more difficult to implement than 

the volunteers anticipated. The volunteers encountered land claimants who argued or refused the 

survey, officials and local elite who tried to re-assert their power over land distribution, company 

representatives who felt that their claims were valid. The chaos was heightened by the rushed 

implementation of the Order; the students arrived in the field barely trained, and the rules kept 

changing as the Land Ministry responded to problems in the field and sent out new—sometimes 

contradictory—additions to the Order. This resulted in highly diverse decision making on the ground. 

Sometimes the volunteers used their authority to push through land measurements for those whom 

they felt were deserving candidates; at other times, they avoided making decisions and deferred to the 

trained Land Officials. In this way, I argue that the volunteers were not passively absorbed into the 

state; rather, they drew on their own ideas about property and legitimate land claims. These ideas 

were shaped by their own backgrounds, their training and in their encounters with rural people.  

To make this argument, I draw on 18 interviews I conducted with student volunteers, some 

over multiple sittings, in city cafes, rural temples and university offices. The interviewees included 

fourteen men and four women (note that women made up only about 20 percent of volunteers), and 

included students who were recruited from student associations at wealthy universities, as well as 

poorer students who were recruited from Temple Youth Associations affiliated with local Buddhist 

temples. I also observed two volunteers while they surveyed land and verified titles, and I spent a 

week with one volunteer (Sokha from this chapter’s opening vignette), with whom I conducted 

fifteen interviews with provincial officials. I relied on both opportunism and the snowball method of 
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acquiring interviews, as many of the volunteers were warned not to talk with media or researchers, 

making open recruitment difficult. I also draw widely from transcripts of the Prime Minister’s 

speeches, land reform documentation, and interviews with land claimants, officials and activists in 

Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri.  

The remainder of the chapter is divided into six sections. In section two, I place the argument 

within the literature on youth mobilization and explain the context of the land reform. In section 

three, I contextualize the political urgency of the land reform in efforts to mobilize youth prior to the 

national election and outline the volunteer recruitment and training process, before proceeding to my 

main argument in three substantive sections. Section four examines the volunteers’ position as both 

trustworthy youth and as Hun Sen’s soldiers and shows how the volunteers drew on their position to 

upset age hierarchies, and Section five shows how the confusion on the ground exacerbated the 

diversity of decisions the volunteers made. In Section six, I show how the reform entrenched 

gendered, racialized and classed notions of the modern state subject. Section seven concludes by 

analyzing the ways that the youths’ participation in the reform shaped their trajectories afterward.   

II: Mobilizing youth to build the frontier 

Youth mobilization is a key component of state making, and the ‘youth question’ in Cambodia—

where almost two thirds of the population is under thirty (UN 2015)—is critical for the ruling party.37 

                                                

37 The United Nations declares that the ‘single most important issue facing youth in Cambodia today is 
unemployment’ (UN 2009:1), with an estimated 300,000 young people entering a tight labor market each year (UN, 
2009:2). The formal sector only creates around 50,000 new jobs each year, and young people in both informal and formal 
sector jobs face wage discrimination and difficult conditions (ILO 2011). 
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Indeed, young people everywhere are a potentially dissident social group (Comaroff and Comaroff 

2005), but can also be mobilized politically as vanguards of new systems (Shepler, 2005:131). Youth 

can be politically coopted through state institutions such as schools, youth associations and sports 

clubs (Raffin 2012). In Cambodia, two institutions—the family and the Sangha (Buddhist 

community)—have traditionally shaped the lives of young people, but the rise of state-sponsored 

youth associations and sporting groups is certainly not new (Ledgerwood 1996). Anne Raffin (2005) 

shows how the French colonial state mobilized youth through clubs and paramilitary groups in 

Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam, with the goal of inculcating conservative and patriotic feelings in 

youth and channeling these towards the regime.  

In the post-colonial period, leaders in Cambodia have re-packaged youth groups into pillars of 

support for their own militaristic projects and these groups have become important elements of state 

formation (Raffin 2005). Under Hun Sen’s rule, youth associations have sprung up in most 

universities, schools and temples. The majority of these are politically affiliated with the ruling CPP 

party, although some do belong to the opposition parties (Ryerson 2010). The CPP’s control of many 

large school and youth groups, including the Scouts, Red Cross Youth, and university and temple 

associations, has helped the Party control the youth vote (Ponniah 2013) by ‘tying the youth to the 

party so they toe the party line’ (Naren and Lewis 2013:3). What I suggest in this chapter is that the 

political mobilization of youth can reshape individual patron-client relations and other social 

categories (including gender and race) but also sits in tension with these existing relationships. This 

tension leads to opportunities for change in social structure and also entrenchment of existing 

relations of power and authority. 
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The Cambodian state’s recruitment of the youth volunteers in Order 01 was celebrated as ‘one 

of the only policies of its kind in the world’ (Zsombor and Kuch 2013:1), but it has precedents in 

many states’ attempts to send youth to frontier areas, such as China (Rodriguez 2011), the Soviet 

Empire (Shulman 2012), the Peace Corp in the USA (Hoffman 2000) or Project Rondon in Brazil 

(Rosenbaum 1971). These state projects often focus on ‘frontier’ sites that challenge the project to 

build a unified, ‘modern’ state (Hall 2013; Tsing 2005). For example, in World War Two, the 

Chinese state mobilized Han Chinese youth volunteers to perform ‘frontier service’ (bianjiang fuwu), 

with an agenda to gain the trust of ethnic groups on the frontier and build a unified, modern China 

(Rodriguez 2011:356). These projects of state formation can transform the socio-ecologies of the 

frontier. Under Mao’s ‘Down to the Countryside’ movement in the 1960s-70s, approximately 17 

million young urban Chinese were sent to strategic border areas to ‘open wasteland’ for state rubber 

plantations. In the process, they radically changed the ecology of the frontier areas and the ways of 

life of indigenous ethnic minorities, who were faced with an influx of people and new policies 

(Shapiro 2001:142).  

Similarly, the Cambodian state has long sought to reconstruct the uplands and in particular its 

indigenous groups—seen as ‘backward’ and potentially dissident. Investments in infrastructure, 

education, large scale natural resource extraction projects, and the promotion of cash crops and 

settled agriculture aim to modernize indigenous groups and to reduce poverty by ‘turn[ing] the rattan 

basket into rubber’ (Hun Sen 2012d:1). Order 01 built on the state’s modernizing efforts by spreading 

particular conceptions of private land rights and state protection into indigenous areas with a history 

of communal land tenure regimes, and into upland rice-growing areas where Khmer peasant land 
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tenure systems allowed for common grazing areas and uncultivated forest land held in reserve for 

future use.  

III: Recruitment and training of the youth volunteers 

In July 2012, the Dean of Cambodia’s Royal University of Agriculture (RUA) made an unexpected 

visit to nineteen-year-old Sophea’s class. As she told the story: ‘He said ‘the government needs 

volunteers to go around the country right away and measure company land to give to poor farmers’’ 

(V8).38 Sophea was one of approximately 350 volunteers recruited directly from the RUA’s degree 

program in Land Administration, effectively shutting down the program for several months during 

the volunteers’ deployment.  

Beyond the RUA program, the majority of volunteers were recruited from student 

associations, including two of the largest youth associations—the Union of Youth Federations of 

Cambodia (UYFC), and the Pagoda Children’s Intelligentsia and Student Association (known 

popularly as ‘the Pagoda Boys’).39 The UYFC began in 1978 with close ties to the CPP, and has 

chapters at most universities. Many of the UYFC members who volunteered in the land reform 

studied at high ranking universities (such as the National University of Management (NUM)), and 

                                                

38 Interviews with volunteers are referenced with V for volunteer and a number from 1-18, indicating one of the 
18 volunteers I interviewed. 

39 In a 2013 speech, Hun Sen thanked students from seven student associations which are known to be from pro-
CPP networks (Heinrich Boll Foundation (2013). Students were also recruited from several universities in Phnom Penh  
(Kolbot Khmer 2013) including the Urban Planning and Land Administration at the Royal University of Agriculture 
(interview with lecturer at RUA, 18 June 2014). 
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they represented Cambodia’s new urban middle class. They saw their participation as a form of civic 

engagement, and a potential door to a government position upon graduation (V1, V11, V12). One 

volunteer from NUM told me that the leader of his UYFC chapter called a meeting and encouraged 

members to sign up in order to ‘help the poor people get their land back from the companies’ (V10). 

He added that volunteering would increase his chances of getting a job at the Land Ministry, because 

‘if you don’t have political connections then you can’t get a job, it doesn’t matter if you have the 

skills or not. So I wanted to do the volunteering and then try out for the Ministry’ (V17).  

While the UYFC volunteers I spoke with were mostly born in Phnom Penh, ‘Pagoda Boy’ 

volunteers were mainly from the rural provinces. The Pagoda Boys comprises more than 4000 young 

men, primarily poor boys from rural areas who reside in Phnom Penh’s pagodas while they attend 

school in the city. They receive free accommodation and food largely funded by the ruling party. The 

pagoda boys are at once an asset and a threat to the national government. Buddhist temples are 

precarious zones for the government because the Buddhist clergy is a powerful alternative authority. 

Historical events have shown that monks who support the government help legitimize state authority, 

while monks who oppose the government can mobilize public support (Gyallay-Pap 2007; Harris 

2007). Thus, pagoda boys are potentially dangerous to the regime; unlike the middle class students 

from elite universities, they are from poor families who know the hardships of recent years, and they 

live in the urban space of the Buddhist temple where moral authority can permit political dissent 

(Work and Beban 2016). The recruitment of volunteers from the temples therefore fulfilled a dual 

purpose of amassing labor, and neutralizing young people whose growing numbers and frustrated 

aspirations represented both promise and threat to the ruling party. One volunteer from Phnom Penh’s 

largest temple explained to me how student leaders called a meeting and encouraged the boys to 
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volunteer, ‘even offering CPP hats for us and talking about how it would be good for our future’ 

(V8). As with many of the volunteers from both the UYFC and the Pagoda Boys, this volunteer said 

he signed up because of a genuine desire to help his country resolve land conflicts and ‘help the poor 

people instead of the companies’ (V8), alongside the hopes of having an adventure and winning a 

coveted government job.  

After signing up, things moved quickly. The volunteers received just two days formal training 

on ‘Koh Pich’ (‘Diamond’) island in Phnom Penh, an area of the city that is itself a symbol of 

Cambodia’s rapid urban development. The volunteers received training in the use of handheld GPS 

units for marking coordinates and learned how to complete application forms for land title. They 

listened to speeches by Hun Sen and Land Ministry representatives, which stressed the volunteers’ 

service to their country. Hun Sen congratulated the volunteers with a lavish dinner, and said that their 

work:  

would bring both economic development benefits and would improve the lives of poor rural 
people by giving people private land title… this would allow people to take out loans and 
invest in their land, and secure their land so companies could not seize it (Hun Sen 2012a).  

The volunteers also received a training manual that laid out the legal Orders stipulating which land 

should be surveyed. The dominant message during training, as one female volunteer recalled, was 

that the volunteers’ job was to help the people by getting land back from the companies so they could 

use it and that doing so would develop the country (V16). This message focused on the benefits of 

private land title for protection, as well as the ability to use the land as collateral for loans and gain a 

higher price for sale (V4, V8).  
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Following training, the volunteers were organized into teams of 12 and transported to rural 

areas to work with provincial Land Officials for up to six months at a time. The selection of what 

land to excise from ELCs and state land areas appears to have been made by officials in the Prime 

Minister’s Office and the Ministry of Land in conjunction with high-level Provincial officials, rather 

than at more local levels of government. The student volunteers and Land Officials then arrived in 

these areas with maps provided by the Provincial government. They asked land claimants to come to 

the village temple to show their identification documents and fill in claim forms. Then the volunteers 

made decisions on the ground about which land plots would be surveyed and titled.  

In the field, the volunteers generally lived in the villages where they worked, lodging at 

people’s houses, temples, or community meeting houses. They were encouraged to interact in the 

community and get to know villagers; indeed, Hun Sen praised those who ‘do not wait just to 

measure land; if you have free time, you can help the people and do good works for them’ (Hun Sen 

2012a). Hun Sen singled out a team who ‘put together a house for a widow whose former house had 

burned down’ (Hun Sen 2012c:1), and another team that wrote a brief history of a village that would 

be ‘kept as a heritage’ (Hun Sen 2012b:2). While some volunteers told me that they kept to 

themselves and some said they were treated with suspicion, others recalled going to local dances, 

helping in the fields, and even repairing the roof of one widow’s house after it was damaged in a 

storm (V13).  

Some volunteers developed strong emotional attachments to ‘their’ villages, and stories of 

relationships with local village youths and marriages were common. For example, one day Sokha 

took me to visit his girlfriend, whom he met during his volunteer deployment. She is the village 

chief’s daughter in the area that Sokha’s team was stationed. He told me that they planned to marry 
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after he completes his studies. The family joked about shedding tears on the day the volunteers left 

the village, and Sokha remembered, ‘when I left Kampong Chhnang, some people cried. Some said, 

you have been here so long, why do you leave me? And I didn’t know what to do, I cried with them 

[laughing]’. The youths’ in-between roles as volunteers—part of the state but not ‘of’ the state—

facilitated their daily lives in the villages and their work tasks, as I describe in the next section.   

IV: Hun Sen’s Heroic Youth Soldiers 

I thank the sons and daughters of the nation. Some volunteers call me and my wife mum and 
dad. And my wife frequently calls the teams, yesterday she called eleven teams (Hun Sen, 
July 2012, at land titling ceremony) 

In Hun Sen’s public speeches, his language drew on the conception of the volunteers as youth who 

needed to be looked after; he urged land claimants in rural areas to help the volunteers, protect them 

and support them in their task as ‘our sons and daughters’ (Vong 2013). He frequently mentioned 

how he, his wife, or his son (who officially headed the initiative during its second phase) personally 

phoned the volunteer teams to check on them, and each team leader had a special cell phone with a 

direct line to the Prime Minister (Hun Sen 2012a, 2012b; Naren K 2012). One volunteer team leader 

recalled proudly During interviews, a variety of land claimants, officials and activists frequently told 

me about this direct phone line; it represented the volunteers’ ties to the Prime Minister in a society in 

which power works primarily through one’s connections to political elite. 

Hun Sen used the language of protection and familial ties—which drew on an image of the 

volunteers as youth—alongside an image of the volunteers as soldiers. He referred to the volunteers 

with military language when addressing them at training sessions in Phnom Penh, describing himself 

as their ‘Commander in Chief’ and the Minister of Land as the ‘Chief of Staff’, and pronounced that 
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‘all governors must look after their land management soldiers’ (Hun Sen 2012a). The volunteers wore 

military uniforms with the Ministry of Land logo on them, and drove to villages in military trucks. 

The Prime Minister further instilled this masculine militaristic image through frequent comparisons 

between Order 01 and his own war exploits during the Khmer Rouge period, such as his remarks 

during a speech to the volunteers: 

I remember when I was 18 years of age and I had to part from my family to live in the forest 
as a soldier. Even though we have sorted out everything for you from head to toe, you must 
still undertake this mission under rain, wind and heat, traveling across forest and rivers. This 
brings back memories from the old days; you have my sympathies (Hun Sen, 2012a). 

Both the volunteers’ subject positions—as youth and soldiers—were clearly tied to the personal 

power of the Prime Minister. As soldiers, the volunteers carried the technological sophistication and 

militarized garb to clarify the political power and threat they embodied. As youth, they helped out 

around the village, they were trustworthy and distinct from local officials and line ministries. This in-

between subject position explains why rural villagers generally held the volunteers in high regard, 

and why local officials felt marginalized. Among the hundreds of upland and lowland villagers I 

interviewed, the vast majority characterized the volunteers as trustworthy and committed to their 

country—in stark contrast to the way people spoke of government officials. In some cases people 

said the students gave them food and money: ‘The students helped us a lot. I won't forget. They gave 

us small things, altogether they gave us 15000r [3.50USD], and helped give food and things to us. 

From their own hands’ (woman, Kampong Chhanng, 7.3.14). Similarly, Grimsditch and 

Schoenberger’s (2015) in seven provinces found that the majority of rural land title recipients 

surveyed (88 percent, n=420), thought the youth volunteers were helpful and respectful. One female 

volunteer suggested that the students blocked corruption because their tie to Hun Sen effectively 

turned them into watchdogs: 
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Having the students helped. Because some people from the department of land are corrupt, 
they would accept money from people, and they would want people to pay to have their land 
measured. But… there was always the students, and if we saw anything the prime minister 
told us to contact him. (V10)  

This quote suggests the volunteers’ position as ‘of’ the state but not ‘in’ the state—they temporarily 

occupied a high rung in the state’s political patronage networks with their access to Hun Sen, but they 

were perceived to be new and therefore outside the systemic corruption that plagues the Land 

Ministry.  One male volunteer from a top university in Phnom Penh suggested that the students were 

well regarded in the village because the volunteers’ wealthier backgrounds allowed them to refrain 

from corruption, in comparison to the land officials who were understaffed and underpaid: 

[V16]:  If you think about it, the students go to university and most of them are not so 
in need. They just have one goal of helping people, so using students is 
actually good. We are new, we tend to not be so corrupt. So I think that using 
students might show a better image, something that is politically, politically… 
well, it’s doing something that is political but not in a political way. 

[Alice]:  And you think it was successful in that sense? Politically, in terms of winning 
the support for the government? 

[V16]:  Yes, because if we had used the government officers, the people would not be 
happy, they would not be happy at all. With the government officers, the 
officers would not have enough pay, and they would have problems with 
corruption. In Order 01, the intention was to help people without taking 
money, but with the officials it would have turned out the opposite way.  

In contrast to this volunteer’s narrative, my research suggests that there clearly was corruption during 

the survey, including demands for payments and land grabbing. This was often orchestrated by local 

officials and elite, but several reports suggest the volunteers also took bribes, used pressure and made 

threats (Rabe 2013; Focus 2013). However, I found that people tended to have positive attitudes 

toward the volunteers even when they were highly critical of the land reform. Land claimants tended 

to get angry at Land Officials who were said to have ‘cooked the books’ after the students left, or 
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they blamed local elites who cleared forest land in anticipation of the students’ arrival. Even people 

who did admit to giving money or produce to the volunteers assured me that this was not corruption; 

one woman said she gave the volunteers ‘small gifts’, such as cash or a chicken, whereas the land 

officials demanded ‘bribes’ (see Work and Beban 2015). It is not clear whether these gifts were 

intended to sway decisions or whether this woman just wanted to make the students more 

comfortable. The woman’s distinction between the volunteers and the corrupt officials may also 

reflect a fear of retribution for speaking out in the interview because of the volunteers’ ties to Hun 

Sen. However, when I asked this woman why she gave the students gifts, she said that she ‘felt sorry 

for the youth, because they work hard and they are away from their parents’ (woman, 50s, Kampong 

Chhnang, 20.2.15). 

While the volunteers as youth were therefore generally well regarded by villagers, the 

volunteers as Hun Sen’s personal soldiers had the effect of unsettling traditional ideas of generational 

hierarchy and marginalizing local officials during the reform’s implementation. Several volunteers 

said the authorities were scared of them: ‘The authorities listened to the students, because they were 

worried that these were Hun Sen’s students’ (V4). Similar sentiments were a marked feature of many 

interviews with village and commune chiefs; one village chief suggested: ‘The students get directives 

directly from Hun Sen—like his grandchildren; not reporting to village head or district. The 

provincial head is scared of the students’ (Village Chief, Kampong Chhnang, 10.4.14). Another 

village chief compared the power of the volunteers to the power of the Land Officials: 

The Land Officials and students both came to measure here at the same time. The Land 
Officials measured the house land, and the students measured the parts that the Land Officials 
wouldn’t go. The Land Officials wouldn’t measure the land with the company, they didn’t 
dare. But the students would, because they are sent from Hun Sen, they have the directive to 
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measure the land that is in conflict with the company (Village Chief, Kampong Chhnang, 
14.4.14). 

Several village chiefs said they resented the students, pointing out that local authorities were not 

remunerated for the extra work looking after the volunteers, and one Land Official said he had to put 

in his own money as a donation for the students’ food (Department of Land junior official, 20.5.14). 

One Commune Chief complained that, ‘I had to work all the time, every day, when the students came, 

and I get nothing extra. Sometimes I want to cry because there are so many documents to sign’ 

(Commune Chief, Pursat, 10.4.14). Others said they had no say in what happened. Some village 

chiefs told me the students left to survey new areas without telling the local authorities where they 

were going (Village Chief, Pursat, 10.3.14).  

While the volunteers held power over local officials, this power was limited in some cases 

when the volunteers encountered more powerful authorities and corporate concessionaries who were 

at times able to manipulate the volunteers. Rumors abounded about companies that provided the 

volunteers with food and drink, and local elite who gave large donations to volunteer teams and 

entreated them to survey the land in their favor. This had to be done with care, as Hun Sen made 

public examples of officials who were accused of bribing the volunteers by convicting the officials 

and throwing them in jail (Hun Sen, 2012d). A more common strategy was for local officials and 

elites to bypass the volunteers by grabbing land in advance of the survey or after the students left, as I 

discussed in detail in the previous chapter. Volunteers said that ‘some people just talk to the high 

ranking officer and make arrangements so we don’t know what is happening’ (V15), and, ‘sometimes 

they just tell the government officials doing the land measuring with us to go and measure without 

the students.’ (V11).  
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V: Uncertainty on the ground 

It was very confusing. Because it was all a last minute thing you know. It was, right, we are 
going to have the election soon, we want to win. How will we do it? Right, policy. [laughing] 
I think it was very last minute. I think people do not have the correct knowledge about how 
you… do all the kinds of things. And then they deliver these incorrect ideas to the people in 
the village. (V16) 

The volunteers’ power to gain the trust of villagers and marginalize local officials was facilitated not 

only by the volunteers’ subjectivity as Hun Sen’s heroic youth, but also by the confusion on the 

ground. In this section, I discuss how the rushed volunteer recruitment and unclear rules of Order 01 

provided the space for volunteers to make decisions that were incredibly diverse from team to team—

and even within teams—as the volunteers were guided by their own understandings of the rules, by 

broader notions of morality and fairness, by race, gender and class norms, and by their encounters 

with land claimants. As the quote above suggests, many volunteers criticized the speed with which 

the land reform was developed. They felt ill equipped to use the GPS units, ‘because when you go to 

the field, there’s all kinds of things that you don’t expect’ (V13). These unexpected issues included 

having to use older GPS models the volunteers had never seen (V12; V5), or having to perform more 

advanced operations, such as deleting data points. One volunteer explained,  

If the villager says, ‘Oh I was wrong, I thought this was the corner of my field, but actually 
this is the corner’, you have to delete it. But we didn’t know how to delete it! So then we 
deleted everything, and sometimes we input the wrong numbers. Sometimes we get 
completely lost! (V15)  

The volunteers received one afternoon’s instruction on how to help land claimants through the 

written application process, but this was also very different in the field. One female volunteer 

remembered that ‘it wasn’t that easy to know where [on the form] we should fill in the details, and 

where they should fill things in… At first it was quite messed up’ (V7). Beyond the inadequate 
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preparation of the volunteers, the instructions about which land to measure changed frequently, 

leading to confusion and inconsistent implementation on the ground. This had real material outcomes 

for people; indeed, I suggest that this is a large reason why a recent survey of ten provinces found 

that approximately 75 per cent of people were awarded title to only part of their land under Order 01, 

and the titling of uncultivated and disputed land varied widely from province to province (Grimsditch 

and Schoenberger 2015). This confusion over what the rules were allowed the Prime Minister the 

flexibility to sidestep blame for any problems, and strengthened the power of Hun Sen’s oral 

pronouncements to guide policy. I explore two examples of this in detail below: the ’10 percent rule’ 

for community land provision; and the measurement of disputed and uncultivated land. 

The ‘10 percent’ rule  

A prime example of uncertainty on the ground is the confusion surrounding a provision to retain ten 

percent of land for community use. I first began to hear people refer to the ‘10 percent land rule’ in 

discussions with community activists. They said they had heard volunteers discussing this rule, but 

they were not sure what it meant (Community network meeting, Kampong Chhnang, 20.4.14). I 

asked volunteers about this ‘10 percent rule’ during interviews. Seven volunteers had heard about it, 

although they interpreted it in different ways: some said that the ‘10 percent land’ was ‘land we 

measured out for the community to build schools and temples’ (V15, also V1), while others said it 

was to create a Social Land Concession for ‘poor people and for when people get married’ (V3; also 

V2, V8, V16). Some said they had never heard of this provision, and one student laughed loudly 

when I described it, saying: ‘That’s ridiculous, I never heard it. I think it is those people getting land 

for their own purpose… it may be a way to expand the land concessions’ (V11). 
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This example illustrates how Hun Sen’s oral utterances guided policy that may not exist in 

written form. The Prime Minister did in fact refer to the ‘10 percent land’ in a 2012 speech, where he 

said that ‘the purpose of the land reform is to create the leopard skin landscape, plus leave 10 percent 

land for future population growth’ (Hun Sen 2012d). However, I could not locate this stipulation in 

any of the multitude of written instructions produced during the land reform, and when I asked a 

lawyer at the Ministry of Land to clarify, he said he had not heard of this provision either. 

Disputed and un-cultivated land 

One of the most contentious aspects of the Order was whether disputed land should be measured. 

When Hun Sen first announced the Order, he said that disputed land would be measured, but this 

abruptly changed two months into the campaign; instead, he asked the volunteers not to measure 

disputed land, and to refer problems to the Land Officials (Royal Government of Cambodia (RGC) 

2012). This meant that many people in active conflict with ELCs were excluded from the land 

reform. Some people who lived on land that the plantation company was already using for cassava 

cultivation told me ironically that the problem was already ‘solved’ in their area: ‘In this area, they 

didn’t measure because the company already planted the sugarcane three years ago. So there is no 

problem now, because the land is already gone.’ (Man, 50s, KC, 29.4.14). In these cases, the land 

reform legitimated the land grabs that had already taken place. 

In the midst of this confusing and emotive shifting of rules, the volunteers drew on their own 

ideas and beliefs to make these decisions. Some volunteers said they avoided dealing with disputes. 

They referred disputed land to the officials, asked people to sort the dispute out themselves, or just 

left the area, although some had misgivings: 
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We didn’t measure when there was a dispute; we kept going to other areas. But it was hard, 
sometimes I wanted to measure for people but we couldn’t. The villagers would ask us, why 
aren’t you measuring my land? But sometimes, we had to just go away (V4) 

Other volunteers saw it as their role to try to solve disputes. This was particularly the case for the two 

team presidents I interviewed (V11, V12), both of whom were also upper-middle class urbanites from 

top universities. They were emphatic that if disputed land was not measured, this would betray the 

spirit of the initiative: 

It’s hard, but we have to decide…Because as the president [of the volunteer team] I had to 
know the way to do it… it is like mediation. I think this role is wrong for me because I study 
economics! But I think it’s important… we have to find a solution. We shouldn’t keep it and 
try to solve it later, that’s not good (V12) 

Volunteers’ decisions were also shaped in the moment through their encounters with land claimants. 

The emotional intensity of interactions added to the volunteers’ confusion; several volunteers recalled 

people who became angry, started crying and screaming, offered monetary and food bribes, pleaded 

and recounted stories of poverty and desperation. The volunteers were quite unprepared for this and 

‘didn’t know what to do’ (V15). One male volunteer became visibly upset in the interview, shaking 

his head as he told me ‘this is so difficult to solve; people get upset when they can’t get the land they 

want. Either way, it is difficult – if we measure this [forest] land, this is against the law. If we don’t 

measure the land, the people are angry, it’s so hard.’ (V16) 

Faced with unclear instructions and complex claims, the volunteers had many different ideas 

about what to do. Some volunteers said they went ‘by the law’ and only titled ‘peaceful’ cultivated 

land (V12; V3); some said they titled land if they could see that it had been used for agriculture in the 

last 4-5 years (V2); yet others described their decision making as much more holistic, depending on 
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their judgement of the individual’s character, particularly his or her propensity for using the land in 

the future: 

We look at the potential of that individual; what are they doing, what will they do with the 
land. When we see the case of the outsider who just wants the land title, we think that maybe 
he will just request a loan and not use the land or just sell the land, so we don’t measure. But 
with the people that actually live in the village, I think they will improve the land more. 
Because they are living on that land, and they want to do something more than just betting on 
the land. (V16) 

Essentially, the volunteers’ ambiguous subjectivities and the confusion on the ground allowed them 

to transcend age-based hierarchies in their dealings with local officials and make decisions. For 

example, during a wide ranging conversation in a local coffee shop, Theara, an English student living 

at one of the sprawling temples in Phnom Penh, described the ways he navigated the rules to measure 

uncultivated land: 

 [Theara]:  In the case of people not using the land, the government officials didn’t want to 
measure it... I think for rich people it shouldn’t be measured. But not for poor 
people. So sometimes, we measured the land anyway… if we could see that 
they are poor, that they want to improve… 

[Alice]:  Right, so it’s based on whether you think they will use the land? 

[Theara]:  Right, we had to decide, we had to think about their character, their potential. 

[Alice]:  So with those kind of things, you had the power to make the decision? 

[Theara]:  Yes, we could do it. When there’s paperwork involved it’s harder, and it’s the 
officials that have to do it. But when it’s the decision there on the ground we 
can do it. We think about the people. 

Other volunteers similarly told me how they made their own decisions on the ground and found ways 

to bend rules and solve disputes (V4, V7, V9, V11, V12). But when they met difficult cases, many 

were also quick to say that they were ‘just students’ (V12) without the authority to do anything. In 

this way, the volunteers invoked different aspects of their somewhat ambiguous positionality. They 
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drew on their authority as Hun Sen’s soldiers to transcend age-based hierarchies in their dealings with 

local officials, and they drew on their status as inexperienced young volunteers to also avoid blame 

for mistakes or difficult decisions. At the same time, the depiction of the initiative as a masculine, 

militarized campaign and the volunteers’ privileged urban ethnic Khmer backgrounds ultimately 

meant that the campaign entrenched gender, race and class hierarchies, which I turn to in the 

following section.  

VI: Transcending and entrenching social hierarchies 

To understand whether there were any patterns of disadvantage within the general confusion of the 

land reform, I used my survey of land claimants in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri to analyze how 

race, gender, class and other demographic factors explain whether my survey respondents had their 

land surveyed. I first conducted bivariate analysis, and then created a multivariate logistic regression 

model using variables that I found to be theoretically important or significantly correlated with 

having one’s land surveyed at the bivariate level (see Appendix 1 for a full description of all control 

variables in the model, with an explanation of the relationships I hypothesized, correlation measures 

and bivariate analysis outputs). Table 3 reports the logistic regression output, including odds ratios, 

standard error (in brackets), and significance level (*). The dependent variable is a binary variable, 

measuring whether land claimants had at least some of their land surveyed (1) or none of their land 

surveyed (0) during Order 01. Due to the different context of the land reform for indigenous people, I 

ran the regression model first without an ethnicity variable (model 1), then with an ethnicity variable 

(model 2).  
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Table 3 Logistic regression analysis predicting relationship between land survey and demographic and wealth 
factors. (Source: Author's regressions) 

  Model 1 (without ethnicity) Model 2 (with ethnicity) 

Ethnicity  .051** 
(.03) 

Gender .852* 
(.282) 

.403* 
(.183) 

Food security .919 
(.048) 

.985 
(.063) 

Grows rice on land 1.808* 
(.594) 

1.320 
(.577) 

Land received from 
authorities 

2.321* 
(1.026) 

1.451 
(.700) 

Owns at least one bicycle 6.431** 
(2.901) 

2.846* 
(.1657) 

Education 1.169** 
(.0593) 

1.039 
(.066) 

Number of people in 
household 

.901 
(.055) 

1.019 
(.082) 

Age  1.001 
(.000) 

1.000 
(.000) 

When moved to land 1.213 
(.147) 

1.026 
(.152) 

Land size (ha) .949 
(.038) 

.928 
(.043) 

Location (near small road) .539 
(.201) 

.621 
(.292) 

Location (no roads nearby) .352* 
(.197) 

.412 
(.262) 

Network membership 
(organizations) 

.384** 
(.141) 

.341 
(.194) 

Network membership 
(authorities) 

1.340 
(.996) 

 1 (omitted)  

Constant .302 
(.290) 

2.205 
(2.86) 

Overall Pseudo R2 0.222** 0.361** 
  

Overall Log likelihood -130.1683 -97.568 
LR Chi2 LR Chi2(14) 74.33 LR Chi2(15) 110.32 
N 249 226 
*=p<.05, **=p<.01 

The first point to note is that the final model (model 2) explains 36 percent of the variance in land 

surveying, which leaves a lot unexplained and suggests that beyond systematic discrimination, the 
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student volunteers’ personal beliefs, values and specific encounters with different land claimants 

shaped their decisions. However, three factors are significant in the final model. First, the odds of an 

indigenous person having their land surveyed were only 5 percent of the odds of a Khmer respondent 

having their land surveyed. This is not surprising, as some indigenous people in my study areas 

refused to join the land survey; and conversely, some indigenous land claimants (particularly women) 

told me they wanted to join the land survey but the volunteers didn’t come to their part of the village 

or didn’t survey their shifting cultivation land. It is notable that my Ratanakiri survey included eight 

Khmer respondents, all of whom had their land surveyed during the land reform.  

When ethnicity is controlled for, two other variables are significant. First, gender is 

significant; women were 60 percent less likely than men to have their land surveyed (discussed in-

depth below). Second, households with at least one bicycle were almost three times as likely to have 

their land surveyed as households that did not own a bicycle. Due to my survey methodology, this 

result is difficult to interpret because I only asked about current asset ownership and I don’t know 

whether people bought their bicycles before or after the land reform. It is possible that people with 

land titles were able to leverage their title to access loans in order to buy a bicycle. But this is 

unlikely as my survey found no difference in lending behavior between those whose land was 

surveyed and those whose land was not surveyed during Order 01 (see chapter six). It is more likely 

that bicycle ownership signals greater household wealth and mobility, and that wealthier households 

were more likely to have their land surveyed. In my study areas, the poorest households tended not to 

own any form of transport, while 83 percent of households owned a bicycle. During the land reform, 

households with more financial resources were able to press their claims by clearing and planting 

crops on their land, and they likely had more social status that allowed them to negotiate with land 
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surveyors. It is also possible that people with bicycles were better able to monitor the survey team’s 

location and bike quickly to their agricultural land plots in order to negotiate their land claim with the 

surveyors. Considering that the student volunteers moved slowly around the commune over weeks or 

even months, land claimants told me it was time consuming to wait for their land to be surveyed, and 

I met some claimants who did not have their land surveyed because they could not make it to their 

agricultural land when the surveyors arrived, or because they had to return to factory work in the city.  

Gendered encounters in the lowlands 

My survey results, which show that women were 60 percent less likely than men to have their land 

surveyed, suggests that volunteers’ decisions over which land to survey were likely shaped by a 

combination of their ‘maleness’, their training and their urban, and educated notions of what it meant 

to use the land productively. Of course, these decisions are negotiated in encounters with land 

claimants. Male land claimants were likely more able to draw on Khsae networks to a greater extent 

than women in order to find powerful people to back their claims if needed. And given that the 

surveyors were mostly young men, social norms made it difficult for women to speak up and press 

their claim.  

The physical appearance and characterization of the youths as soldiers projected a militarized 

masculinity, which accentuated the social distance with women land claimants and encouraged a 

gendered division of labor within survey teams. One male volunteer in a study by the non-profit 

group Focus on the Global South (2013) reported feeling ‘excited when my boss told me that the 

youth volunteers would wear a military uniform.  For me as a man, I must serve this military 

obligation. Then, I will become a real, strong man.’ Other volunteers alluded to the exciting danger 
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of their work. One male volunteer told me that ‘the police went with us too, in case there were any 

disputes with villagers, for our security. We wore the soldier’s clothes when we went out, but no 

weapons – just the GPS!’ (V1). The volunteers’ stories had a sense of adventure; for many 

volunteers, this was a rare time away from their parents’ surveillance, and several volunteers 

described their sense of freedom, particularly in terms of being able to choose their own romantic 

partners. (Indeed, in one speech in Sihanoukville province, Hun Sen (2012b) celebrated ‘Team 100’ 

for breaking records for engagements, with five engaged couples so far, including two couples within 

the team—quite a feat considering there are twelve volunteers per team!). Romantic songs and poems 

reminisced about the heroic mission of the team and tales of love in the countryside: ‘On the first day 

of his mission, the student measurement volunteer met the beautiful woman who lives in the 

countryside and fell in love with her immediately. He gives all his love to her; please love him in 

return. Love at first sight’ (Phearon 2012). However, this sense of adventure was tinged with a sense 

of masculine entitlement. One male student became engaged to a young village woman during his 

mission, and boasted to me that, ‘if one of the volunteers wanted to marry a local girl, then the 

marriage had to happen’ (V16).  

While there certainly were women volunteers, there was a strict gendered division of labor 

within the volunteer teams. Women comprised approximately 20 percent of the youth volunteers; 

they were primarily recruited from the Royal University of Agriculture Land Management Degree 

program.9 The four women volunteers I interviewed all said work tasks were highly segregated; the 

male volunteers surveyed land while the women helped people fill out claim forms, and cooked and 

cleaned (V7, V10, V14, V18). This gendered division of labor was framed by several volunteers as 

necessary due to women’s lesser physical ability, and reflects broader cultural notions of women as 
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physically weaker and in need of protection (Ledgerwood 1996). One male volunteer suggested that 

this was a natural breakdown of work roles: 

I think they are not very physically capable of doing it. Sometimes, the places, we are up in 
the mountains, we have to go all the way up and down, all the way up and down, and they are 
not very capable [laughs] of doing that. And sometimes in the forest and all of that, you know, 
and it’s hard for them to do that, to go all the way like that (V14). 

This construction of the terrain as physically impossible for women to traverse was recounted 

frequently in interviews; indeed, volunteers’ descriptions of their tasks often sounded like macho 

adventure stories, as they navigated rainy season floods, mountainous terrain and forests to complete 

their task. ‘The routine was that we had to go to the forest, and we had to climb, climb, climb…’ 

(V15); ‘Sometimes I got up at 4am and had to walk from the district to the villages because the truck 

for the student team was being used and there was no transport...’ (V13); ‘I think the measurement 

was very difficult because it was the rainy season, so sometimes we had to swim to measure the land 

for people’ (V7).  

The women volunteers I interviewed noted that even if they did not take part in the task of 

surveying land, their participation in the mission was a challenge to their families. One 19 year old 

student said her parents would not let her join the volunteer team until she asked her university 

professor to convince them (V8). Another woman suggested that the task of surveying was not 

physically impossible for women, but the labor division was a gesture of ‘gentlemanly behavior’ by 

the male volunteers:  

Usually the women did the paperwork. It’s not that they weren’t allowed to go… but the boys, 
they’re gentlemen. They wanted the girls to not have to work too hard. And it was hard work 
to do all the walking and the swimming to do the measurement (V8). 
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The gendered division of labor during the survey meant that after the initial forms were completed, 

local people’s interaction with the students was largely restricted to the young men in the teams. 

Some female land claimants suggested that this had implications for how the land was measured, 

because they did not feel as comfortable talking with men. One woman told me, ‘it is better if we deal 

with women because women understand each other’ (woman, 40s, Kampong Chhnang, 15.7.14). The 

effect, in some cases, was to exclude land that is largely ‘women’s domain’. For example, several 

volunteers said they privileged paddy rice land and cash crops, rather than home gardens, orchards, or 

shifting cultivation land, that ‘was not well cared for and had large trees in it’ (V14). Some 

volunteers also said they did not survey land held ‘in reserve’ for children to inherit, or to cultivate 

when the labor power became available, because it was not currently cultivated (V13, V14). One 

woman told me that the volunteers ‘did not understand about how the land we are saving for our 

children is our land. They wouldn’t title it for us but that’s what we do’ (woman, 30s, Kampong 

Chhnang, 10.4.14). In this way, two key domains of women’s labor and decision making power were 

excluded by some volunteers: home gardens, which are generally cared for by women (often older 

generation women in Kampong Chhnang), as well as land ‘in reserve’, which is distributed when 

children marry.  

A further example of decision making that entrenched gender hierarchies is the volunteers’ 

decisions over whether to survey land held jointly by a husband and wife if one spouse was not 

present. Many Cambodians—particularly men—work in Thailand and Phnom Penh, and it was quite 

common for one spouse to be away when the student volunteers came to title land in Kampong 

Chhnang. Order 01 explicitly privileged ‘joint land title’ for married couples; both partners had to be 

present to sign the title application. This led to a great deal of ambiguity over what to do when a 
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spouse was not there. The following four quotations from volunteers suggest four different ways this 

was handled: 

In cases where people said that the man had gone off with a new wife, or was in Thailand and 
couldn’t come, we couldn’t measure. They have to have the documentation. (V8) 

[If the spouse was away] we would measure for them and put both names. But only measure. 
Not deliver the certificate. (V4) 

Actually I think it is unfair for the woman. Because actually [laughing] I’ve never seen a 
certificate that says the husband has gone… Sometimes I think it is very difficult for them 
because they do not have enough money to issue the paperwork (V7). 

I think it would be a no [we can’t survey the land]… But you know, when you sign the 
papers, for measuring, you actually have to stamp your right thumb, like this (motions 
stamping thumb print on a paper)… but there are ways, you know, you can do it like this 
(motions stamping his other thumb on the paper) and do a fake [print], and then it goes 
through (V11). 

The decisions made by these four volunteers are remarkably diverse—ranging from emphatically not 

measuring land for women whose husbands are away, to a volunteer who said he actually faked the 

husband’s thumbprint so that the woman land claimant could put in her application. This confusion 

sometimes worked in women’s favor, as when the volunteer faked the thumbprint, but it more often 

worked against women receiving land title, because it is more common for men in the area to work 

away in Thailand while women more often find employment in the nearby garment factories or are 

working to raise the children and maintain the house. Women told me that in some cases, their 

husbands have not come back for years and are not sending money home to their families. Yet, even 

if the spouse is unlikely to come back, the women could not claim land title without documentation 

showing that the couple was separated. In my time doing interviews, I only met one woman who had 

managed to gain a document from the Commune Clerk to certify that her husband was not coming 

back. This means that women are subjugated in both cases here—women with absent husbands were 
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either excluded from the land survey altogether, or their land was registered in joint title, which may 

inhibit their ability to formally sell or mortgage their land later as they have no formal divorce 

certificate (see Chapter 3, 6).  

Of course, just as the volunteers had agency to negotiate based on their understandings of the 

rules and their notions of right and wrong, land claimants also told me of ways they worked to bend 

the rules. Some women made meals for the volunteers to win them over, such as slaughtering a 

chicken (woman, 50s, Kampong Chhnang, 3.3.14). Others said they told the volunteers their stories 

of hardship, hoping to make the volunteers feel sympathetic toward them. One young woman took 

the volunteers inside her house to show them the lack of food rations for her children (woman, 20s, 

Kampong Chhnang, 10.8.14). One woman whom I knew to be married, but whose husband worked 

away in Phnom Penh, was cagey at first when I asked her about her land title, and she declined to 

show it to me. When she eventually pulled it out, I noticed that she was marked ‘widow’ and had 

been awarded individual title to the land. I murmured apologies, assuming her husband had recently 

passed away, and she said, ‘he’s not dead, I just told the commune that he died in Phnom Penh and I 

had people here back this up, and they signed the widow paper for me so I could get the land myself’ 

(woman, 40s, Kampong Chhnang, 2.2.15).     

While these examples show that some women did manage to use the confusion on the ground 

to their advantage, these were exceptional cases. Most people I interviewed said they were helpless to 

respond when they were told that their land could not be surveyed. Rural women were doubly 

subjugated in this case by their gender and their class. They had much lower education levels on 

average than men in the village, were far less likely to hold official positions in office or to have 

networks with men who did hold these positions. And with high rates of cash poverty, most women 
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felt they could not approach the Commune Clerk to get a certificate of marriage dissolution, even if 

they may have been eligible. Several people also said that they did not feel they could argue with the 

volunteers. The volunteers’ militarized appearance likely contributed to land claimants’ reticence to 

press their case. The volunteers’ military uniforms and the military trucks that delivered the students 

to their field sites were certainly noticed by villagers. I did not meet any land claimants who said that 

the uniforms made them fearful of the volunteers, nor did I meet anyone who believed that the 

volunteers were part of the military. But many people mentioned the uniforms when I asked about the 

volunteers—‘Oh, the volunteers? You mean Hun Sen’s volunteers with the army uniforms?’. The 

uniforms were a potent symbol of the volunteers’ relationship to the Prime Minister, and the power 

(and potential military violence) that he embodied.   

Racialized gendered encounters in the Uplands 

The problem is that [the indigenous people] just don't understand what's important for them. 
They think [the titles] are not important, but the truth is that land title is the most important. 
They don't understand, but when we have title, then we have control over the land. It’s 
because they don’t have school; they are still traditional. (V2) 

In indigenous-majority upland areas, the land reform not only had gendered and classed elements but 

was also racialized, as the volunteers, who were all from Cambodia’s majority ‘Khmer’ ethnic group, 

encountered indigenous people whom they saw as ‘less modern’ and in need of development. My 

survey analysis (on page 179) shows that many indigenous people’s land in my study areas was not 

surveyed. This is due in part to my survey methodology; I was unable to conduct my survey in two of 

my planned study villages where high numbers of indigenous people received land title because 

village authorities threatened me and I was forced to leave (see Chapter 2). In the villages I did 

survey, many people refused to have their land surveyed in order to wait for communal title claims. 
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In Sai Tong Commune, indigenous elders spoke out against the student volunteers and instructed 

people to wait for communal title; consequently, the uptake of land claimants during Order 01 in this 

commune was low.  

Some volunteers were genuinely confused about why indigenous people might not want 

private title and might prefer to wait for communal title. These volunteers suggested that people were 

‘too uneducated’ (V6), or ‘too traditional’ (V4) to understand the value of property. The volunteers’ 

understandings of proper land use were also guided by ecological considerations of what it meant to 

use the land well, which often privileged cash crop cultivation. When I asked one volunteer how he 

felt Order 01 may have affected shifting cultivation practices, he somewhat defensively suggested 

that those practicing ‘good agriculture’ would benefit: 

[Alice]: Do you think the titling has changed the agriculture systems of the indigenous 
people? 

[V2]: I think there are some villages that do good agriculture... one is in O'chum district. They 
have cashews, they do rice, they can do cash crops. They use their land well, and they can get 
title for that land. 

For this volunteer, ‘good agriculture’ meant cash crop cultivation. Other volunteers found ways to 

survey shifting cultivation land, even if they felt that this was outside the bounds of Order 01: 

Most of the time, most of the people who own the land next to the forest, they are indigenous. 
So sometimes we actually measure for them. Because the thing is at the end of the day they 
will just burn down the forest and plant rice [laugh], you know. So we measure for them, but 
we talk to them about planting other crops too, crops that will be better for them’ (V14). 

In the uplands, then, the students embodied a position as agents of development; in similar ways to 

missionaries and aid workers, they sought to benefit the lives of indigenous people by protecting 

them from rampant corporate concessions through commodifying their land (Li 2007; Stirrat 2008). 

Essentially, the volunteers’ mission in the uplands was not just titling land, but selling the idea that 
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land’s value emerges through its commodification as private property. Indigenous people who 

applied for private title in upland areas were asked to thumbprint a contract (in Khmer language) that 

included a declaration stating that they were ‘really willing to live as private individuals outside the 

indigenous community’ (MLMUP 2014). In many communities, some people decided to take the 

private land title while others opted to wait for recognition of their communal lands. This had the 

effect of not only redrawing property lines, but radically shifting local ecologies as well as people’s 

social relationships with land and within their communities (as I describe further in Chapter 7). 

Soon after Order 01 implementation began, an independent Cambodian newspaper caused a 

stir by suggesting that indigenous people were being forced to take private titles (Pheap and Zsombor 

2013). The Minster of Land denied this, but in April 2013, one Ministry spokesperson was quoted as 

saying, ‘We have to push all the minority people to register for private land titles to protect their land 

and stop the disputes with economic land concessions’ (Pheap and Zsombor 2013). The volunteers I 

spoke with, however, said that they did not use outright threat or coercion but rather deployed a range 

of strategies of persuasion that drew on their presence as youth living in the community to build trust 

with people. These strategies included enrolling brokers (elders in the community and village chiefs), 

‘hanging out’, doing good deeds for local people, using ‘peer pressure’ and being seen conspicuously 

in public spaces helping villagers to fill out private title applications. These strategies are worth 

discussing in detail, because they illustrate the ways in which the implementation of policy is not just 

a series of bureaucratic moments or formalized encounters with state agents, but rather the slow 

process of trust building, persuasion and pressure that in this case re-produced the racialized gendered 

state. This was made possible by the volunteers’ constant presence in the village and their status as 
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trustworthy youth, and often took place through intimate encounters in village spaces with the 

assistance of trusted village leaders.  

Enrolling brokers: Elders, chiefs and student volunteers 

Theara remembers that it was not until he was in the back of the army truck, rumbling slowly out of 

Phnom Penh city, that he learned his team would be stationed in Ratanakiri province. For young 

urbanites like him, the upland provinces represented wilderness and adventure, but when he arrived, 

‘it was much harder than I thought; we couldn’t speak the language, and they didn’t trust us’. 

Moreover, many indigenous communities were in the process of applying for Communal Land Title 

(CLT) and stood to lose access to communal forest land and shifting cultivation plots if they accepted 

individual titles (Rabe, 2013). Only ten people in the village asked for their land to be surveyed in the 

first two weeks, and that made things difficult for the volunteers and Land Officials, as ‘it was hard 

to just measure one plot, and then not measure the ones that border it. We needed to have all the 

neighbors come to witness the surveying and they didn’t come’. Theara’s team started to use its 

authority as Hun Sen’s volunteers to persuade traditional village leaders to help:  

[Theara]: So what we had to do was to go through the authorities – start from district, 
commune, village... make sure the authorities understand, and they can ask the villages to 
come to a meeting. I talked to the traditional leaders in the village and asked them to persuade 
people to meet with us. At the meetings we explained why the titles are important. 

[Alice]: What did you say? 

[Theara]: We explained about how there are two big things. One is that without title, your 
land doesn't have value. When you have title your land has value. [dae mien domlai]. So when 
the land has value you can sell it and you can use it as collateral to get a loan. And the second 
thing is that it saves the land from the companies. 

Another student agreed that ‘the important thing was to contact people through the province first, 

then the district and the commune down to the village, so the authorities could tell the people to 
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cooperate’ (V2).  Trust could be built ‘if the villagers see us walking with the traditional chief and 

elders’ (V3).  

The language barrier was an important aspect of the need for brokers. Several volunteers said 

that some indigenous women did not speak Khmer (V2, V3, V11, V15), so the volunteers asked the 

village authorities (V2, V3) or people’s neighbors (V11) to translate. In one case, the volunteers 

asked ‘the authorities to go beforehand, to tell the villagers what to do’ (V15). This reliance on 

village authorities as brokers is a common strategy for outsiders who wish to access upland villages, 

be it NGO staff, researchers, government officers or company representatives, but it is intensely 

problematic. During my research in upland Ratanakiri province, for example, I organized a series of 

community meetings and household surveys with the assistance of the Village Chief in each area. 

Several days later I was in the provincial capital when I met a man who had attended one of the 

meetings. He told me, ‘it was no good, because the village chief told us first what to say… that 

always happens when people come to the village’ (Village male, 30s, Ratanakiri, 15.2.15). I suggest 

that this use of male elders as brokers is particularly worrying in the land reform, because the voices 

of indigenous women—who are potentially most vulnerable in this land commodification process—

were mediated by men in positions of authority. This meant that ethnic women were doubly 

subjugated as they were pressured to choose individual property (which put their membership in 

larger communal property claims in doubt) and their lower levels of education and Khmer language 

ability meant that their voices were mediated by men.  

Hanging out: Life in the village 
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The strategy of enrolling local Chiefs and elders did not always work. Some village elders ‘did not 

understand about the title’ (V16) because ‘they had old ideas’ (V2), and one volunteer complained 

that ‘some people do not listen to the elder that we asked to help us because they listened to other 

elders in the village’ (V11). The volunteers said that another strategy was to ‘hang out’ [dteu dau 

leeng] in the village and talk with people one on one to convince them of the benefits of private title. 

Because the students usually lived in the villages for one to six months and were encouraged to 

interact in the community, several volunteers noted that they had ample opportunities to talk with 

villagers about the benefits of land titling and persuade people to apply for title:  

One of the things we did was hanging out sometimes. You know we did not just work all the 
time, sometimes we talked with them. And you know, the second month there, we spent 
whole days there just talking with them. We danced, ate with them. And we tried to convince 
them to think about what they should do, to think about the future…You know we tried to 
explain it to them in a diplomatic way (V11) 

The volunteers explained to me how they tried to find people who were willing to work with them, so 

‘when the neighbors see us, the…rumor will spread and people will talk’ (V16). The key was to 

‘know about peer pressure…. Like, that person is doing it, why don’t you?’ (V2). The spatiality of 

these encounters was also important, meeting not only at people’s fields far from the village, but in 

the domestic spaces of the communal well or meeting house, ‘the places that people cluster together 

and are willing to meet… so then other people will see and will start to trust you, and it spreads’ 

(V11). 

When I asked the volunteers what they said to people during meetings and conversations to 

persuade them to accept individual title, most volunteers said they talked about the ability to easily 

take out loans and protect land against ‘land grabbers’. However, one volunteer noted that in 

indigenous communities, ‘they aren’t interested in loans, so I have to talk about how this will be your 
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land, just yours to share with your children and grandchildren’ (V3). In indigenous communities, the 

Communal Land Titling (CLT) mechanism potentially allows communities to maintain their land 

holdings in the face of distress sales and land grabs, as much larger areas of land can be included in 

the title (including spiritual land and forest for shifting cultivation) and decisions must be made 

communally; but ironically the volunteers tried to persuade people of the benefits of private title by 

citing the insecurity of the CLT. One volunteer became quite agitated during our interview when he 

told me why he encouraged people to apply for private title:  

Look, in theory, the [communal land title] is perfect, we don’t argue that the idea is not 
perfect. But if you look at the practical side… with how slow it is, and the paperwork you 
have to do… and then even if you get communal title, you do not have the people to enforce 
it. So in that case, you know, the individual land title is best for them. (V11)  

In some cases, these persuasive arguments contained ominous warnings of land loss if people did not 

join the survey, as suggested by one volunteer’s recounting of what he would say to convince people: 

Think, if you want to wait, one day, for the government to do that communal title for you? It’s 
not going to happen. It’s not going to happen, not for years. And then who will join? The 
communal land should be all together, not one here, one there, with some people with private, 
some people communal… so now I think it won’t work to wait, to have the communal, 
because you are not altogether. So I think you should do the private title now. If you do the 
private title, you will have the rights to own the lands now, and you can also pass on to your 
children… But if you wait, then the company can come. (V16) 

These ‘techniques of persuasion’ matter because the result was a very high uptake of individual land 

plots in some indigenous communities (Milne 2013), and a proliferation of new tensions about the 

future of communal land title that are not yet resolved (see Chapter 7).  

VII: Conclusion: the youth volunteers after order 01 

Now the campaign deviates from where it first started, day by day… it’s going sideways. 
Many things are not clear. And I think now the government has shifted their attention from 
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this project to other projects. Leaving it behind without putting any amendments in, without 
putting the wrong things right. So I think it’s hard, you know, because if you look now, the 
goal deviates from the first goal and many complications happen along the way. (V15) 

This chapter has focused on the youth volunteers’ ability to exploit the ambiguity afforded by their 

roles and by the opacity of instructions to make decisions on the ground. Volunteers gained the trust 

of villagers and marginalized local officials in ways that transcended age-based social hierarchies and 

entrenched gendered and racialized hierarchies. Given that an important implicit aspect of the policy 

was to win support for the Prime Minister and his ruling party prior to the national election, I asked 

the volunteers what they thought of the campaign and whether their attitudes toward the policy and 

the government more generally had changed at all due to their time in the field. The majority of 

volunteers supported the campaign and told me that they ‘saw how happy the people were when they 

had their land measured’ (V6, also V1, V3, V7, V14, V16). The volunteers asserted that ‘now the 

villagers can have easier relations with the people in the village and authorities’ (V15), ‘because 

when we measured the land they had to find a compromise with their neighbors over the land 

boundary so they could have their land measured, so now they get on better’ (V10). Others suggested 

that people would use the land more efficiently; ‘they will plant something worthwhile and build 

more permanent houses’ (V16), and ‘they will develop the Cambodian economy’ (V13).  

Several volunteers, however, were more critical. They suggested that there were many areas 

left untitled (V2, V3, V11), many problems with companies still unsolved (V14), and that the policy 

was too short term to be effective (V12). Several volunteers had stories about corrupt volunteers who 

colluded with company management and local authorities and Land Officials to claim land. Indeed, 

all the volunteers I interviewed had stories about other teams that took bribes from land claimants, 

although none admitted doing this themselves. The volunteer recruitment took place in two waves, 
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and the volunteers told me that this kind of corruption was much more pronounced in the second 

wave of volunteers (in 2013), compared to the first wave (in mid-2012), as the quote at the start of 

this section suggests. This apparent increase in corruption may be due in part to the wider pool of 

universities and graduated students recruited in the second wave, or it may reflect the loosening of 

some regulations (such as a higher cap on how much land one person could claim) (RUA lecturer, 

male, 14.4.14). One male volunteer who participated in the first wave of the campaign said that the 

volunteers in the second wave were more corrupt because they did not have such good intentions as 

the first volunteers, and this attitude began to creep through the campaign:  

There were more people that were lazy, and there were more issues. You probably heard 
about the people that cut down precious trees to take back to the city with them… I think they 
came with a different intention. They didn’t come with good intentions; they came with the 
intention of making a profit (S11). 

Another volunteer suggested that when the campaign began, many people thought that it would be 

hard work with no reward, so only ‘brave people’ volunteered. Later, people who had hung back 

realized that they could gain financially. His description of the corruption of ‘second wave’ 

volunteers reinforces the notion of the ‘purity’ of the first volunteers by linking financial and sexual 

corruption: 

The villagers loved the students. When I went, the villagers loved us, we didn’t get money 
from them or cheat them; in the first stage. But now the students get chased out; they ask for 
money from the villagers, and they do things like sleep with the virgins in the village (V4). 

Despite these rumors of corruption, however, most volunteers were enthusiastic about the success of 

the project and its contribution to national development. Even those volunteers who voiced doubts 

about the success of Order 01 tended to reinforce the notion that the foreign companies were to blame 

for any ongoing land disputes, rather than blaming the Cambodian government or domestic elites. 
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Several volunteers admitted that ‘we still have the problem of the companies’ (V12) that ‘come to 

Cambodia and are crooked’ (V1; also V4, V6, V9, V15), but ‘when the government provided the 

land concession they didn’t see the problems, they didn’t know how many people lived inside the 

concession’ (V9). For most of the volunteers, then, the campaign appears to have successfully 

reinforced nationalist ideologies that posit foreign companies as the cause of Cambodia’s land issues.  

The volunteers’ encounters in the field have not only shaped their ideas about the Cambodian 

state, but also altered their broader life trajectories, in significant ways. In the wake of Order 01, more 

than six hundred volunteers—including Theara and three other volunteers I interviewed—passed the 

state examination and began work with the Ministry of Land. Two volunteers from Phnom Penh are 

now stationed in the uplands full time working at the Land Department, and one of these volunteers 

told me he is getting much better at surveying and dealing with people now that he has time to learn 

from others in the department. ‘We got training properly when we joined the Ministry, after we 

passed the exam’, he said. ‘Now I can operate the Total Station, which is a more accurate way of 

doing the land survey than the GPS units we used before as volunteers’ (V4). 

Sokha was still undecided about his career trajectory when I last spoke with him. He was 

working for a private real estate firm at the time, and he said that his experiences as a volunteer had 

put him off joining the ministry. He worried about the sustainability of the land reform:  

Making it happen is one thing but keeping it alive is another thing… some people sell the land 
without transferring the title, they just give the title to the new person but don’t go to get the 
name changed. So I think that if we just put the focus on making it happen but not keeping it 
up, then it does not really work. And we see that the people with power try to use it to their 
advantage, try to make it a political thing (V11). 
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Sokha said he could see that the Land Ministry ‘is all corrupt, and you have to be like that to be part 

of it… but helping people is my thing, becoming part of something that is about the party, that is not 

my thing’. One of the woman I interviewed also said that she did not want to join the Ministry 

because of the ‘unfinished problems that we couldn’t solve’. Instead, she was employed at a land 

rights NGO in Phnom Penh.  

I called in at the large temple where I had previously met two of the ‘pagoda boy’ volunteers, 

and found them still living at the temple, sitting outside in the sun under a shady tree. One laughed 

when I asked him whether he was hoping for work in the Ministry of Land. ‘I can hope but they 

haven’t called me, I just work at the Ministry of the temple’ he said wryly, meaning that he did not 

have a job at all. He said that some young people from the temples had found jobs in the Land 

Ministry, but in general he felt that the selection processes discriminated against people like him who 

came from the provinces. ‘Most of us tried and we didn’t get it’, he said. ‘But the students from the 

good universities, they got accepted and now they have a good government job’. It seems that the 

volunteers’ ambiguous subjectivities, their ‘in-between-ness’, was fleeting; some are now absorbed 

into the state as full time employees, while others have rejoined the swelling ranks of urban young 

people—although they carry with them (and many like to tell others) that they were part of ‘Hun 

Sen’s youth’. 

My focus on the volunteers in this chapter contributes to scholarship on everyday state 

formation by foregrounding actors whose very subjectivity challenges analysis of ‘state’ and ‘society’ 

as either distinct, impermeable spheres or as an inseparable whole. The volunteers’ power arises 

precisely from their ambiguous positionality. As volunteers, they are within the state and they garner 

authority from their close link to Hun Sen and their military garb. Yet, they are not ‘of’ the state, and 
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as young people, they also garner people’s trust as fresh young helpers, unmarked by the systemic 

corruption that plagues government institutions. Both subjectivities—youth and soldier—are tied to 

Hun Sen’s power. The construction of Order 01 as a masculine, militarized frontier ‘mission’ to 

develop capitalist land relations, and the demographics of the volunteers themselves, ultimately 

meant that the campaign entrenched gender, race and class hierarchies in ways that re-produced 

racialized gendered state power, and also re-produced Hun Sen’s place at the apex of this system.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

LIVING IN THE LEOPARD SKIN 

 

 
Figure 17 This small home is the only dwelling left in an area surrounded by a cassava plantation. 

 

While previous chapters have focused on the broader politics and implementation of Order 01, it is 

equally important to ask: what happens after people receive land titles? This perspective, which I 

examine over the final three chapters, contests state recognition (through both individual and 

communal land title) as an analytic end-point. The expectation that the ‘leopard skin’ land reform 

would provide tenure security and reduce poverty depends on all land being equivalent, a fungible 

commodity that can be represented by geometric lines on a land title and a simple price tag. But the 

idea that land title provides land tenure security obfuscates the reality of living in the leopard skin 

landscape. The leopard skin is relational: it is specifically about the promise of situating smallholders 

within large concessions. Therefore, analysis of leopard skin land reform must understand what the 
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quality of this relation is: What does it mean to live within a land concession? In this chapter, I 

examine how the land reform shaped people’s livelihoods and relationships with land, and to what 

extent the promises of the leopard skin—tenure security, poverty reduction, women’s empowerment 

and plantation employment—were borne out.  

In the first section below, I analyze my survey results through a comparative lens to examine 

the trajectories of land claimants who had land surveyed versus those who did not have any land 

surveyed during Order 01. I find that Order 01 did not provide rural landholders with tenure security, 

nor did people who received land title manage to move out of poverty or find employment on nearby 

plantations. The relationship between land title and gender empowerment is also complex, as 

entrenched gender norms limit women’s ability to escape from abusive relations. I then move to a 

broader analysis of the ways the land reform shaped social relationships within my study 

communities. Order 01 deepened class and gender-based inequalities, as communal land enclosure 

and coercive land sales in the wake of the reform ultimately effected another layer of exclusion. In 

the final section, I contend that we cannot understand people’s continued tenure insecurity without 

attention to the affective dimension of people’s lives inside land concessions. Contentious histories of 

conflict layered with contemporary fear and uncertainty shape people’s everyday lives and their 

perceptions of land and the state. 

I: The leopard skin promise: tenure security, wealth, and women’s empowerment  

Perceptions of land tenure security 

I consider the notion of tenure security to include both a perception component and practice 

component. This follows from recognition among development scholars that beyond possession of 
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formal land title, how one perceives tenure is what matters, and one way to assess this is to ask 

people about how worried they are that their land will be taken (Broegaard 2005). It is also important 

to understand people’s practices of using land title to enhance credit access and land transfer, as well 

as people’s shifting patterns of land use (Akram-Lodhi et al. 2007). If the land title is indeed a means 

of providing tenure security to people within leopard skin areas, I would expect people’s perceptions 

of tenure security to be higher amongst those who received a land title during Order 01, and I would 

expect people to access credit markets and land markets, and to make long-term investments in their 

farming systems.  

I assessed perceptions of security first through two linked survey questions; A recall question: 

‘Before the land titling campaign, were you afraid that someone would take your land?’ followed by 

a question about current experiences: ‘Now, are you afraid that someone will take your land?’. In 

Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, 60 percent (n=270) of survey respondents said that prior to the 

land titling reform, they felt afraid someone would take their land (Figure 18, left bar). Most other 

respondents said they were ‘not sure’ whether someone would take their land or not. Results were 

similar across provinces. In other words, the vast majority of survey respondents did not feel secure 

in their land tenure prior to the land titling reform.       
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Figure 18 Perceptions of tenure insecurity for people with and without land title 

When asked about current perceptions of land tenure, I found no significant difference in tenure 

security between people who received land title and people who did not receive land title during the 

land reform (Figure 17, middle and right bar). Around 10 percent of people who received a land title 

moved from the ‘insecure’ to ‘not sure’ category, suggesting that land title contributed to perceptions 

of security for some recipients, but did not provide full tenure security. Among land claimants who 

did not receive a land title, insecurity slightly increased following the tenure reform. This is 

commensurate with my ethnographic findings that people who did not receive a title are now deemed 

‘illegal settlers’ and maybe at greater risk of land dispossession, and is also noted in studies in 

Thailand and Laos (Hirsch, 2012). 

Use of land title to access loans 
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Beyond people’s perceptions of security, land title theoretically increases tenure security and reduces 

poverty by enabling access to credit which people can invest in their farm or off-farm economic 

ventures (de Soto 2000). However, loans can also be a cause of insecurity if people become indebted 

and must sell their land to repay their debts (Akram-Lodhi et al. 2007; Akram-Lodhi and Kay 2009). 

A central question, then, is how the possession of formal land title affects people’s credit access and 

loan behavior.  

In Kampong Chhnang,40 I found that people who possessed land titles were no more likely to 

have loans than those who did not have a land title (Figure 20). 

 

Figure 19 Loan behavior for people with and without land title in Kampong Chhnang 

                                                

40 Very few respondents in Ratanakiri had any loans; therefore I used only Kampong Chhnang data. 
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Land title holders had slightly higher loans (mean of USD 902) than those without land title (mean of 

USD 841), and were more likely to borrow from a formal Micro Finance Institution rather than 

informal moneylenders (75 percent of title holders held loans from MFIs, compared with 64 percent 

of people who did not have a land title). Contrary to the notion that formal institutions offer better 

conditions for borrowers, however, interest rates were no different for people with title and those 

without title. This suggests that a lack of access to formal lending institutions was not the issue in this 

area; people already faced high levels of indebtedness. A separate question in my survey backs this 

up; when I asked people to rank sources of insecurity, not one respondent said that insecurity was due 

to a lack of loan access. Rather, in interviews, several people described the influx of micro-finance 

institutions into their villages, and the presence of ‘motorbikes that drive around all day, coming with 

their suits on to check up on our loans’ (male farmer, KC, 2.1.15). Predatory microfinance 

institutions regularly issue loans with no collateral and then force people to give up their land or other 

possessions. This situation led the UK’s Guardian Newspaper to announce that ‘Cambodia’s Poor 

are Drowning in Debt’ due to the lack of regulation and over-supply of credit (Simanowitz and 

Knotts 2015). I recall a conversation with one of my neighbors in Kampong Chhnang, a man in his 

30s named Chana who worked as a loan officer at the ACLEDA Bank MFI for five years. He became 

visibly agitated when we were talking, and said he recently quit because,  

I wasn’t comfortable with what they asked us to do. Sometimes we had to try to sell people 
more loans, even if they already owed money. And if they don’t pay, we go and talk to them, 
we talk about taking their land, and sometimes they cry (Chana KC, 4.11.14). 

Chana said that his MFI managers instructed him to procure evidence of property ownership from 

people taking loans, whether the prospective borrower had a land title or not. Sometimes Chana took 

people on the back of his motorbike to visit the commune office in order to obtain a letter stating that 
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the land (or livestock) belonged to the borrower or he would write a statement himself and have the 

borrower thumbprint it.  

It is important to note that the incidence of loans in Kampong Chhnang is likely not 

representative of the national context. In more remote areas, lack of access to formal credit markets is 

reportedly a larger issue (FAO 2015:61). However, in Kampong Chhnang, where improved 

infrastructure and proximity to the regional capital have facilitated the presence of loan sharks, I 

found that land title was not the key driver of loan access, nor, conversely, was land title the key 

driver of indebtedness.  

Land markets after Order 01 

Along with the theoretical expectation that property title increases access to credit, economic 

theorists also suggest that property markets will become more buoyant, allowing rural people to reap 

the benefits of higher land prices and secure market transactions. In Kampong Chhnang, just eight 

people in my survey (n=198) said they had purchased land since the land reform and 26 people said 

they had sold land. But in casual conversation, people frequently talked about selling their land, and 

some local authorities told me that almost everyone in their village had sold land following the 

reform. One District chief said that ‘two hundred and twenty-five people [of 320 households in the 

village] sold their land after they received the title’ (District Chief, KC, 13.8.14). I believe this 

discrepancy between survey and ethnographic results is due in part to people's embarrassment at 

having sold land. Several people told me they felt forced to sell their land after the land reform, and 

twelve people who sold land (46 percent) said they were ‘extremely unhappy’ with the land sale they 
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made after the land reform. One woman described how middlemen forced her to sell her land after 

the land survey but before land titles were distributed: 

I sold my land. I had land in the middle of a lot of people that sold to a powerful person from 
Phnom Penh. Now it's all cleared and he is planting a plantation there. I got 100 USD per 
hectare. If we waited for land title maybe we would have got 500 USD. But we were forced to 
sell because the neighbors all sold and the middlemen forced us to sell, put pressure on us. I 
didn't want to sell but I did. (KC 92).  

Other people concurred that land sales rose after the land reform as urban investors came from 

Phnom Penh to buy up large tracts of land:  

Now the wealthy people have bought all the land here with titles. They did everything by the 
book. They came here once the students had left and asked everyone to sell. So now we have 
no land to share with our children (woman, 40s, KC, 10/5/2014).  

This woman suggests that wealthy buyers preferred titled land in the wake of the reform, while a land 

broker in Srai Saat who worked on behalf of a wealthy Phnom Penh businessman told me that the 

land reform created a price differential between titled and untitled land:  

[Alice]:  Was more land sold before the students came or after? 

[Land broker]: Most land after. Because then people had titles. Both the land that was divided 
for people by the authorities, and also the land that people cultivate every day, both types 
have been sold. The land that had the land titles sold for more, and the land that didn’t get 
land title sold very cheap. But they all got sold. 

Of course, selling land may be positive if people want to sell and if the sale enables people to pursue 

other viable livelihoods. However, many people said they felt forced to sell because everyone around 

them had sold to urban investors. A second land broker in Kampong Chhnang described to me how 

he tried to persuade groups of land owners to sell so that absentee buyers could develop plantations 

on large, contiguous blocks of land: 
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Normally if some want to sell, then all will sell. But if some don’t want to sell, then they keep 
their land in the middle of the area. But that is hard for them; I explain to them how that will 
be hard. If they are the only one… and the plantation is all around them…. So usually they 
will sell when I talk with them. And sometimes the buyer can offer to buy them a land of the 
same size outside of the area, and they can have that instead. (Land broker 2, KC, 4.12.14) 

This land broker proudly told me that he had already managed large land purchases for five urban 

investors since the land reform, and he had a 100 percent success rate at persuading people to sell 

their land. He put this success down to his kind manner with people. Other people who had sold land 

through him, however, said they were scared because he told them that if they didn’t sell, the land 

would be taken anyway. One woman described this process:  

We are scared, and we don’t have money. So we sell. We had land in the middle of a lot of 
people that all sold, so we were forced to sell… he said we would lose the land anyway… 
Then the [wealthy buyers] rent [the land] out again to people to use. The people here used to 
do rice on the land... lots of people don’t do that much work at the moment because they have 
money from selling their land. But now people run out of money. If they have equipment they 
can [log] wood, but there is less and less wood now, it's all cut down. Now they have to go 
and sell their labor in the Chinese company or the mango plantations or doing weeding for the 
big landowners for very low wages (KC 190). 

This woman’s narrative eloquently connects land sales to coercion, a lack of other meaningful work 

opportunities and poverty. She also connects land sales to the creation of a laboring class in her 

village—people who labor on the same land plots they formerly owned.  

Relationship between land title and changes in farming systems 

If people are more secure in their tenure and able to access credit, it follows that people will be able 

to invest more in their farms (such as long-term soil fertility and more lucrative cash crops that may 

take longer to establish) (Deininger 2003; Deininger, Ali, and Alemu 2009). However, in my survey, 

only two people (of 198 in Kampong Chhnang) said they had changed the way they used their land in 

the year since the land reform. These were both wealthier farmers who planted mango, a crop with 
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fluctuating and currently depressed returns but one they said they were cultivating defensively to 

make sure others didn’t take their land. Other farmers said that they did not have the resources to 

invest more in their land. Their rice farms were a carefully balanced part of a broader livelihood 

strategy that included urban migration and off-farm labor:  

We just do what we always do. Why would we change? We don’t have the money for 
growing other crops, and there’s no water this year anyway. The rains were a month late! And 
my children are in the city so they aren’t here to help. (male rice farmer, 60s, KC, 30.9.14) 

I have land but I’m not growing on it at the moment, because I don’t have any markets, and I 
don’t have money to grow. (woman, 50s,KC, 4.9.14)  

Many farmers talked to me about their future plans for their farms, and they spoke in depth about the 

problems they faced. But they did not see land title as a mechanism that would enable them to 

improve their farming systems. These sentiments are illustrated by a conversation I had with Puu 

Tanak as we transplanted his paddy rice. He was already stressed; the rains had come late again, and 

farmers were more than a month behind with their transplanting, but he said that his problems were 

more than just the weather: 

The weather is one thing… it’s changed, definitely. But it’s also the market. People here can 
only sell rice for 800-1000 riel [25 cents] per kilogram. But if we think of the fertiliser, the 
seed, we don't make any money. And all the good land goes to companies and they ruin the 
land. They are taking everything… they will take mine too. Any that's left, people have to sell 
because they can't make a living. But what else can we do? We don't know how to do other 
jobs. We want to work on the land. But the government doesn't help us with market, training, 
anything like that. So we make a loss, and then we have to sell the land cheap. So what do 
land titles mean? In a few years, there will be no land left. Everyone is going to Thailand 
because they can't make a living. (Puu Tanak, 23.6.14) 

Puu Tanak’s narrative eloquently connects the increasingly erratic flooding and droughts in Kampong 

Chhnang with unequal market opportunities, a lack of state support, and the influx of agribusiness 

companies that squeeze farmers onto small, unproductive plots and degrade surrounding land and 
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water ways with chemical intensive production. ‘What do land titles mean’ when in a few years 

‘there will be no land left’? For Puu Tanak, as for other rural people, Order 01 was a land reform in 

the absence of broader structural agrarian reform. As one farmer said to me, ‘the leopard skin should 

mean that the government actually supports small farmers as much as they support the concessions. 

But we never see the government helping us; they have abandoned us’ (male, KC, 4.12.14). 

Gender empowerment  

Alongside claims that the land reform would enable land tenure security and poverty reduction, the 

Cambodian government and academics claimed that women with ‘joint’ (husband/wife) land title will 

be empowered to gain greater control over land and household decision making, and to escape 

abusive relationships (Mehrvar et al., 2008; MWA, 2008). I felt this was an important claim to 

investigate, not least because Cambodia has high rates of gender based violence toward women 

(MWA 2008) and recent studies suggest that domestic violence rates may increase when 

communities are embroiled in land conflicts with agribusiness concessions (Kent 2016). Many 

Cambodian women are economically dependent on their spouse or other family members, and a 

central reason women stay with abusive partners is to avoid the financial hardship and stigma of 

being divorced (memae) (Mehrvar et al., 2008). Joint property title theoretically empowers women to 

escape abusive relationships, as the title gives women assurance that properly will be divided 

between partners when the marriage is dissolved, and women will not be left destitute (Agarwal 

1994, 2003). However, it is vital to interrogate this assumption of a simple causal relationship 

between land rights and women’s wellbeing in a context where enduring gender constructs view 

women as family homemakers, and condone gender-based violence against women for the wellbeing 

of the family unit (Brickell, 2008; Mehrver et al., 2008).  
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I found this relationship difficult to investigate, in part because the complex relationship 

between land title and gender empowerment is related to the varied use of formal legal channels for 

marriage and divorce in rural Cambodia. In order to be legally married, couples must apply for 

permission from the commune, hold a public announcement period of ten days, have a ceremony, 

then register their marriage at the commune which issues a marriage certificate (likut apea vipea). 

The majority of couples do not complete the registration. Strictly speaking, then, the vast majority of 

people in Cambodia are not legally married, although they are recognized by their communities as 

married couples. It follows from this that most people who wish to divorce do not complete formal 

divorces, which must be recognized in a provincial or municipal court to be formalized. Instead, most 

people obtain a de facto divorce letter from the commune office, which is usually thumb-printed by 

both husband and wife. I only knew of five couples who paid to have their marriages formally 

recognized, and only one couple who had a formal divorce through the courts. The commune clerk in 

Phnom Mie confirmed the commune office’s role in divorce cases: 

In Cambodia, when people divorce, they don’t often go to the court to do the official divorce. 
So we normally organize it at the Commune office level. We have the right to try to help the 
couple to work things out together, and if they want to separate, we can informally 
acknowledge that. And then we can say how to them how they should divide the land 
(commune clerk, PM, 20.4.14) 

As this commune clerk notes, the commune office is the key mediator in marriage disputes in rural 

areas. This begs the question of how applications for marriage dissolution are treated at the commune 

level, and whether the possession of a land title makes any difference in the distribution of marital 

property.  

The commune clerk in Phnom Mie allowed me to photocopy the commune dispute log, which 

contained details of all disputes brought to the commune between 2012 and 2014 (i.e. both during 
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and after the land reform). Of a total 41 cases recorded, 23 cases involved a marriage dispute in 

which one or both partners wanted to separate. The reasons given for separation included: physical 

violence (10 cases, all brought by women), alcohol abuse (7 cases, all brought by women), verbal 

abuse (4 cases, two brought by women/ two by men), money management (4 cases, all brought by 

women), adultery (3 cases, all brought by women), and mutual cases in which the partners ‘no longer 

love each other’. The Council suggested reconciliation (usually with the thumbprinting of a contract) 

in fifteen of the twenty-three cases, and separation in eight cases. These can be broken up further as 

follows:  

• 15 cases - commune suggests reconciliation (9 brought by wife; 5 by both; 1 unclear) 
• 8 cases - commune suggests separation (5 brought by both; 2 by husband; 1 by wife) 

The numbers are obviously very small here, and no generalizations can be made. But these cases do 

reveal gendered ideologies and practices that have real consequences for women’s and men’s land 

control and their power within marital relationships. The case summaries (which generally run 1-4 

pages) mention that the husband has brought the case to the Commune Council in only two instances; 

both of these instances were resolved with separation. The wife brought the case to the Commune 

Council in ten instances; nine of these were resolved with reconciliation. Reconciliation was even 

counselled in cases involving ongoing domestic violence accusations. For example, a case in 2012 

stated: 

Commune previously saw this couple and reconciled them. Now they are back. Wife said: I 
cannot stay with husband anymore because he drinks, destroys property, is violent and never 
helps with housework. Husband said: I go to the forest to collect wood and ask my wife for 
rice to take with me, and she says bad words to me. I don’t want to divorce my wife. 

Resolution: The couple signed (thumbprinted) a statement, saying that the husband would no 
longer abuse his wife, that they would treat the children well, and that they would have better 
communication. 
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In another case in 2012, the Commune Council drew up a similar contract with the couple, which 

read: 

Wife’s conditions: 1: Husband stops drinking; 2: Husband helps with domestic work;  3: No 
violence in family; 4: No other women. 

Husband’s conditions 1: My wife stops saying bad things to me; 2: My wife keeps an open 
mind. 

Compare the detailed ‘contract’ above signed by both parties to the simple summary for another 2012 

case which was brought forward by the husband and resolved in favour of separation:  

Husband divorces from his wife. Because he says he does not love her anymore. 

These differences in the grounds for reconciliation or divorce reflect deeply-held gendered notions of 

women’s place as the protector of family harmony. ‘Good’ women hold the family together; their 

duty to their husband (as to their nation) is to maintain harmony (see chapter one). The commune 

office in Phnom Mie said that the office’s aim is always reconciliation, and they can then informally 

acknowledge separation if reconciliation is unsuccessful. ‘Usually we can work it out’, the clerk said. 

The Phnom Mie commune chief told me that he reminds the couple how they ‘made promises to stay 

together and love each other…we have children to care for, we have to remember these promises’. 

He said that women are ‘skilled at getting their husbands to change’, and he felt that reconciliation is 

good for women because ‘divorced women (memae) have a very hard life… they don’t have their 

husbands to work and they can’t feed the kids. So it’s better for the women to keep the couple 

together.’ Implicit in the commune chief’s narrative is the notion that it is women’s duty to keep the 

family together; the corrolary of women’s ‘skill’ and ‘promises’ is that women in abusive 
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relationships have forgotten their ‘promises’ and do not have the skills needed to maintain family 

harmony. In other words, this narrative subtly places blame for abuse on women.  

The commune office’s focus on reconciliation also meant that in cases of physical and mental 

abuse, the commune office made rulings that perpetuated gender-based violence. In my interviews 

with women in Kampong Chhnang, more than twenty women mentioned domestic violence during 

the interview, and five women said they had asked for separation from their abusive husbands but the 

commune didn’t help them. I found these interviews shocking; I had to walk around the back of the 

house to cry after talking with one woman. She told me that she had separated from her husband of 

30 years just three months prior to our interview: 

I didn't go to the authorities, I went to the Police Post to file a complaint that I wanted to 
separate. Then I left. He was so bad with me. He would go away for a year or more, and then 
come back and get drunk and beat me and have fights with others. We went to the authorities 
three times and they made contracts with him, but that didn't stop him.  

[At this point in the interview, the woman showed me scars on her left leg and arm, and scars 
on the side of her head where she said her husband beat her several months earlier.]  

We have five children. Three are with my husband now. I wanted my children to go with my 
husband so they could have a better life than I could give them, but the two youngest are with 
me. When I left, I just took myself. My husband got all the land. Before we had 1.5ha rice 
land. But now my husband has it all. I left it with him to give to the children. Maybe I could 
have got something, but I don’t want to go through the authorities to get the divorce. I tried 
that already. It is better now that he is not here. When he was with me, I was always scared. 
(woman, 40s, separated from husband, KC, 8.1.15) 

One theme that runs through this woman’s story, and similar stories I heard from other women, is her 

repeated attempts to get help from the commune council, and the council’s focus on reconciliation. 

While marital reconciliation is likely appropriate in many cases, the consequence here was that 

women ended up leaving in desperation, without any property settlement from the commune.  
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Given that the commune office counselled reconciliation in the majority of cases, the question 

of how land title might enable women to escape from abusive relationships seemed less relevant. 

Even in cases where the commune did counsel separation, the log book gave little mention of how 

property should be distributed between husband and wife. However, the Commune Clerk assured me 

that the commune did not let men take all the land or property. Whether there was a land title or not, 

he said, the commune’s position was that land should be shared:  

When the people separate, it is only the Commune Chief who can make decisions about how 
the land is to be divided. The people are not allowed to do this themselves. We say that the 
land has to be divided equally, we stipulate that. If they have the land title we look at that, and 
if they don’t have the land title, we know that the land is for both of them. We can do that. 
And if there are children, then what matters is the land for the children.  

While this clerk describes the ‘equal’ division of  land between husband and wife, the commune log 

book showed that the commune office most commonly divides land in favour of the partner who will 

look after the children. As a female commune councillor explained to me,  

The person who is looking after the children needs to get the land but not for themselves, for 
the children. Like, if they have three land plots, the husband might get one and the wife two 
because she has to divide with the children. (woman, commune council, KC, 20.4.14)  

Because gender constructions in Cambodia typically assign women the role of primary caregiver, the 

commune’s practice of dividing land in favour of the caregiver means that women may actually gain 

more land than men when the marriage dissolves. However, as this commune councillor explains, this 

land is ultimately divided for the children. This potentially means that the mother must divide the 

land she received when the children marry, while the father keeps the land he was granted when the 

marriage dissolved. In any case, the possession of a joint land title has little bearing on the outcome 

of these cases where decisions are underpinned by deeply-held gender ideologies. 
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II: Shifting land tenure and livelihoods in the wake of Order 01 

The previous section argued that the promises of land title were unfulfilled a year after the leopard 

skin reform. This comparative lens (that analyzed people with land title compared with people 

without land title) is important for challenging the promises of land titling on proponents’ own terms; 

it suggests that land title cannot always be equated with tenure security, gender empowerment or 

poverty reduction. But this comparative analysis is inherently limited. It does not capture the way the 

land reform engendered broader socio-ecological shifts in rural communities. In this section, I 

broaden the analysis to explore the ways in which Order 01 shaped livelihoods and land tenure along 

class and gender divisions in Kampong Chhnang.  

Tables 4 and 5 sketch out the main shifts I observed in land tenure and livelihoods for 

households in Tmor Muoy village. Note that these tables appear also in Chapter two, where I 

described the situation that I observed prior to the land reform. Now that I have explained the 

processes by which the land reform was enacted on the ground, I turn to the right-side column that I 

constructed from my ethnographic observations in the year following the reform. Before examining 

the tables, I want to stress again that the livelihood and land tenure changes in the tables were not 

initiated by the leopard skin reform. Order 01 was a moment within ongoing processes of plantation 

expansion and enclosure of communal land. In the table, I stress continuity as well as change by 

repeating aspects that continued across the columns, and italicizing aspects that show change. Table 3 

outlines the land tenure relations within the village, and Table 4 outlines livelihoods prior to and after 

the land reform.  
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Table 4 Land tenure prior to and after Order 01 land reform 

 Land tenure prior to Order 01 Land tenure after Order 01 
Poor 
(Small house-plots; tin 
roof; flimsy walls; 
limited road access to 
house/farm plots; no 
motorbikes/machinery 
 

No farmland or very small farm 
plots (less than 1 ha); no land title 

No farmland or very small farm plots  
(less than 1 ha); land title to some plots 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 
 

Largely excluded from forest land around village 
and in protected area 
 

Medium  
(Medium size house, 
tin/tile roof with strong 
pillars; bicycles and 
possibly motorbikes; 
mix of cattle and hand 
tractors) 

Some farmland (0.5-10 hectares; 
most around 1ha); no land title 
 

Some farmland (0.5-10 hectares; most around 
1ha with some increased sizes); Land titles to 
some paddy/crop fields up to 5ha; Bifurcation as 
some people sold land during/after Order 01, 
while a few purchased / claimed land. 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 
 

Access to forest land far from village in protected 
area (but must pay increased fines) 
 

Rich  
(large house, tiled 
room, strong pillars; 
cars and/or multiple 
motorbikes; hand 
tractors) 

Village elite with large farmland 
(10-20ha); handful of land owners 
with land title  
 

Village elite with large farmland (10-20ha); most 
with land title  
Absentee landowners from Kampong Chhnang 
town/ Phnom Penh with large farmland (10-
100ha) on former forest land, most with land title 

Access to forest land around 
village and in protected area 

Access to forest land around in protected area  
and cleared and claimed former forest land 
around village 
 

 
 

Table 5 Livelihoods prior to and after Order 01 land reform 

 Livelihoods prior to Order 01 Livelihoods after Order 01 
Poor Non Timber Forest Product (NTFP) collection   Very limited NTFP collection far from village  

Firewood collection and charcoal production  
 

Limited firewood collection far from village 

Fishing (at Tonle Sap) Fishing (at Tonle Sap) 
Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh  
Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work 
for larger local farmers 

Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work for 
larger local farmers 
Wage labor on new local plantations for absentee 
owners 

Some paddy land rental from med-large 
landowners 

Some paddy land rental from med-large landowners 

Watching buffalo for med-large farmers Watching buffalo for med-large farmers    
Medium  Paddy rice production (with upland rice 

nurseries) 
Paddy rice production (No upland rice nurseries due 
to enclosure of nearby forest) 
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Crop production (fruit trees, home vegetable 
gardens) 

Crop production (fruit trees, home vegetable 
gardens) 

Livestock raising (chickens, pigs, buffalo, cows) Livestock raising (chickens, pigs. Very limited 
buffalo, cows due to shift to hand tractor/no grazing 
land for cattle) 

Small-scale logging (if own a cart or hand 
tractor) 

Very limited small-scale logging (if own a cart or 
hand tractor, and must pay increased fines) 

Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh Migrate to Thailand or Phnom Penh 
Own small business (food stall etc) Own small business (food stall etc)   
NTFP collection Very limited NTFP collection far from village 
Firewood collection and charcoal production Limited firewood collection far from village 
NGO village liaison representatives (do not 
receive regular wage, but do receive per diem 
payments for meeting / training attendance) 

NGO village liaison representatives (do not receive 
regular wage, but do receive per diem payments for 
meeting / training attendance) 

Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy  
 

Public servants (teacher etc) Public servants (teacher etc)   
 

Rich logging (medium scale or large scale in 
connection with regional military or politico-
business elite) 

Logging (medium scale or large scale in connection 
with regional military or politico-business elite) 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and 
HYV seeds) 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and HYV 
seeds) 

Some limited plantation production (mango, 
corn, rubber) 

Expansive plantation production; especially mango, 
also rubber, corn, sugar cane, cassava. 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers)  
 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers) 

Former military commanders, some active in 
military 

Former military commanders, some active in 
military 

Official posts in local administration (village and 
commune council)  
 

Official posts in local administration (village and 
commune council)  
 

Land brokerage (getting kickbacks from new 
smallholder settlers; facilitating land deals for 
companies and absentee land owners) 

Expanded land brokerage (getting kickbacks from 
new absentee landowners; facilitating land deals for 
companies/absentee owners) 

Remittances from children in city/overseas Remittances from children in city/overseas 

These tables show that one of the biggest shifts in Tmor Muoy village after the land reform was the 

enclosure of the remaining forest/grazing land around the perimeter of the village. This land was 

previously seen as unproductive; valuable timber was gone and the soil was sandy and drought-prone. 

But Order 01 provided impetus for local officials, elite and urban businessmen to claim this land. 
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Two women in the community network described these changes and their impacts on people’s 

livelihoods and social reproduction:     

In the past, village families here could get food and earn money from collecting wild food and 
agroforestry. Sometimes in the early 2000s we could get up to one thousand dollars [USD] 
per year from like fruit, fungi, vegetables, firewood, and sometimes animals. But now the 
villagers just receive a small amount of land that was their rice land, and I think they are 
happy to get something, but they lose access to the larger forest area. So Order 01 opens that 
land to the company. (Woman farmer activist, 40s, KC, 2.11.14) 

In this village, the poor families lack food about three months of the year. In the past they 
lacked food about one or two months of the year, but could get food from the forest. Now 
they are less food secure, after the land reform. Because now we don’t have the forest, it was 
all divided. (Woman farmer activist, 20s, KC, 14.4.14) 

As these two women suggest, the leopard skin reform intensified an ongoing process of deforestation. 

Medium wealth households that own a hand tractor can still access a distant protected forest area for 

logging (approximately 15km away), but this is now too far for poorer households who have only 

non-motorized buffalo carts, as Puu Tanak noted:    

The company was already cutting the trees here. But before, there were still trees on some of 
those mountains. But after Order 01 they are all gone. Now the cut trees are thousands of 
hectares up the mountains. Some high ranking people and people from the city clear forest 
land and pay people up to 100 dollars [USD] per month to look after the land, to guard the 
land to make sure other village people don’t get it. (Puu Tanak, KC, 30.1.2014) 

Puu Tanak signals another shift: the influx of absentee urban land owners to the area. Urban land 

owners claimed and cleared forest land prior to the land survey in conjunction with local 

officials/elite, and they also bought up land after the survey. This has led to a ‘mango boom’ around 

the village. Mango is cheap and easy to establish from saplings, and although it takes time to mature, 

it offers a more secure tenure claim than rice or cassava production as it is a permanent crop 

(Queensland DOE 1999). Some large land-owners have also developed rubber, corn, cassava and 
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sugar-cane plantations. One women spoke bitterly of these new plantations, and their role in turning 

the villagers from peasants into wage workers:  

Now, after the land titling, there are people with large plantations getting all the land. Ten 
hectare or twenty hectare farms [chamkar]. They plant sugar cane, corn, mango and rubber. 
Those new people don't stay here, they hire people to watch the land. In a couple of years, all 
the people from here will be working for them. They give us just enough to live on. We don't 
get paid any more than that. And on my land, we can grow just enough for rice to eat, with 
nothing left over. The idea of 'leopard skin' doesn't allow any of our [kbal dae] land that 
wasn’t planted in rice. They took everything except for a little bit of rice land. (villager 
woman, KS, 22.6.14) 

This woman’s reflections reinforce the idea that the idea of the ‘leopard skin’ is spatially 

incompatible with people’s farming systems. While the ‘head land’ around the rice field (kbal dae) is 

necessary for grazing cattle that then provide manure and labor for the rice field, the leopard skin 

land reform only surveyed the rice field itself. Many farmers told me they had sold or planned to sell 

their buffalo because they could no longer access grazing land. Instead, those who could afford it 

bought hand tractors for ploughing their rice fields and purchased more chemical fertilizer to 

maintain soil fertility in the absence of manure.    

The influx of absentee plantation owners has opened up opportunities for some villagers to 

work as security guards and agricultural laborers. Many of the villagers I talked with, however, were 

bitter about the low wages offered (as the woman’s narrative above attests). Those who gained most 

from the influx of urban land buyers were a small group of male village elite, including the village 

chief and deputy chief as well as a former military commander (who now has a stake in the logging 

industry), and two other local businessmen. These men acted as brokers for the urban owners, 

overseeing land purchase, consolidation, crop production and labor in exchange for monetary 

kickbacks.  
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This inequality in labour opportunities illustrates the ways in which the land reform 

intensified structural conditions of insecurity along class lines in Tmor Muoy village. Those who lost 

out most were people who could not lay claim to any land as they were landless already, or those 

whose claims were not recognized, because they also lost access to common land use areas that were 

grabbed during the campaign. Those who gained most were people who had connections, resources, 

information, and those that embodied the subjectivity of the modern citizen farming productive 

commercial agriculture.  

Reshaping gendered livelihoods and land tenure  

Not only did Order 01 reshape class relations between households; the campaign also reshaped 

gendered livelihoods and land tenure relations in Tmor Muoy. Table six shows gendered work (for 

production and reproduction) prior to and after Order 01. I have coded activities that are most often 

gendered male, female, or both. There are always exceptions to the rule.41 This table therefore gives 

an approximation of gender norms (based on my ethnographic observations of who generally 

performed labour, and my interview questions and survey questions) rather than any definite dividing 

line.  

 

 

                                                

41 For example, in women-headed households where men were either away working long-term in Thailand or 
where women were widowed/unmarried, women performed firewood collection, ploughing and small-scale logging; 
activities that are generally gendered as ‘men’s work’. 
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Livelihoods 
(male = plain font; female = italic font; both male/female = underlined font) 

 
Table 6 Gendered livelihoods by social class prior to and after the land survey 

 Prior to Order 01 After Order 01 
Poor NTFP collection   Very limited NTFP collection far from village  

Firewood collection and charcoal production  
 

Limited firewood collection far from village 

Fishing (at Tonle Sap) Fishing (at Tonle Sap) 
Migrate to Thailand for construction/plantation 
work 
Migrate to Thailand for factory work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh for construction work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh/Kampong Chhnang 
town for garment work/service work  

Migrate to Thailand for construction/plantation work 
Migrate to Thailand for factory work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh for construction work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh/Kampong Chhnang town for 
garment work/service work  
 

Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work 
for larger local farmers 

Wage labor on concession and piecemeal work for 
larger local farmers 
Wage labor on new local plantations (crop 
maintenance)  
Wage labor Security work for absentee landowners; 
Land clearing for new plantations 

Some paddy land rental from med-large 
landowners 

Some paddy land rental from med-large landowners 

Watching buffalo for med-large farmers Watching buffalo for med-large farmers (limited as 
less buffalo raising)   

Home garden  Home garden (limited access in some cases) 

Caring for children and elderly Caring for children and elderly (mainly older women, 
as women of working age increasingly migrate) 

House work, food purchase and preparation    House work, food purchase and preparation (mainly 
older women as above) 

Mid Paddy rice production (with upland rice 
nurseries) 

Paddy rice production (No upland rice nurseries due 
to enclosure of nearby forest) 
 

Crop production (mango, fruit tree, banana) Crop production (mango, fruit tree, banana) 

Livestock raising (Men take cattle to graze; 
women tend home gardens and chickens/pigs) 

Livestock raising (women tend home gardens and 
chickens/pigs) Very limited buffalo, cows due to shift 
to hand tractor/no grazing land for cattle) 
 

Small-scale logging (if own a cart or hand 
tractor) 

Very limited small-scale logging (if own a cart or 
hand tractor) 

Migrate to Thailand for construction/plantation 
work 
Migrate to Thailand for factory work 

Migrate to Thailand for construction/plantation work 
Migrate to Thailand for factory work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh for construction work 
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Migrate to Phnom Penh for construction work 
Migrate to Phnom Penh/Kampong Chhnang 
town for garment work/service work 

Migrate to Phnom Penh/Kampong Chhnang town for 
garment work/service work 

Own small business (food stall etc.)  Own small business (food stall etc)   
NTFP collection Very limited NTFP collection far from village 
Firewood collection and charcoal production  Limited firewood collection far from village 
NGO village liaison representatives (Primarily 
women - some men) 

NGO village liaison representatives (Primarily women 
- some men) 

Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy  
 
 

Official posts in local Buddhist temple clergy  
 

Public servants (teacher etc.)  
 

Public servants (teacher etc)   
 

Home garden  Home garden (limited access in some cases) 
Caring for children and elderly Caring for children and elderly (mainly older women, 

as women of working age increasingly migrate) 

House work, food purchase and preparation    House work, food purchase and preparation (mainly 
older women as above) 

Rich Logging (medium scale or large scale in 
connection with regional military or politico-
business elite) 

Logging (medium scale or large scale in connection 
with regional military or politico-business elite) 
Expansive plantation production; especially mango, 
also rubber, corn, sugar cane, cassava. 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and 
HYV seeds) 

Paddy rice production (using hand tractor, and HYV 
seeds) 

Some limited plantation production (mango, 
corn, rubber) 

Expansive plantation production; especially mango, 
also rubber, corn, sugar cane, cassava. 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers)  
 

Wood storage/logistics (brokers for small-scale 
loggers) 

Former military commanders Former military commanders 
Official posts in local administration (village 
and commune council)  
 

Official posts in local administration (village and 
commune council)  
 

Land brokerage (getting kickbacks from new 
smallholder settlers; facilitating land deals for 
companies and absentee land owners) 

Expanded land brokerage (getting kickbacks from 
new absentee landowners; facilitating land deals for 
companies/absentee owners) 

Remittances from children in city/overseas Remittances from children in city/overseas 
Own small business (such as moneylender, 
shop) 

Own small business (such as moneylender, shop) 

Caring for children and elderly Caring for children and elderly 
House work, food purchase and preparation House work, food purchase and preparation 
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Table six shows that the land reform re-shaped work within and outside the home. The forest 

enclosure during Order 01 made it more difficult for women to collect Non Timber Forest Products 

(NTFPs), which are both a food source for the family and are sold at the local market. Firewood 

collection, generally a male activity, is also more limited in the wake of Order 01. This loss of forest 

livelihoods for men and women puts pressure on poor families to make ends meet, and interacts with 

other factors (including the prolonged drought and the expansion of migration networks) to increase 

rates of labor migration among poor and medium wealth households. This in turn means that as more 

women (and men) of working age migrate for work, the childcare and house work (including food 

cultivation, preparation and production) is performed by older women. Essentially, grandmothers are 

caring for grandchildren, a phenomenon that has been noted in many parts of the world as labor 

migration increases. Home gardens have declined in some households, both because women left at 

home do not have time to cultivate the gardens, and also because gardens further from people’s 

houses were counted as part of the ‘head land’ that was not titled in Order 01, and these areas were 

subsequently sold to middlemen or abandoned. Among rich households, the generational shift in care 

work is not occurring to the same extent as in poorer households, in large part because wealthier 

households in Tmor Muoy are less likely to migrate for work.  

As deforestation and land enclosures cut off people’s access to the forest, the ‘male work’ of 

finding and claiming new land and small-scale logging is only available to men who have the wealth 

and political networks to participate in the logging sector or plantation expansion. Masculinity in this 

context becomes increasingly militarized. The forest clearance in the plantation is undertaken with 

bulldozers; something that many people told me is more violent to the land and offensive to land 

spirits. The jobs available in the logging industry are high-risk. Small-scale loggers are often fined or 
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threatened by government officials, military personnel and concession company workers. Some local 

men from poorer households have managed to find work as security guards patrolling the ELC 

plantation boundary. I met one of these security guards one day while I was riding a motorbike 

around the perimeter of the plantation. I got caught in a rainstorm and took shelter in a small hut, 

where I met a man in his sixties. He said he is from Phnom Mie, and he works at the plantation as a 

security guard. He took me inside to show me the rifle he keeps on a small desk. His voice broke 

when he told me that if he sees people’s cattle or buffalo wandering into the plantation, he is 

supposed to shoot them in the leg. ‘They told me not to kill them; they want them shot in the leg so 

they can limp back out and then it’s a warning to the villagers not to let any more cattle in’. He 

looked furtively outside the hut, before telling me ‘but I don’t do that. If I see them, I just yell at 

them, I chase them out… I don’t want to shoot anything.’ This man is essentially policing his own 

community, having to choose between maiming his friends’ and neighbors’ cattle, or potentially 

losing his job.  

Livelihoods and relations with Agricultural Companies and ELCs 

The leopard skin imaginary assumes that smallholder farmers will find employment within land 

concessions. But with the exception of some laborers such as the security guard I described above, I 

found that most local people in Kampong Chhnang and in Ratanakiri did not work regularly on the 

plantations. This was not the case when I began research in 2012, however. When I first arrived in 

Kampong Chhnang, I estimated that around 80 percent of local households sent at least one member 

of the household to work in the plantation, with male workers (around 70 percent) employed to clear 

the trees, plant and harvest the cassava, and female workers (around 30 percent) employed to plant 

and weed the cassava. People also came to the plantation from other villages in the area; every 
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morning, I saw a stream of people on bikes and on foot heading to the plantation, as well as a handful 

of mini-vans that brought laborers from more distant villages.  

But when I arrived back in Kampong Chhnang in December 2013, most local people had 

stopped working in the plantation. Out of 198 people I surveyed in the area, 48 people said they 

previously worked at the Chinese company, and only 5 of these people said they still worked there. 

The main reasons for this dramatic shift were threefold: first, the plantation’s labor needs declined 

significantly after the trees were cleared and the company mechanized harvesting; second, the 

company hired migrant laborers from elsewhere in Cambodia rather than hiring local people; and 

third, locals quit working at the plantation because they felt labor conditions had worsened. The latter 

reason was what former laborers most often articulated to me:  

In this village, one or two people from every household worked at the company last year. But 
now, many of us have stopped. It’s too hard. And we don’t get paid regularly, maybe once 
every couple of months. They suppress us [kiepsomgot] (male, 40s, KC, 11.7.14) 

When people such as this man described the reasons they quit working at the company, they didn’t 

just talk about pay or the difficulty of the work involved; they described a basic lack of respect for 

workers’ dignity. I heard the same story from ten former laborers: The last straw was the day the 

company cut down a stand of trees that had provided shade for workers on their lunch break:  

We left because they don't pay on time. Sometimes we are short of food. And the main thing, 
the most important thing, was when they cut the shade trees down in the fields. Now we can't 
even rest. That was when we quit (KC 209).  

Several former laborers became physically agitated (raised voices and a sharp tone) when they 

recalled the removal of the shade trees. Within these responses was the notion that the company was 
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destroying the village—the forests, streams, animals, and even the health of the people—and yet, the 

company was so powerful, people felt that there was little they could do: 

The work at the Chinese company keeps getting harder but the salary is the same. There are 
lots of chemicals and this poisons the streams. We get sore stomachs, and we have had 
buffaloes die. They don't pay a regular wage to workers. If you complain, they chuck you out. 
So we don't dare complain. Young people have killed each other in the company. If anything 
happens they don't call the police; they try to solve it themselves. They are like their own 
government. They do whatever they want. We have no power (KC 212).  

Villagers concurred that the company was dangerous, as this man suggests—‘they are like their own 

government’. I frequently heard stories about people being killed in the plantation, fights among 

workers, mysterious illnesses striking down workers due to angry land spirits, and one grisly story 

about a body in a sack repeated over and over. This story had the quality of an ‘urban myth’ that I 

could not find any basis for, but it was a powerful reminder to people that the plantation was a violent 

place.  

Some people pointed out, however, that at least the company provided some job opportunities 

in a place where there were few other options: 

The company is good for our village. We don’t have any other jobs here, so the people are 
happy. And it’s equal for everyone. Anyone, man or woman, fifteen or older who has the 
strength to do it can work in the Chinese company. Old people can work too. (Village Chief, 
TT, KC, 10.10.14) 

The village chief from the neighboring village had a different story:  

The company doesn’t want to hire people from here. Because if we go to work in the 
company, our families can bring us food, or we take food with us. But when they have people 
from far away, the wife of the manager sells them food. So they want the people from far 
away. And if they hire us, they hire us to work far away so we have to stay over there. Now 
they have stopped asking us to work in the company. (Village Chief, SR, KC, 14.10.14) 

This village chief’s quote is particularly interesting, because its logic is opposite to classic literature 

on plantation/smallholder relations, which suggests that peasant households are useful precisely 
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because the burden of social reproduction falls on the household (including the unmarketed labour of 

women in the home preparing food (Stoler, 2002)). Here, the village chief suggests that the company 

prefers migrant workers in order to control workers’ mobility by hiring people who work, eat and live 

within the plantation boundaries. One woman said she actually lied about her residence and told 

company management she was a migrant from Kampong Cham because the company would not hire 

local workers:  

When the villagers put their names down to work, they ask them where they are from. And if 
they say they are from here, they say they don’t want them, they want people from far away. 
So I said I was from Prey Veng so they would hire me. (KC, 22).   

This woman was one of only a few local people working at the plantation when I returned for my 

second round of fieldwork. People seemed embarrassed to tell me that they worked at the plantation, 

and most of the workers came from poorer households who were desperate for cash, such as one 

woman with a small baby who had sold all her land to pay for her sick mother’s hospital bills:  

My husband and I work at the Chinese company when it’s not rice season, and we help my 
siblings in the rice season. The work in the Chinese company is difficult. The people who 
work there are the people who struggle. The people who have no choice. [nayk dawsuu]. I’m 
poor… I don’t have cows or buffaloes. I don’t like to talk about it with the other villagers, I’m 
embarrassed… [knyom kmah]. 

Similarly, in Ratanakiri, many people said that the ELCs preferred to hire migrant labor from other 

provinces. Some indigenous respondents also said that ELCs did not want to hire indigenous workers 

because the managers were Khmer and preferred to hire other Khmer. Similar to Kampong Chhnang, 

some people also said that local people who had found jobs at the plantations quit because the 

conditions were so bad; ‘Now in some villages, the villagers used to work in the company but now 

they quit. Now there are mainly Khmer and Vietnamese people working’ (CEDAC, 24.10.14). Many 

of the complaints from people in Ratanakiri were similar to Kampong Chhnang—the company does 
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not pay on time, the conditions are tough and keep getting tougher, and the company prefers to hire 

people from outside. One elderly man in an indigenous-majority village next to a rubber plantation 

told me bitterly that plantation labor was slavery:  

Now many of the indigenous people don't work at the plantation; they don't want to be slaves 
of the company. Some go, but hardly any. They want their time, they know that losing their 
land, losing their culture and becoming wage laborers is just becoming slaves. (HA, 22.10.14) 

Similar to the notion I heard in Kampong Chhnang that ‘the company oppress us’ [kiepsomgot], the 

idea this man articulates—we are becoming slaves—reveals a relational subjectivity that is at odds 

with the state’s notion of prosperous smallholder/wage worker households in rural areas. For people 

in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, not only were the promised jobs not forthcoming (cf Li (2011), 

but the work conditions and plantation activities were socially and ecologically damaging to people’s 

sense of self and community.   

III: Affective life in the leopard skin 

In this chapter, I have argued that tenure insecurity persists (and for some, has increased) following 

the land reform. My explanations have emphasized the inter-connected realms of the economic (eg. 

the unregulated loan sector, the lack of decent plantation jobs, coercive land brokers), the political 

(eg. people’s dependence on local authorities, lack of state support for smallholders, state-sponsored 

ELC expansion), and the ecological (eg. severe drought, deforestation). But in Cambodia, I contend 

that we cannot understand tenure insecurity unless we also understand the affective dimension of 

people’s lives inside land concessions. In this final section, I explore how fear and uncertainty shape 

everyday life and contribute to pervasive tenure insecurity for people who live in and around land 

concessions.  
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Fear 

People’s fear of state elite and plantation companies taking their land emerges from layered fears; the 

memories of civil conflict, state repression, and racialized fear of outsiders (see chapter 2). Many 

people in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri expressed fear that the concession company would 

eventually take their land whether they had a land title or not: 

Even if I have the certificate, I am still afraid! I am afraid for my land here, and also for the 
land in the forest because the company could still take it. (brother and sister, KC, 25.4.14)  

I am afraid. I am afraid and I am happy at the same time. I am afraid of someone taking my 
land even if I have title, because I have don’t have power. I am under them. (KC 37) 

One community activist articulated the contradictions of achieving tenure security within a land 

concession area as ‘creating a prison’, because the land reform locked people into small areas of land 

while legitimizing forest clearance in surrounding areas. ‘Now the company gets more land,’ she said, 

‘as people now have no right to protest over the other land outside their measured plots. They just 

wait and watch the company clear all our forest’ (community activist, KC, 20.1.14). Similar 

metaphors of living in a prison, a cage, or being ‘stuck’, were repeated frequently in my interviews. 

Even in villages beyond the boundaries of the ELC, people talked about conflicts in nearby villages, 

and expressed concern that these problems may come to the village at any moment: ‘I'm very worried 

about the companies coming in the future. Now they are in the next village, so I think in the future 

they will come here’ (R 22).  

This constant worry was not something people could ignore; everyday life was marked with 

the physical presence and symbolic threats of the companies. Tensions increased as plantations 

encroached onto forest land near villages and moved closer to people’s fields. In Kampong Chhnang, 
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the plantation company closed off farmers’ grazing land access by digging a deep trench that 

prevented cattle from crossing onto ELC land (Figure 21). The shrub land and streams villagers used 

to graze and bathe their cattle, collect water, and gather firewood and non-timber forest products all 

lay to the right of the trench on the edge of the cassava plantation. In Ratanakiri, people with small 

plots of rice land lost road access to their fields when the company that owned the surrounding land 

put up razor wire fences around the fields and installed security guards. In these physical ways, 

people’s sense of land ownership as fluid—a seasonal shift from private rice paddies to communal 

grazing areas and forest around the village—now had to conform to fences and permanent physical 

boundaries.  

 
Figure 20 A trench separating concession land from village farm land in Kampong Chhnang. (Photo: Alice Beban) 

One day while I waited with my children at the market near Srai Saat for our motorbike to be fixed, a 

woman with a small baby wrapped to her chest started crying quietly as she told me about her fears:  
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I'm worried that someone will take my land. The army is one side and the Chinese company 
on the other. I don't want to sell my cows and buffalos but I might have to, because now there 
is no land for them. In the past we used to help each other. Now we just help ourselves. 
(young woman with baby, KC, 8.8.14).  

I often heard sentiments describing a moral lapse as this woman articulated—now we just help 

ourselves—a sense that this was not just material enclosure but also a rupture of community 

solidarity. This sense of insecurity was also gendered. I noticed this particularly in a village in Srai 

Saat commune, in which the military confiscated villagers’ land for a military training unit and 

rubber plantation. While both men and women were afraid of using their land, several people said 

they needed men in the household to enter the area, and one woman told me she didn’t ‘dare to enter 

because I don’t have any sons’ (woman, 40s, KC, 28.7.14). Another woman farmer told me that she 

did not dare to enter her fields, but she asked her adult son to ‘live on the land, to stay in the hut there 

all the time, so they won’t take it’.  In this case, the conception of the wild, untamed forest [brae] as 

the domain of men was now extended to this area of former paddy rice fields now perceived as the 

wild, dangerous domain of the military.  

Uncertainty  

People’s deep fear of a violent future is interwoven with uncertainty about leaders’ intentions. Here, I 

want to return to my discussion of the land title as a political gift, to suggest that land title recipients’ 

continued tenure insecurity is bound up with distrust of what the land title represents. When I asked 

people what the land title meant to them, many people paused, taking a long time to answer and 

sometimes shrugging their shoulders or quietly saying they weren’t sure and asking me what I 

thought. These four quotes are representative of comments that I heard often in Kampong Chhnang 

and Ratanakiri: 
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I'm not sure if the title gives us protection, because maybe at the moment it gives us 
protection but in the future maybe the government will change the law and it won't mean 
anything anymore (KC 41).  

Title is not so important. If they want to take the land back in the future they will. That’s what 
they do. They can just make another law and overthrow this one. (KC 2) 

In some ways the title is important. But it’s all up to the government. Who knows what they 
will do in the future (R 88).  

The thing I'm most worried about is the land title. They have given us a land title, but I'm 
worried that they will change the law and take the land title back. It all depends on the 
thinking of the higher people in government. If they don't think the land titles have a value to 
them, then they will get rid of them. We can't trust the laws in our country (R 19).  

These quotes reveal a profound uncertainty, a distrust of the government and national law. What the 

land title signifies is whatever the ‘higher people in government’ ‘value’ at the time. This skepticism 

is borne from years of conflict, multiple regime changes, and personalized politics that foments fear 

and distrust. And this fear was actively stoked by the actions of land surveyors and land brokers 

during Order 01. In both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, people told me that the government may 

take back the land title after five years if farmers did not maintain productivity. Some said they heard 

this from the student volunteers:  

[Alice]:  Do you feel you have security now you have the land title? 

[Woman]:  I don’t know. If we haven’t used the land in the forest in five years, they will 
take it back, that’s what the students said. He surveyed the land for me even 
though there were some shrubs, not all was in rice. But he said we have to 
plant… But it’s hard for us because we don’t have much time or energy to do 
it, and we don’t have the money to have the equipment to cut…We’re afraid 
they will take the forest area back. (woman, 40s, 12.5.14) 

In this woman’s case, the student surveyor apparently bent the rules that required only cleared land be 

surveyed, and then said that she needed to plant within five years in order to legitimize his actions. In 

other cases, land brokers and local officials appeared to warn villagers that the state would take back 

the land title in order to coerce people into selling land. I saw this strategy one day when I was 
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interviewing a woman at her home garden and a local monk stopped his motorbike outside her gate. I 

knew the monk from my previous meditation sessions at the local temple, and I gave him a wave. He 

smiled hello and walked over to the woman. ‘I hear that you have some land that you might sell?’, he 

asked her. ‘Maybe’, she said. ‘Who is buying the land?’. He explained that he was working as a land 

broker for a wealthy politician [Aekadom] from the city, who was looking to consolidate large land 

parcels after the land reform. ‘I don’t know’, she said, looking down at her garden. ‘I don’t have 

much…’. They stood talking for a while, and then the woman called out to her husband to get the land 

titles down from a shelf inside the house. She spread the titles out on the ground and the land broker 

looked over them carefully. ‘I have three hectares, about that, of rice land’, she said, ‘and about five 

hectares of forest land up on the hill that I got from my parents’. ‘Look’, said the monk, pointing to 

the rectangle plot outline on one title. ‘They didn’t measure that forest land. See? This is just 0.7 

hectares and another 0.5 hectares here…. So most of it isn’t measured’. The woman grabbed the title. 

‘But it’s still my land’, she said. ‘I got it from my parents’. The monk shrugged his shoulders. ‘Look, 

you’re better off to sell your land to me now. Because if you don’t plant that land, all that land, 

within five years, they will come back and take the titles off you. Then the company can get all the 

land’. He stood up and gave her back the titles. ‘So you can either sell it now, or you will lose it all 

when they take it back, and you’ll get nothing’. The woman’s young son ran up to her at that point 

and started weeping. ‘Mom, don’t sell the land, you can’t do that!’. She picked up her son and said to 

the monk she would think about it.  

A few days later, I went to see the monk at his temple and asked him about the five-year 

provision for taking the title back. ‘Well’, he said, ‘That’s what I was told’. He was evasive when I 

asked him who told him about it. Then he interrupted me; ‘Anyway’, he continued, ‘it’s better for her 
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to sell, because the land is too steep and she won’t be able to plant it all. And she has small children. 

She is better off taking the money now’. What I find particularly disturbing about this encounter is 

that monks are treated with great respect in rural Cambodia, often seen to be more trustworthy than 

state institutions. This is the only time I met a monk working as a land broker (that I knew of), but the 

Buddhist Sangha does control a huge amount of land and social power in Cambodia. Here, the 

monk/land broker drew on this respect to legitimate his coercion.  

IV: Conclusion  

My argument in this chapter extends a temporal dimension to the notion of ‘in situ displacement’ 

(Feldman and Geisler, 2012:974), or the ways that people are ‘displaced in place’ through the loss of 

entitlements, social exclusion and alienation. Feldeman and Geisler’s (2012) concept recognizes 

violence beyond the moment of acute dispossession, but methodologically, the focus remains the 

material loss of rights, entitlements and communal land access. Here I recognize that beyond material 

losses, it is the constant reproduction of fear and uncertainty that shapes people’s everyday lives and 

their relationships with land and with each other in land conflict areas. Fear is the ‘institutional, 

cultural and psychological repercussion of violence’ (Krujit and Koonings, 1999:15) that 

fundamentally affects people’s social relationships, material abilities to earn a living, and sense of 

self. The uncertainty and fear with which people perceive life in the leopard skin landscape infuses 

everyday life with a strange temporality. People continue to live and labor on the land, neither 

dispossessed nor fully confident in their ability to maintain their rural foothold. Many people’s lives 

in this context are a state of ‘lost or absent futures, of time standing still, waiting’ to see if the 

company would come (Brigstocke 2016).  



 

235 

This fear imbues the land title with particular meanings. Rather than a document that secures 

people’s rights to land, the land title in the context of the leopard skin is a gift that could be taken 

back if people do not perform their roles as productive, modern citizens. And beyond the temporal 

uncertainty of not knowing when the company will come, or when the state might take the land title 

back, lies a deeper question: how will the land title protect me when someone tries to take my land? 

In the following chapter, I consider the ways in which land titles both open channels for people to 

press their rights for land, and also narrow the field of resistance.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

MOBILIZATION 

I: Introduction: The origin story of the Community Network 

I arrived at Srey Sophorn’s house as the sun was setting. The promise of the first wet season rains 

hung in the air, and Srey Sophorn’s neighbors were already out in their fields preparing the land for 

ploughing. I was surprised to see Ming Tam, the head of the land rights NGO, Green Cambodia, that 

supports the Community Network. Ming Tam is an inspiration to many people in Kampong 

Chhnang; she is also a contradiction. She lives in Kampong Chhnang town and heads an NGO that 

depends on funding from international organizations, and in this way she is part of the NGO world 

that lies outside the village. But she has worked in Srai Saat and Phnom Mie communes since the late 

1990s building up the community network, and in this way she is considered part of the village. Ming 

Tam was sitting on a bench with her legs crossed, frowning intently at an old laptop resting on her 

lap. ‘Good’, she said, waving me over. ‘You’re here. What do I write?’. Ming Tam explained that one 

of Green Cambodia’s funding organizations, Oxfam, wanted her to write the history of the 

community network. ‘What should I tell them?’, Ming Tam asked, visibly troubled at the thought of 

creating a linear narrative from a turbulent history. ‘Do I put in all that stuff—that internal stuff? Like 

the problems between the funders’ ideas and our protests? When the activist left and didn’t support 

us anymore? The problems with the Community Forests?’  

Ming Tam was grappling with how to tell a story that is faithful to the struggle. I had little 

advice for Ming Tam. I told her I imagined the funder wanted to hear a success story they could put 

on their glossy reports and distribute to their supporters. The clean version of history. But of course 
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that is never the whole story, and as Wendy Wolford (2010) points out in her research on the 

Brazilian MST movement, being attentive to the messy pieces—the internal conflict, disconnections, 

failures—is an essential part of building a stronger movement. For Ming Tam, the ‘internal problems’ 

were a constitutive element of the struggle. One story could not be told without the other. Ming Tam 

handed me the laptop. ‘I’ll talk and you write it down’, she said.  

In 2001, Pheapimex ELC started. At that time, they promised to build schools, healthcare, 
services for the community. We got hold of maps and documents about Pheapimex’ plans and 
told all of the villagers. Because of our work, the company couldn’t enter between 2001-2003; 
the villagers held strong against them.  

Then, one night in 2004, bulldozers and tractors came. The villagers had no warning; the first 
they knew was the sound of bulldozers crunching trees. The company tried to do it secretly; 
they hired people from other provinces. When the villagers saw the trees cut, they cried. I 
cried.   

We knew we had to do something that brought everyone together; the communities couldn’t 
protest one by one. We organized two thousand people from eleven communes around the 
Phnom Pich mountain [a small mountain with spiritual significance that lies within the 
concession area]. We were worried about violence if we went directly to the company, so we 
went to Pursat and demanded to talk to the provincial authorities. They wouldn’t talk to us. So 
we blocked the national road. The police tried to arrest the leaders, but the people stood 
strong. They were not afraid to die. We blocked the road for five days. But then, while we 
were sleeping, a bomb went off and injured nine people. They tried to scare us, but we didn’t 
give up. We stopped the company.  

This was ten years ago. Now the people have stopped their activism. They have to migrate for 
work, they have to feed their families, they have to get through the day. We had problems 
with people cheating each other, and with other NGOs that pay for people to go to meetings, 
and we can’t afford to pay people like that. And the officials buy the activists off so they will 
leave the network. And it’s hard to always work for the funders, and sometimes they want 
something different, or they leave…  

The company came back in 2010. In 2011, they began growing cassava. Now the company 
has the land and the forest is gone. The ELC is cruel. We try to keep going, we work on the 
Community Forest and do all the steps in communes throughout Kampong Chhnang. But it’s 
hard, the officials always say we have to get another signature, another map. And then we 
don’t have the resources to make sure it’s protected. And then Order 01. Order 01 was cruel. 
People lost more forest, and the wealthy people have taken the best rice land. The Community 
Forests, they got titled out to people, we don’t know what is happening with them now. 
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This chapter takes up the challenge of making sense of this ‘internal’ story that Ming Tam tells. Ming 

Tam’s narrative points to the tensions inherent to social movements organized by/with NGOs. I 

expand on three points from Ming Tam’s story that are crucial to understanding how Order 01 

affected community mobilization. First, NGOs bring financial resources, networks and information 

that can mobilize people beyond localized movements, but NGOs are themselves dependent on a 

political economy of development funding that leads to competition between organizations (and 

therefore between and within communities) for scarce funding. Second, NGOs often direct resistance 

to methods that are less likely to cause official rebuke, such as working through legal channels to 

gain state recognition of communal land rights rather than overt protest. This focus may be at odds 

with rural people’s strategies and may play into the agendas of state elite. Third, this narrow focus on 

legal recognition of land claims can limit the ability for communities to mobilize in other ways when 

efforts to work with the state fail.  

Over the past ten years, NGOs working with rural communities in Kampong Chhnang and 

Ratanakiri have focused on gaining legal recognition for communal land claims—Community Forests 

(CF) in Kampong Chhnang and Communal Land Title (CLT) in Ratanakiri. But state officials have 

tied up claims for years in obfuscation, bureaucratic delay and overcomplicated procedures. The state 

has not rejected communal land claims, but it has essentially produced non-knowledge over whether 

claims will be processed, and (for those that are processed) whether claims will be supported. Despite 

these struggles, advocacy for communal land has given focus to collective land struggles and has 

drawn attention to the importance of communal land for rural people’s livelihoods. The Order 01 land 

reform undermined these tenuous claims to communal land. In indigenous communities in 

Ratanakiri, some people chose to take (or were coerced into taking) individual titles rather than 
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waiting for Communal Land Title; in Kampong Chhnang, some people cleared Community Forest 

land to gain private title while others sought to protect communal land. As a result, community 

networks lost their main mobilizing platform, and tensions within communities increased. My 

argument in this chapter is two-fold. I argue that the privatization of land claims under Order 01 

undermined collective claims, and in doing so, had lasting effects on community solidarity. And I 

argue that communal land title is itself a weak advocacy tool in the Cambodian context, because any 

resistance strategy based on claims for state recognition is dependent on the state authorities who 

control (and can subvert) legal process.  

My argument in this chapter contributes to a rich body of literature on NGOs in development 

and the tensions between NGOs, social movements and states (Banks, Hulme, and Edwards 2015). I 

open up the question of what roles NGOs play in violent contexts where fear and uncertainty is 

central to state rule. As intermediaries between land claimants and state actors, NGOs play key roles 

in encouraging collective mobilization for land rights in conditions where it may be dangerous for 

rural people to take action themselves. But NGOs also contribute to the creation of rural subjectivities 

that depend on the state and that fix ‘indigenous’ and ‘peasant’ identities in opposition to one another. 

In the case of Order 01, the NGOs’ narrow focus on advocating for state recognition of communal 

land claims weakened communities’ abilities to respond to Order 01 when communal claims were 

undermined. In making this argument, I pay attention to the emotionality of collective action—how 

state officials stoke fear and build distrust within the network, how fear of state reprisal narrows 

NGOs’ and communities’ scope for advocacy, and how community activists work to maintain hope 

in this fearful environment.  
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In what follows, I first outline theory on the tense relationships between social movements, 

NGOs and the state (section II), then I relate this to the ways in which NGOs and state programs 

shape land use and subject formation in rural communities (section III). In section IV, I trace the 

history of struggles for communal land claims in Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, and I argue that 

these communal claims were undermined during Order 01 in ways that fomented tensions within 

communities (section V).  

 II: The ‘NGO-ization’ of Peasant Struggle  

A rich history of scholarship on peasant struggles for land looks to why social movements wax and 

wane. Leon Zamosc (1986) points to the structural changes that underlay the fall of the Colombian 

peasant movement in the 1970s, when enthusiasm for agrarian reform under a sympathetic president 

gave way to a conservative regime. The new government threw its support behind agribusiness and 

tried to neutralize the peasant movement by giving partial accommodations to the movement’s 

demands. When that failed, the state turned to repression. The movement split apart under the weight 

of internal tensions between those who favored working with the state and those who favored more 

radical action. The splintering of the Colombian peasant movement illustrates the risks of aligning 

with state actors who can define the limits of what is considered acceptable or appropriate activism 

(Hale 2002). In similar ways, international institutions’ and states’ espousal of respect for indigenous 

rights in recent years risks delegitimizing broader structural change by making selective concessions 

that preserve hegemonic social relations (Esteves, Motta, and Cox 2009).  

This scholarship on rural peasant and indigenous movements intersects with recent work on 

the ways that social movements have become ‘NGO-ized’. In the late 1980s, the NGO sector became 
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an increasingly important actor in development, as donor agencies and states began to channel 

funding through civil society organizations in order to bypass corrupt states. As NGOs took on the 

role of service delivers, NGO practice and discourse became increasingly professionalized and 

depoliticised, and community leaders transformed into NGO workers and managers (Esteves et al. 

2009; Taylor 1997; Thayer 2010). Esteves et al. (2009) argue that NGOs became a replacement for 

radical social movements. The danger is that when NGOs are dependent on state and donor funding 

for their survival, they may end up colluding with the state to delegitimize radical action, even 

cooperating in the criminalization of social movements and justifying the deployment of force against 

them (Petras, 1999).  

But scholarship that views NGOs one-dimensionally as regressive forces for peasant and 

indigenous communities does not do justice to the complex links between NGOs, community 

movements and state actors. In Cambodia, NGOs fought for the inclusion of communal land rights 

into law in the 1990s to challenge the dominant paradigm of private property and agribusiness 

development. Now, a diverse range of NGOs work to bring people together to map and defend 

communal land against encroachment. These potentially radical communal land rights programmes 

have focused overwhelmingly on the formalization of both Communal Land Title (CLT) and 

Community Forests (CF) into Cambodian law and practice, both forms of advocacy that donor 

agencies and the Cambodian government consider acceptable. This effort has had the perverse effect 

of taking funding, creativity and effort away from strategies that seek land justice beyond partnership 

with the state and markets.  

One root of this problem is that the political economy of development funding in Cambodia 

shapes the terrain of resistance. Local-level community networks made up of rural smallholders are 
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often organized and funded by registered NGOs. In turn, these NGOs are funded by larger national 

and international NGOs, who are themselves funded by large international donors. While donor 

agency staff I interviewed emphasized their commitment to community-driven programs (rather than 

donor agendas), donors must report results to their own Ministries or governing bodies, and funding 

is usually tied to specific projects in line with donor priorities. In the case of the Kampong Chhnang 

community network, for example, the network is organized and funded by Green Cambodia, which is 

a registered NGO that is funded by four different organizations, with funds earmarked for land rights, 

conservation and livelihoods projects. Most of this funding is for short term cycles of three years or 

less, and renewal depends on the changing whims of funders. During my fieldwork, Green Cambodia 

lost two grants because the funders had shifted from land rights to climate change and fisheries 

projects, and the NGO had to let go six of its nine staff. NGOs’ need to compete for scarce funds can 

discourage solidarity between communities (as NGOs ‘claim’ particular communities as ‘their’ 

villages), and forces NGO accountability upward to states and donors rather than to the communities 

they serve. These concerns are nothing new; scholars have raised similar critiques about the NGO-

ization of development funding since the 1990s (Edwards and Hulme 1996). But these critiques 

remain relevant, as increasing numbers of NGOs competing for more scarce funding must ensure 

they attract continued support from upstream donors (Banks, Hulme, and Edwards 2015). 

In making this argument I am also responding to a long debate in Cambodian studies that 

asks: to what extent is ‘collective action’ relevant as an analytical lens in the Cambodian context? 

Early work in the 1960s argued that there is little cultural predilection in Cambodia for acting 

communally beyond the kin unit (Ebihara 1968). Later authors argued that a lack of collective action 

and distrust of others is rooted in the Khmer Rouge period (Zucker 2011), or that inequality has 
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weakened social bonds since the 1990s (Biddulph 2010). Cambodian scholars rarely use the term 

‘social movements’ to describe collective mobilization over land rights. And while the proliferation 

of NGOs has galvanized local community groups with ties within and beyond Cambodia, these 

connections are fraught with tensions over who sets the agenda, and which communities are included 

or excluded (Swift 2015). My work shows that there certainly is long-term collective mobilization 

rooted in communities occurring in Cambodia; for fifteen years, Kampong Chhnang’s community 

network (as just one example) has galvanized local struggles into a broader social movement that 

works across communities for common goals. But communal struggle can only be understood by 

taking a critical lens to divisions within communities, as well as the difficulties of engaging with 

authorities over land rights and working with NGOs, as I describe in the next section.  

III: NGOs and subject formation in indigenous and Khmer peasant communities 

The notion that people’s land use can be neatly sectioned into private ownership belies the way land 

is used and managed in both indigenous and rural Khmer communities (See Chapter 2). Khmer 

farming systems are based around private rice paddy/crop land that is used for communal grazing in 

the dry season and is interconnected with the use of surrounding forestland. Indigenous farming 

systems are rooted in communal land governance/land use that remains important for managing areas 

of reserve land, fallows and forest, even as private plots for cash crops become widespread. It is not 

surprising, then, that not every indigenous farmer supports Communal Land Title, nor does every 

Khmer farmer support private land title. However, in state and donor/NGO discourse, ‘indigenous’ 

and ‘Khmer’ are often defined through their land use practices in ways that ‘fix’ indigenous as 

communal, Khmer as individual, and deny other practices that do not fit this construction.  
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Shifting rice cultivation, for example, is seen to be an indigenous practice. In Ratanakiri, 45 

percent of my survey participants practiced shifting cultivation to grow a diverse range of rice mixed 

with root and vegetable crops. But Khmer farmers in Kampong Chhnang also practiced shifting 

cultivation. In Phnom Mie commune, twenty-three households I spoke with regularly planted shifting 

rice nurseries in forest land at the start of the rice season (a technique called ‘Bonkeur’). People 

cleared a small area of forest near the village each year. They roughly leveled the land, but did not 

bother to take out stumps or trees. Then they broadcast rice seeds when the rains came. In all cases, 

people did this as well as cultivating a lowland rice nursery (somnab) on their paddy land. Seedlings 

from both nurseries were then transplanted into people’s rice fields after approximately 25 days, as 

one woman explained to me, 

Bonkeur is similar to somnab; it both takes about 25 days. But bonkeur produces slightly 
taller rice plants that can survive better if there is heavy rain when the plants are first 
transplanted. So people might do both, and then when they transplant, they transplant the 
somnab to not so flooded parts of the field, and bonkeur to more flooded parts. (Woman, 40s, 
KC, 3.9.14) 

This woman explains the technique as a way to increase system resilience. But these practices are 

invisible in government agriculture and NGO/donor agencies’ livelihoods discourse. In fact, I have 

never once seen this practice mentioned in NGO reports about lowland agriculture. When I spoke 

with a Department of Agriculture representative in Kampong Chhnang, he said this technique was 

practiced in several parts of the province.  

Yes, people do the upland nurseries. They cut the forest and use it for one year, maybe two or 
three years, and then they cut somewhere else, so they can get more flood resistant seedlings. 
I have seen it in [three districts] here. (Department of Agriculture Extension Officer, 
Kampong Chhnang, 11.3.14). 
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I asked the Extension Officer why none of the state or donor reports mentioned bonkeur, and he 

shrugged: ‘I think it’s small, it’s not important. They don’t talk about it in the government.’ But while 

the state official declared this practice ‘unimportant’, farmers said this cultivation is widely practiced 

in Kampong Chhnang and becoming even more important due to harsh droughts and floods in recent 

years that require ‘tough’ seedlings from upland areas. State and donor discourse that ignores the 

practice of bonkeur helps to construct Khmer farming systems as (exclusively) private land use 

systems. This construction makes the leopard skin imaginary possible—private small farms can only 

coexist next to large agribusiness concessions if both are spatially and temporally bounded. But few 

farmers in Kampong Chhnang fit this model of the Khmer entrepreneurial rice farmer; these tend to 

be the wealthier farmers who can purchase tractors and chemical fertilizer (and therefore don’t 

require cattle for ploughing and soil fertility) and who rarely need to collect forest products to cover 

food shortages and make ends meet. The majority of farmers in Kampong Chhnang depend on 

farming practices that may be more ecologically sustainable but are made invisible in the imaginary 

of the leopard skin and in the discourse of both government and NGOs.      

In similar ways, I found that government and donor/NGO discourse in Ratanakiri also 

privileged certain conceptions of being indigenous and silenced others. Communities that apply for 

Communal Land Title (CLT) must ‘prove’ their indigeneity; essentially, they must occupy the ‘tribal 

slot’ by showing that they retain traditional land use and governance methods (Li 2000). The first 

step in CLT applications is registration as an indigenous group whose members ‘manifest ethnic, 

social, cultural and economic unity; practice a traditional lifestyle; and cultivate lands under 

customary rules of collective use’ (RGC, 2008). The burden of proof is demanding and creates 

tensions within villages. The construction of indigeneity through land use practice and governance is 
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particularly problematic for areas in which Khmer migrants have moved into indigenous 

communities, or where people no longer practice shifting cultivation but still depend on communal 

forest areas for food security and spiritual wellbeing, and therefore still desire CLT. One Khmer 

District official in Ratanakiri laughed when I asked about CLT. He told me that some communities 

‘can’t get the communal title because they are not even doing shifting cultivation! They are just like 

Khmer…They’re not real indigenous, they’re just pretending!’ (male official, 60s, 16.11.14, 

Ratanakiri). NGOs’ efforts to assist people with the convoluted legal process of CLT application can 

reinforce the performativity of indigenous as ‘traditional’.  

In my interviews with NGO staff in Ratanakiri, I found that NGOs tended to exalt certain 

communities that maintained communal governance practices as ‘good’ communities. This reinforces 

the construction of some communities as traditional (and therefore ‘real’ indigenous communities in 

the parlance of the District official) and others as cash croppers/ landless/ wage workers (and 

therefore ‘pretending’, and less desirable as targets for NGO projects). For example, numerous NGO 

staff told me I should visit one village named Manla. One indigenous NGO officer told me, ‘Manla is 

the best village. In Manla there are still some people doing shifting cultivation. You will see how we 

keep the traditional ways there’. This village has featured in several academic and NGO publications 

on land practices in Ratanakiri and is generally held up as a case of effective governance and little 

deforestation (Fox et al. 2008; Ironside et al. 2013). Manla certainly does provide lessons for 

researchers. Local governance decisions among elders to limit land for cashew during a cashew boom 

in the mid-2000s, and the links between elders and youth in governance processes have successfully 

limited the enclosure of communal forest. But what I point to here is the problematic whereby certain 

communities are held up as ‘good/true’ indigenous in a way that reinforces communities that do not 
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fit this model as ‘other’ (bad/pretend). These discourses matter because they reproduce inequalities, 

as NGOs look to support communities that fit their idea of what rural livelihoods should look like. In 

Manla, five different NGOs were running livelihoods projects (including two new projects that 

started during my fieldwork), while very few NGOs were running programs in nearby villages. In 

Kampong Chhnang, NGOs also construct some communities as ‘good’ peasants (particularly those 

who live primarily from rice-based livelihoods with supplementary collection of non-timber forest 

products), while people who earn livelihoods from logging or charcoal production are fundamentally 

at odds with this subjectivity. One NGO conservation officer, for example, told me that his 

organization gave up working in Srai Saat commune because ‘people there are too selfish, they don’t 

care about the forest’ (foreign NGO officer, 40s, 14.1.15). NGOs may not be fully conscious of their 

own contribution to inequality when they seek to partner with communities that conform to their 

model of the ‘good’ peasant/indigenous, but this practice excludes communities (and farmers) that do 

not conform, which can further inequality between and within communities. 

Researchers also reproduce this practice when we work through NGOs to access 

communities. One foreign researcher who was frustrated with NGOs pointing him toward ‘model’ 

indigenous communities like Manla told me he calls this practice ‘research tourism’. The danger for 

researchers is that if we focus on NGO ‘model’ villages and ignore others, we contribute to the idea 

that we should only support ‘traditional’ indigenous communities and ‘good’ peasant farmers instead 

of seeking to understand how indigenous and Khmer peasant farmers struggle to practice diverse 

ways of being in changing environments (Frewer 2017; Li 2000).  

IV: The evolution of struggles for Community Forests and Communal Land Title  
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Community Forests in Kampong Chhnang 

When Community Based National Resource Management became a popular paradigm in the mid-

1990s, NGOs supported a cluster of Community Forest (CF) projects in degraded forest areas in 

Kampong Chhnang. The province became a key site for CFs in Cambodia, and two land rights NGOs 

led the expansion of CF claims over all districts in Kampong Chhnang in the mid-2000s. Designated 

areas of forest are allocated to particular communities, with forest management run by a local CF 

Committee and supported by the government’s Forestry Administration. The CF Committee creates 

its own rules for community forest use. In Kampong Chhnang, community members could gather 

wild food and firewood from the CF, but logging and charcoal production was prohibited. The 

tendency for Community Forestry to focus on degraded forest areas, rather than high-value forests, 

has drawn criticism from researchers who argue that the CFs do not help communities protect the 

forest that is of most value to their food security and livelihoods (Biddulph 2010). The general 

insecurity of forest tenure and the difficulties with making a living in rural areas also makes forest 

management extraordinarily difficult, as communities with few resources are constantly battling 

timber poachers from both outside and within the community.  

Green Cambodia has championed Community Forests as their central strategy for protecting 

forest land in the Pheapimex concession area. Ming Tam is passionate about the potential for 

community based forest management to protect rural people’s way of life, and she believes that CF 

advocacy is what maintained energy within the community network after the concession company 

retreated in 2004. The state’s swift repression of the 2004 protests (and in particular the bomb thrown 

at protesters) made villagers and Green Cambodia’s funders fearful of state retaliation, and the CF 

provided a concrete way for local people to save some forest without promoting potentially violent 
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resistance strategies that would raise the ire of the government and external funders. International 

donors support the CF efforts with funding for meetings, forest patrols and equipment. For donors, 

CFs promise to engage local people in decision-making, save some forest, and strengthen 

relationships between local farmers and authorities. As one Community Forestry NGO program head 

told me, ‘even if we have to do this in the less valuable forest, it still saves something, it is the only 

way to save something’ (woman NGO CF Head, KC, 22.7.14). But over time, Ming Tam said she has 

developed misgivings about CFs: 

At first, the government was against it, we were protesting for the forest and demarcating the 
borders and doing the forest patrols, and it wasn’t about the government. It came from us. 
And then the government made a formal process for recognizing the community forest. So we 
can have official permission to catch people who cut the forest, and the government helps us. 
But now everything depends on the government. So now we are stuck. Because if they don’t 
want it to go anywhere, then they just make sure nothing gets signed and we can’t do 
anything. (Ming Tam, KC, 28.7.14) 

As Ming Tam notes, the government co-opted the CF process. Now, multiple state agencies must 

approve co-management. These applications are often stalled for years, diverted to areas of degraded 

forest, or worse, diverted to areas close to villages where people already have private claims to the 

land. The CF committees in Phnom Mie and Srai Saat communes, for example, applied for formal 

recognition for one thousand hectares of community forest in 2008, but after local authorities and one 

of three required ministries signed the application, the claims were stalled for several years at central 

government level. The CFs in Srai Saat mostly broke up as people lost hope in the process. But the 

CF committees in Phnom Mie continued their efforts regardless, meeting monthly to discuss 

protection measures and the status of legal claims, and meeting regularly with community network 

members to draw up schedules for forest patrols inside CF areas. The CF has in this way become the 
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main mobilizing tool for the community network in Phnom Mie. To many people in the commune, 

the network and the CF campaign are synonymous.  

Communal Land Title in Ratanakiri 

In Ratanakiri, NGOs focused on indigenous rights proliferated in the mid-2000s as indigenous 

struggles gained traction internationally and land grabs in indigenous communities caught 

international attention. NGOs encouraged indigenous communities to focus their struggles on 

achieving Communal Land Title (CLT), and by 2012, more than thirty NGOs worked with over 160 

communities in Ratanakiri to prepare CLT applications (Ironside and Patterson, 2013). CLT 

recognizes broader land use practices than private land title; it encompasses cultivated agriculture 

land, fallow land, spirit forest and burial grounds. NGO officers in Ratanakiri assured me that CLT 

offers more protection than individual property title, because forest is protected and individuals 

cannot privately sell land within a CLT area:  

The CLT stops people from selling land. With private title, once they get the title they will all 
just sell the land. That's what we see here. But CLT is better because they can't sell the land. 
The government want to encourage people to borrow money, you see. And when they start 
borrowing money and using the private title as collateral, and then they can't pay it back, that's 
when they lose their land, so it's another form of land grabbing. So CLT is better. (ICSO 
officer, 23.10.14) 

This quote is reminiscent of Hall, Hirsch and Li’s (2011) contention that communal land titling has a 

paternalistic element, as development agencies selectively advocate for full land rights in some (non-

indigenous) communities, while protecting indigenous people by limiting the full bundle of rights 

over property. Other NGO staff told me that CLT is important because it provides people with a legal 

basis to make claims that indigenous groups can use to protest, even if they are unlikely to win legal 

battles in court due to corruption and discrimination (ICSO head, 14.11.14).  
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 Despite the promise of communal title, however, it is mired in similar problems to CF claims. 

By February 2016, only eleven communities of 166 who had begun the CLT process had been 

awarded a provisional title (CCHR, 2016). This entire legal process has essentially been sidelined by 

bureaucratic delay and obfuscation. As one indigenous activist noted wryly,  

The law is good for indigenous people, but the government thinks only of politics, not of the 
security of indigenous people. So even if we have the best laws, it doesn't mean much (NTFP 
Village Liaison, 28.11.14).  

The legal structure is also convoluted. If the Ministry for Rural Development approves applicant 

communities’ registration as an ‘indigenous group’ (a problematic process in itself), communities 

must then attain legal status from the Ministry of Interior and receive approval from the Ministry of 

Agriculture, a drawn-out process which is routinely delayed and ignored by officials.  

Mounting evidence also shows that communities who have received CLT are still losing land. 

In 2014, GIZ investigated all seven communities that had received CLT after reports from GIZ’s own 

staff about land loss within these communities. An internal GIZ memo from Ratanakiri field staff 

confirmed that three of the seven communities with CLT were losing land due to ongoing company 

encroachment and land sales from people within the community. One NGO officer suggested that 

CLT was not working because the process was driven by NGOs that worked ‘at base’ and could not 

engage with more powerful actors: 

Only having Communal Title is not enough to have land security. Because land security is not 
only land but it is about the rights of indigenous people to claim and raise their challenges to 
concerned stakeholders. Most NGOs here operate only within the communities. This position 
is not enabling them to solve land conflicts when the conflict is with high officials or 
powerful people as the conflicts are out of their reach. Also, they worry about their personal 
security (foreign NGO officer, male, 21.2.15). 
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This NGO officer assured me he still supported CLT. Like others in Ratanakiri and Kampong 

Chhnang, he felt that advocacy for state recognition of communal land has provided a focus to 

mobilization efforts throughout the mid-2000s in the face of state repression, land expropriation and 

out-migration. But the NGO officer’s point is that legal land title only provides tenure security when 

it is enforced, and NGOs have limited power to press communities’ claims in the face of powerful 

state elite and companies who can draw on both legal and informal means to control land.  

In this context, the Order 01 land reform certainly did not destroy fully functioning CLT or 

CF communal land areas. But nor did the land survey avoid these areas. In the following section, I 

examine the ways in which private land claims undermined communal claims during Order 01, which 

created new tensions within villages in both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri. 

V: Communal Land Claims during Order 01 

Community Forests under Order 01 

Prior to the arrival of the student volunteers during Order 01, a Ministry of Environment Official 

came to Phnom Mie and spoke with community network representatives and local authorities. 

According to Srey Sophorn, the Ministry official assured everyone that ‘the community forest land 

that is granted or in the process of being granted will be preserved, it won’t be titled out’ (Srey 

Sophorn, KC, 8.9.14). However, in the wake of Order 01, community network members on forest 

patrol found bulldozers and cleared patches of forest. Srey Sophorn told me,  

There are no trees on some of those areas. Now no one knows where the community forest is, 
because some of it was titled to powerful people and the forest in those places is gone. Now 
there are just patches, but this is not forest. (Srey Sophorn, KC, 8.9.14) 
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I mapped out the extent of the Phnom Mie CF that was titled out to individuals during Order 01 by 

overlaying the CF map created prior to the land reform with the coordinates of land titles recorded in 

the cadastral registry after Order 01 (Figure 21).  

 
Figure 21 Community Forest area including land plots that were titled out to individuals during Order 01. 

Figure 21 shows the original CF claim of more than 4000 ha (the outer blue boundary line), which 

did not receive approval from state officials and was then downsized to a claim of 1886 ha (the inner 

purple boundary line). The light grey parcels are Order 01 land plots. These are concentrated in the 

South part of the CF, but they are also scattered throughout the CF. They total around 400 hectare, or 

25 percent of the CF area. I do not know who owns these plots of land, as I could not access records 
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of plot names. None of the community network members knew who had taken the CF land either (at 

least that people admitted to me). After the land survey, confusion reigned at the Phnom Mie 

community network meeting and tempers started to fray as people accused each other of taking the 

land for themselves. The network members decided to undertake a day-long forest patrol in the CF 

area so they could assess the extent of the land clearance.  

I accompanied the community network members on the forest patrol two weeks later. Soon 

after we walked into the CF area at the back of the commune, we saw boundary markers, freshly 

cleared areas and bulldozer tracks through the shrub. I was surprised at the extent of cleared forest 

because the land reform had gone relatively smoothly in Phnom Mie, with very little land conflict and 

forest grabs compared with surrounding communes (see Chapter 3). The clearance was concentrated 

around the edge of two villages, while areas close to other villages (such as Svay village, where I 

knew the community network to be well organized) seemed less affected.  

We followed the bulldozer tracks and found a bulldozer at the side of a freshly cleared field. 

The soil was still steaming. The Head of the CF Committee went over to the bulldozer driver, who 

was sitting having lunch in the shade, and began to question him about who had hired him and what 

he knew about the area. The bulldozer driver did not answer at first; he looked around the group as if 

deciding what to say. Eventually he procured a note from his pocket with a name and phone number 

on it. The name was that of the local commune chief. The CF Head looked unsure about what to do, 

but he said bravely that he would phone the commune chief and tell him to come and explain himself. 

While the rest of us paused for lunch in the shade, the CF Head used his cell phone to call the 

commune chief, and the chief agreed to come out straight away. The CF Head also called a Forestry 

Administration (FA) official who supported the community network, and asked him to come and 
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charge the commune chief with illegal forest clearance. While we waited, people told stories about 

the old protests and sang songs; there was a feeling of pride and defiance in the air as people 

wondered what would happen: Maybe the commune chief would have to pay a big fine, and that 

served him right! Maybe the FA official would confiscate the bulldozer; that would send a strong 

message.  

When the commune chief arrived, however, the tone changed. The CF Head was still angry, 

but as he approached the commune chief, he was far less blustery than he had been during the defiant 

march to the bulldozer. We all sat on some logs quietly while the commune chief stood in a circle 

with the FA official and the CF Head. The commune chief maintained that he had nothing to do with 

the forest clearance. It was Lok A, Lok B and Lok C, he said—three local families, including some 

who were active in the CF Committee. The FA official asked the commune chief to write down the 

names and locations of the families. The CF Head stood up and looked over at all of us sitting 

expectantly. ‘Okay’, said the FA official. ‘We will go and ask these families’. We marched around to 

Lok A’s house. It was a small shack at the edge of the CF area. A man and woman I didn’t know 

came out of the house. They were in their 30s, dressed in old clothes. Several small children ran 

around the yard. This couple looked to be one of the poorest families in the village. They seemed 

uncomfortable, shoulders hunched, and in soft voices they said they had just cleared a little of the CF 

area next to their field. They didn’t know about a bulldozer, they didn’t have the money for that; they 

just cleared a little by hand so the surveyors would measure something for them during the land 

survey. The FA official sympathized with them but he took out his notebook to write up a fine for 

illegal forest clearance. 
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By this time, I felt terrible. Surely, they were telling the truth; they could never have afforded 

to hire a bulldozer. But the FA official pressed on with the charge. After all, the couple did admit to 

clearing the CF land. The FA official wrote up a slip of paper and had the couple sign it. Then he 

warned the bulldozer driver not to clear any more forest. Next time, he vowed, he would confiscate 

the bulldozer. It seemed there was little else to do. I looked around, and could see others in the CF 

patrol group looking away, embarrassed, fidgeting or getting ready to leave. The defiance had fizzled 

out. As we walked slowly back to the village, people speculated about who was really responsible for 

the CF clearance. Some agreed with the commune chief that Lok B must be involved. He was part of 

the CF committee, but he hadn’t helped with the forest patrol for a long time.  

That night back at Srey Sophorn’s house, she said the commune chief must have let Lok B 

keep some of the CF land if he kept quiet about all the land grabbing. ‘The commune chief did the 

same to me’, she told me. ‘He came with someone from the district and said he would give me 300 

USD to share out the community forestland. But I said no of course!’. Srey Sophorn said others in the 

community network were probably involved too, but she maintained that it was the commune chief 

and more powerful people (nayk thom) who were really responsible. She shook her head and 

lamented, ‘the community network tried to monitor the land survey, but what can we do about 

powerful people [nayk thom]?’  

This encounter in the CF shows another side of the murkiness of land control in Cambodia. 

None of us present at the forest patrol that day really knew who was involved and who was not. And 

this was not just a case of powerful people taking land; people within the community (and apparently 

within the CF Committee) were also involved, turning against each other as some decided to clear 

what they could or take the money offered by officials and local elite in exchange for clearing and 
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claiming land, and others sought to protect the CF area. In the wake of the land reform, no one was 

clear what would happen to the remaining CF land. When I asked Srey Sophorn about this a few 

weeks later, she angrily jabbed her pen into her piece of paper—dot dot dot dot dot, to represent the 

private plots that lay within the CF area, and said bitterly, 

I don’t know what will happen with that land that is left. The villagers want the Community 
Forest and the authorities want the land divided into Social Land Concessions for individual 
families. The authorities say that the CF won’t work now because the land is not all in one 
piece. 

And we sit here waiting for them to make a decision, while all the land is being cleared! 
Yesterday I had a meeting with the provincial authorities. Now we need to pay them to come 
and measure the land, and we need funds to have people watching the forest to prevent 
looting. It is difficult to get people to patrol the land when the Community Forest is in small 
pockets now, far away from each other. I don’t know what happens after Order 01 (Srey 
Sophorn, KC, 21.12.14) 

I later talked with a village chief in Phnom Mie, who said that any untitled land in the CF area should 

be designated as a Social Land Concession for poor families in the future because it was no longer 

usable as a forest. A Commune Clerk in Phnom Mie, on the other hand, said the land should be titled 

as ‘Commune Land’, and could then be used for schools, Buddhist temples and public buildings. My 

discussions with donor agency and Ministry of Land officials in Phnom Penh confirmed there were 

no guidelines for how the remaining land within the CF claim should be treated.  

In neighboring Kbal Srai commune in Pursat province, the story of the CF is even murkier, 

illustrating not just local elites’ involvement in breaking up the CF under Order 01, but also the ways 

that NGOs partnering with communities may work against local people’s interests. When I first 

visited Kbal Srai, a local member of the community network named Hovong explained what had 

happened to the CF claim during Order 01 and afterward: 
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We used to have a Community Forest here, but now we don’t have one. Years ago, the central 
government level agreed on a 5800ha Community Forest here. We lobbied hard for it to be up 
in the hills, where it’s actually forest up there, with big trees. But then when the land titling 
happened, the local authorities divided that land among themselves. Some people that had 
been involved with the community forest committee got some too… only the people that 
cooperated with the authorities.  

And so we complained! We complained to the local chiefs, to the commune, district, 
province, to the NGO that helped do the CF paperwork. So you know what the authorities 
did? They designated a new area for the community forest, but it is on the edge of the village, 
where people use that land for their own agriculture. So now some people don’t want it, some 
do. (Hovong, KS, 11.2.15) 

Essentially, as Hovong explained, the CF committee in this village that had begun in 2004 broke up 

during Order 01 when local authorities and elite parceled out the land. Hovong and other villagers 

protested after Order 01. In response, the land rights NGO that supported the CF claim met with 

provincial authorities, and officials agreed to designate a new CF area on land close to the commune. 

The new CF consisted of two plots of 250ha each in neighboring villages. I walked through this 

proposed CF area, and I was struck by how small the trees (shrubs) were and how close to the village 

the land was. I also saw several patches of currently or recently cultivated land inside the CF area. 

One woman estimated that: 

sixty-three families are affected; they have land in the CF area. Some have 2ha, some 3ha, 
some 5ha. They use that area for mountain potatoes, for bananas. Some people do upland 
shifting rice cultivation there, they move around the land every two to three years (Srey Chuu, 
12.2.15).  

This quote reveals the complexity of land claims on this piece of land. Some people had long-

standing private claims to plots, others had recent communal claims to the land for shifting 

cultivation that would no longer be allowed if the CF was enforced. And what appeared to anger 

villagers most was the inequality this new CF represented. Several people said to me that villagers 
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with close ties to local elite had their land excised from the new CF area, while other villagers who 

had long use claims to the land had their claims dismissed: 

This makes me mad. Lok A’s land got measured and taken out of the CF, and same with a 
couple of other powerful people in the village. But the other villagers didn’t get their land. We 
are angry because it's not equal. (woman, 60s, 3.2.15) 

The whole border of the 500ha was measured first. So people thought they could do the 
‘leopard skin’ and measure people’s land inside that area. But the officials said they couldn’t, 
because the area had already been measured as a communal area. The District officials came 
and said to us not to worry, that no one will take the land from us, that we can use it as 
normal. But how can we believe this? (woman, 20s, 3.2.15) 

The proposed CF created palpable tensions. After a few days of fieldwork in the village, I realized 

that people had coalesced around two groups: one group supported the new CF, and the other group 

opposed it. Many people who opposed the new CF had been actively involved in the previous CF 

claim. One women who was a member of the original CF committee since 2004 said the new CF was 

meaningless because there was no forest: 

The problem [with the original CF claim] was always that the authorities wouldn’t legally 
recognize it because it was in Pheapimex land; Pheapimex has all the land from the primary 
school here to the mountains over there. But we still mapped it, laid the claims, and patrolled 
it and protected it, because the CF is about protecting the forest. Now they have given us 500 
ha without trees. So what is a CF for if there is no forest? (woman, 20s, 3.2.15) 

Conversely, some supporters rationalized that the land was useful, even if it was not forestland:  

They gave us the land close to the village to do the CF because they thought that if they give 
the land too far away, it is too far away to look after the cows and buffalos, and the Chinese 
company already has that land. This land doesn’t have trees, but we can use it for grazing 
land. (woman, 30s, KT, 5.2.15).  

These two quotations reveal radically different notions of what the CF was for. The first woman saw 

the CF claim as a way to directly challenge the ELC expansion over forest land, while the second 

woman justified the new CF site precisely because the ELC has already claimed the forest land.  
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The NGO that worked with authorities to implement the new CF hand-picked a CF 

Committee from among those who supported the CF (or at least those who did not have land claims 

within the CF area). The Head of the new CF Committee told me confidently, ‘land problems in this 

area are very small now. The authorities have cut land from the company for the villagers already.’ 

(Head of CF, P, 10.2.15). But despite the CF Head’s claims that the problems were ‘very small’, I 

found that the tension between the different groups was so bad, neighbors were not talking. One 

member of the new CF committee who was formerly a well-known activist agreed that tensions were 

high, but told me that other villagers were lying about their land use: 

The people that claim that land have never planted anything, but they say it is their land. 
There are about 4-5 families affected at most. The others are lying. I don’t think the villagers 
can get this land back for themselves, because it is the CF land. And the families affected, 
they have land elsewhere too, this is not their only land. They are greedy and don’t care about 
the community. (Lok Wattanak, 5.2.15) 

My conversation with this man, Lok Wattanak, finally occurred after several days waiting to speak 

with him. He was well known in local activist circles, as he had previously spoken out against the 

concession and had spent time in jail, and some people said the authorities had paid him off to stop 

his activism. As I was crossing the rice fields back to my motorbike after interviewing Lok Wattanak, 

a woman called to me from a neighboring house. When I went over, she beckoned me in and said:  

I heard you talking with him. Don’t believe him. Don’t trust anything he says; he’s on their 
side. There are many people here affected by the CF. You can’t tell if you only talk to people 
like him who got money from selling off the real CF, or the people who don’t have land 
claims inside the CF area. (woman, 30s, KT, 5.2.15) 

I had frequent furtive conversations like this, both with supporters and opponents of the CF, in which 

people described their neighbors as ‘liars’, ‘cheats’, and warned me not to trust them. After only a 

few days in Kbal Srai, I realized how damaging the new CF was for community solidarity. I resolved 



 

261 

to visit the NGO that supported the CF when I travelled to Phnom Penh with my family the following 

week.  

But when I called into the head office of the NGO, an organization named ‘PPL’, staff there 

seemed unaware of the tensions in Kbal Srai. They were sympathetic to my concerns, but assured me 

that the local field officer would make sure there were no problems. A few days later, I arranged to 

interview the local PPL field officer in Pursat. The field officer nodded when I described the situation 

in Kbal Srai. He said he knew that a few people’s land claims were affected by the CF, but ‘it is hard 

to get anything here. We have to work with the government and the companies and get what we can’. 

Similar to the discourse of ‘partnership’ pursued by the German aid agency in its programs with the 

Ministry of Land (see chapter 3), the PPL field officer told me that he had to balance community 

needs with the necessity of maintaining good relations with the government. He acknowledged the 

problems, though, and said he was organizing a community meeting in Kbal Srai to talk through the 

issue. ‘We just have to meet with them, we will do a community meeting and have the community 

there and the officials, and then we can resolve any problems’ he said confidently.   

The PPL field officer phoned me the following week and invited me along to his meeting in 

Kbal Srai. When I arrived, I was surprised to find that some of the leading community activists in the 

village were not present. I found out later that they were not invited. The NGO had selected attendees 

(just as they apparently handpicked people for the new CF committee), in a process that seemed to 

hinge primarily on leaving out those who had the greatest problems with the proposed CF. Not 

surprisingly, there was little dialogue at the meeting. The assembled villagers sat quietly and said 

very little as the District Official and the PPL field officer talked. However, the performance of 

community resolution was achieved. 
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It is possible that the NGO were in cahoots with the state, but it is also possible that they were 

naive about what was happening. One advisor for advocacy NGOs told me that the case of PPL’s 

involvement was not unusual, and could be due to several issues: 

It could be that the local staff are not well trained. Or maybe it is difficult for them, even 
dangerous, to do much. They can be easily swayed by the authorities and the concessionaires, 
and maybe the head office is not even aware of it. Or maybe the NGO does know about the 
difficulties, but they persuade themselves that it is beneficial in order to get quantitative 
outputs for their donors. Or it could be that the NGO is working directly with the government 
authorities to grab land. I’m not sure. All are possible. (NGO foreign advisor, PP, 28.2.15) 

As with so many state and donor practices in Cambodia, ‘all are possible’, and nothing is sure. But 

while the question of intent is unclear, it is clear that PPL’s singular focus on achieving state 

recognition for communal rights contributed to fracturing social relationships within the community. 

In both Kbal Srai and Phnom Mie, when the CF broke up during Order 01, the community 

network fractured as well. In fact, several people contrasted the loss of communal land under Order 

01 with the way the concession company grabbed land in the past, arguing that Order 01 turned 

villagers against each other as authorities titled out communal areas and offered people money or 

land titles to claim forest land:  

In the past they got people from outside to get land. Now they give land to people in the 
village. So now that's why we have been broken. We used to have protests with 200 people 
from the village, all together. Now we protest each other. (Villager, female, Pursat, 18.11.14) 

Now we are not afraid of the Chinese company. We are afraid of Khmer and Khmer. 
(Activist, male, Phnom Mie, 22.5.14) 

People’s fear and distrust of each other was clear during interviews and community meetings. State 

elite actively worked to produce distrust amongst members of the community network. Local 

authorities and company management reportedly visited people at their homes in Kbal Srai, 

threatening or bribing them to stay quiet about the problems with the CF. These actions intensified 
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rumors and accusations as everyone suspected someone—whether local official, NGO staff, or 

community leader—may in fact be working for the company or authorities. Ming Tam from Green 

Cambodia said that these intrigues were common. In fact, field staff from PPL and Green Cambodia 

had stopped talking with each another two years previously when PPL accused Green Cambodia of 

poaching the best community organizers in PPL’s target communities. Ming Tam shook her head as 

she described this kind of petty competition between the NGOs:  

You know, when I started this job, I thought there were just two groups I had to fear: People 
with power and money, and the company. Then I realized when I worked for a while that 
there are three: also NGOs. And now, I also have to worry about my own organization …the 
people with money try to buy us off (NGO head, 50s, 12.2.15). 

Ming Tam recognizes that as NGOs seek to maintain their funding streams and their relations with 

state authorities, they end up competing with each other and dividing communities into ‘NGO 

territories’ rather than encouraging broader cooperation. When state officials control the terms of the 

relationship, the NGOs’ approach risks facilitating land dispossession. 

  Communal Land Title under Order 01 

While the parceling out of Community Forest claims in Kampong Chhnang led to tensions within 

communities, in Ratanakiri the leopard skin reform fundamentally changed the landscape of 

resistance to land grabbing and the ways that people use and relate to land in profound ways. In this 

section I detail the ways in which NGOs and villagers responded when CLT land was mapped out 

during the land reform.  

When Hun Sen first announced Order 01, he said that CLT land would also be surveyed and 

provided with communal title. According to a memo signed by the Minister of Land on July 4, 2012,  
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For indigenous minority groups registered as ‘communities’ by the Ministry of Interior…the 
land identification process shall be done in the same working spirit as the one prevailing in 
the [Ministry of Land Management’s] cadastral department instructions on the 
implementation of the Royal Government of Cambodia’s Order 01… [T]he land shall be 
registered as collective ownership of the ‘community’ according to the request of its 
traditional authorities. 

This document included instructions on how to issue communal titles, even for indigenous groups in 

the process of registering with the Ministry of Interior. However, a second document, also signed by 

Mr. Chhun Lim and dated July 26, superseded these orders. 

In order to implement the Royal Government of Cambodia’s Order 01…the determination of 
boundaries of all parcels being the collective ownership of indigenous communities…requires 
a long time, as well as extensive budget spending… Therefore, registration of collective 
ownership shall be postponed to be implemented later. 

In lieu of instructions for issuing communal titles, the second document included a copy of a contract 

for ‘indigenous individuals who do not want to be part of an indigenous community and want to live 

as a private person.’ The contract, which must be thumbprinted, also stated that any individual who 

opts for a private title is ineligible to receive the benefits of a communal title.  

This shift in state guidelines meant that when the student survey teams arrived in Ratanakiri, 

they ignored CLT claims and encouraged people to accept private titles. This undermined CLT 

claims. A recent study found that 26 communities out of 76 surveyed communities in Ratanakiri had 

active CLT claims that were parceled out into private land plots during Order 01 (Oldenburg and 

Neef 2014). In Chapter five, I detailed the processes that student volunteer surveyors used to 

encourage and coerce indigenous people into accepting private land title. Here, I examine further how 

this process increased tensions within villages between those who opted for private title and those 

who did not, and how this affected land advocacy efforts after Order 01.  
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 All eleven NGO staff I interviewed in Ratanakiri saw Order 01 as a process that facilitated 

rapid, negative change in indigenous communities, what one NGO staffer called ‘the final nail in the 

coffin for communal land’, as these four quotes illustrate: 

Up to about 2005, there was a lot of shifting cultivation. Between 2005-2009, that's when 
most stopped. People sold land, the companies took land, and people began planting cashew. 
And then when the students measured the land, this stopped the rest of it. The processes of 
CLT broke up, the community strength. And the land that got individually titled was often far 
less than people expected, because they only titled the individual family's growing area. So 
now many people are moving out already, sold up and moving out, trying to go somewhere 
else to find more land. The land was so small, much smaller than they anticipated. (HA, 
22.10.14) 

Order 01 meant that the companies won. The government here is smart. It was a political 
game. They could get the support, look like they were doing something for the people, and 
then this was an opportunity to get more land for the companies because it undermines the 
communal land of the indigenous people. The NGOs and the people, we know it is bad, but 
we don't have power. The government has all the power. (NTFP, 22.10.14) 

Order 01 confuses the situation even more for communities. Because the most important thing 
is to have unified, organized communities. Now 01 has put a wedge in these processes. They 
are broken now. It's really a doomsday for those communities. I can't believe what it did, just 
this one policy. I know it seems over the top, but it really has shifted everything. (Foreign 
NGO advisor, 7.9.14) 

Before the community tried to use their land for sustainable livelihoods. They had solidarity. 
After Order 01, people began to sell the land. Now 40 percent of the people who got a land 
title in Order 01 have sold the land. Some families use the land title to borrow money also, 
and others sell. About half I think keep the land, about half don't. (CLEC NGO, 20.10.14) 

These quotes represent the strong sentiment amongst NGOs that Order 01 was a ‘doomsday’ from 

which indigenous communities may never recover. NGO staff commonly pointed to the power of the 

‘smart’ state and companies, and the relative powerlessness of the NGOs and indigenous 

communities. All the NGO officers I interviewed agreed that Order 01 intensified ongoing processes 

of livelihood change away from shifting cultivation, and left people with very little land. These 

interviews left me with a sense that the NGOs committed to achieving state recognition of CLT as 
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their main mobilizing platform now had no idea how to support indigenous communities in the wake 

of Order 01.  

 People in my two Ratanakiri study communities were more divided than NGO staff in their 

opinions of the land reform. Some people told me vehemently that the individual titles brought new 

tensions into their village. One woman said that people in her village who had opted to receive 

individual title were staying away from people who had opted to wait for the CLT because ‘they are 

embarrassed, the ones who got the land titles. Because they know we should wait all together for the 

communal title but now they have broken up the community’ (woman, Kreung, 29.10.14). Some 

people who had their land surveyed during Order 01 told me they had to do it because they couldn’t 

trust the CLT; they had waited so long and the government did nothing, so the individual title was 

‘better than nothing’ (man, Kreung, 30.10.14). Some felt that individual title would allow them more 

freedom to sell the land if they chose or if their children wished to sell land later. Yet others noted 

that Order 01 did impact their culture, but this was part of larger process of social change:  

The culture has changed. Now people here think of going to buy motorbikes and things. We 
still have some music, some traditional culture, but not like before. But we all have to change. 
It is just that Order 01 makes us change faster. (man, Tampouan, 26.10.14) 

My experience in Sai Tong commune illustrates the tensions that NGO staff and villagers point to in 

these quotes. During interviews in Banlung town (the provincial capital of Ratanakiri), I heard that 

people in one village in Sai Tong were organizing to exchange the individual titles they received 

under Order 01 for a communal land title. This possibility had gained momentum after independent 

media published claims that indigenous people were coerced into accepting private title. And in 

response, Hun Sen publicly commited to a process that allowed indigenous people to convert 

privately held land to communal land. If successful, Sai Tong would be the first community in the 
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country to take this step. I set out to conduct interviews in this village. But my attempts to conduct 

research there were thwarted by a District Police Chief and village chiefs who intimidated my 

research team and warned villagers not to talk with us (See Chapter two).  

I was finally able to talk with a group of six community activists from Sai Tong when they 

came to Banlung town to meet with a legal rights NGO. When I asked this group what they thought 

of Order 01, they noted that the land loss had intensified inequality in their commune: 

Order 01 has taken away our choice. If our field [chamkar] has a problem with the company, 
they have to measure it. If not, we lose it. So now we have to do individual land. (Tampouan 
woman, 21.11.14) 

The main thing, if we look at the results of Order 01, is that people have sold the land. And 
the company just takes land and we can’t do anything against this as individuals, we are too 
weak (Tampouan man, 21.11.14) 

People that have money grow soy or cassava on that land and they can do okay. People that 
have no money sell. (Tampouan man, 21.11.14) 

These three quotes express similar sentiments about the individuating effects of Order 01. Order 01 

took away people’s ‘choice’, as the woman describes; that is, the land reform forced people to 

conform to private land use systems as the company now (legitimately) cleared untitled land. The 

first man argues that people must now respond to encroachment as individuals, which he believes is 

an inherently weak position. The second man recognizes that this process of creating individual 

subjects accentuates inequalities within communities, as those with money grow cash crops and 

accumulate more capital, while others sell land in desperation. This man’s reflection stresses that 

indigenous communities are not uniformly affected by the imposition of private property. Just as the 

land reform deepened class and gender divides in Kampong Chhnang, social relations within 
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communities in Ratanakiri became more strained as class divides grew, undermining the social safety 

nets that communal land governance provides.  

This group of community activists spoke about how they did not want the individual titles, but 

they said that gathering individual titles in order to exchange them for communal title was more 

difficult than they had anticipated. ‘Some people have sold the titles already’, said one woman, the 

most outspoken of the group. ‘About half of the people in my village, they have sold the land to the 

company already after they got the title in Order 01’. ‘Yes’, nodded a younger man sitting next to her, 

who continued:  

We had a meeting all together, with the NGO too. We asked what people wanted, and they 
said they weren’t happy with the amount of land they got and they wanted to swap to a 
communal title. So that’s when we started this activity, to swap. But some of them have sold 
already. They’re still selling the land now. If they didn't sell, the company would put pressure 
on them to sell. (Tampouan woman, 21.11.14) 

‘The company came to me twice’, said a second woman who was sitting next to me on the floor. ‘And 

they said that if we don’t sell, they will take it anyway. They’ve already taken the other land, our 

land. And now they will take this too.’  

The meeting focused on how the community activists and NGO staff could work together to 

persuade people not to sell land until the community secured CLT. The community activists said that 

in one village, company representatives visited each household in turn, persuading people to sell their 

land. Now those people who had sold land were moving their families down to the neighboring 

village in which there was still communal forest land left. The activists showed me a map of the area 

(Figure 22). They said the map covers around 18000 hectares total land area.  
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Figure 22 Map of Sai tong and neighboring communes showing land titled to individuals during Order 01 

In the northern villages, extensive land was titled into individual plots (these are the villages I tried 

unsuccessfully to access during my survey), while in the central and southern parts of the commune, 

the majority of land claimants refused to have their land surveyed. The community activists traced 

out a line on the map to show me the movement of people who had sold land in the northern villages, 

and now wanted to access communal land in the neighboring villages in the south of the district. One 

man estimated that more than sixty people had already moved down looking for land since the land 

reform. Some of the community activists blamed these ‘migrants’ for new tensions among village 

elders over whether to allow these outsiders plots in the village communal area; ‘They want 

everything!’, said one man. ‘They already got money for their land, and now they try to get our 
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communal land that we haven’t been stupid enough to sell’. An older man next to him shook his 

head. ‘It’s not about blaming them’, he said. ‘It’s the company that tricked them, tricked all of us’.  

What didn’t seem clear to anyone was how a CLT would work if it had to be broken up into 

small areas in order to excise the land that had already been taken or sold to the company. As the 

community activists spoke despondently about the possibilities for securing CLT recognition, the 

NGO officer tried to offer hope to the group. He recalled the ways people mobilized for CLT in the 

past.  

You are brave. And you have resisted in the past. And the community head can talk with the 
company, and the NGOs and has good relationships with the village. You say that you want to 
change to CLT, you need to organize it yourselves. Call the village meeting, get people 
organized. (NGO Officer, 21.11.14) 

The same NGO officer told me afterward that he was in a difficult position, as the community 

activists implored him to help, but he couldn’t help as much as before. ‘That is one thing that's clear, 

the government doesn't want the NGOs getting involved in the land titling at all, in the Order 01. So 

it needs to come from them’, he shrugged.  

As I was leaving the meeting, one of the woman from Sai Tong came over to me and told me 

quietly that she had already sold one of the two land titles she got under Order 01. ‘I needed the 

money, you see’, she said. This woman’s quiet comment showed the immense challenge that these 

communities now face in trying to piece a communal claim together when many of the individual 

plots are already sold. As with the remaining patches of Community Forest land in Kampong 

Chhanng, it was not clear to anyone exactly how this would be achieved.  

 VI: Conclusion: ‘How are people who are dead supposed to defend their rights’? 
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This chapter shows that in both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, Order 01 fractured communal 

land claims. Some people sought to reassert their communal claims after Order 01, but these efforts 

faced problems as people had already claimed and sold land within the communal areas. 

Furthermore, even if the community activists in Sai Tong managed to gather people’s private titles to 

exchange for CLT, and even if the community network in Phnom Mie managed to prepare a new CF 

application for the remaining forest land, they faced the same problems as before: the bureaucratic 

process was overly technical and continually stalled, and no government ministries would accept 

responsibility to help people with their claims. In both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri, 

community activists spoke bitterly of the way they were continually pushed aside by the state. One 

man in Kampong Chhnang said wryly, ‘Maybe if we wait 30 or 40 years we can be successful in this 

protest… like Gandhi. We just have to wait’ (male 20s, KC, 22.5.14).  

The Community Network in Kampong Chhnang eventually submitted a new application for 

the CF with the support of Ming Tam and Green Cambodia. This application claimed around 1300ha 

of non-contiguous land left in the original CF area. But by the end of my fieldwork this claim had 

still not progressed, as Srey Sophorn complained: 

With the CF, [the forestry administration] said that we have to get the people's signatures 
again and submit another application for the CF. But we did it all before, we got all the 
documentation and submitted it all. It was a lot of work. So now we are doing it again. But we 
don’t hear anything back from them. They are just trying to waste time, to make us go back 
and forth forever with paperwork until we get tired and we stop trying. (Srey Sophorn, 
3.3.15).  

Not long before I finished fieldwork, I attended a meeting of Indigenous land rights NGOs in Phnom 

Penh. Two communities were in the process of gathering individual land titles to exchange for 
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communal titles, with NGO assistance. But as one indigenous activist exclaimed, the government was 

unclear about what they should do and continued to stall: 

We just spend time going back and forth on sending complaints to different ministries. They 
say we can get the communal title but they don’t say how, they don’t try to help. When we try 
to get the government involved, they keep sending us to different ministries. So where do we 
send our complaints? Back and forth, back and forth, no solution. With all this time wasted, 
the company meanwhile cut down our forest. The whole land sector is a black box, where 
government actors give no information. How are people who are dead supposed to defend 
their rights? (Tampouan male activist with NTFP, Phnom Penh, 18.10.14) 

What I suggest in this chapter is that this process of claims making was always vulnerable. The 

struggle for communal land rights has focused on state recognition of people’s claims. This gives 

control over the process to state actors, and grounds claims in complicated state structures, 

overlapping jurisdictions, delay, and state officials’ threats and bribery. Furthermore, even when 

these claims are granted, it is not at all certain what they mean and whether land grabbers will respect 

them or officials enforce them.  

 NGOs’ focus on formalizing claims in order to retain rural people’s access to land has come 

at the expense of broader advocacy. Discursively, NGO efforts have been so successful that when I 

attend meetings with highland NGOs, I find it hard to talk about any strategy that does not have to do 

with going through the steps to securing CLT. But this singular focus means that when the title does 

not transpire—or when the community is awarded title but people are still losing land—it is difficult 

for NGOs and the communities they work with to respond. Some communities in Ratanakiri, and 

some voices within NGOs and donor organizations, are talking about land tenure security in a much 

broader sense. But the continued focus on land title limits opportunity for broader conversations, as 

one NGO officer complained to me: 
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And now it has become all about title. In the ministry of Land now, the feeling is that if they 
have title, then they can make claims. So now if they don’t have title, they are seen not to 
have legitimate claim, they are illegal. But that is a perversion of the law, that completely 
disregards customary claims that are allowed for in the law. So the conversation has to be 
about broader rights – not just about possession of a piece of paper. (NGO Officer, foreign 
European male, 14.3.15) 

This NGO officer said he was hopeful that NGO approaches would shift. He showed me the notes 

from a recent focus group he held with six land rights NGOs. All the NGOs at the focus group had 

talked about increasing collaboration and all had recognized the need to follow the agendas of 

indigenous communities rather than dictating advocacy strategies. Some of these NGOs are already 

working on alternative forms of advocacy. In 2014, for example, several NGOs in Ratanakiri worked 

together with people from different communes to bring a case to the World Bank against Vietnamese 

company HAGL (Barron, 2014). But the political economy of development funding and state 

repression of dissident organizations limits NGO collaboration.  

 For the researcher too, this discourse is powerful. I have found myself in many conversations 

in Cambodia where I realized there were certain things I could not say. The critique can only go so 

far. I recall a German-funded workshop on land titling. A whole day of presentations, one after the 

other, and most talked about the slow progress of titling, the corruption, the continued problems in 

areas with untitled land. Then an old German man with white hair and a remarkable handlebar 

moustache stood up. I believe he was from the European commission. He said,  

In all the conversations I attend about titling, I believe we are missing the elephant in the 
room—the legal system, the bureaucratic functioning that is not working. So what if we have 
title? If the judicial system doesn’t work, then what meaning does it have? (17.1.15) 

People didn’t reply. The Cambodian speaker gave a pained look to the workshop convenor. The 

meeting went on without comment. At another meeting a month later, I got braver and asked a similar 
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question myself. I noted that given a recent memo showing that indigenous communities with 

Communal Land Title are still losing land, what other forms of advocacy might be effective. Again, 

silence. One INGO official said, ‘Well, we don’t want to talk against land title....’. We moved on with 

the meeting. But that official came to me at the end of the meeting and said ‘I understand what 

you’re saying, but many of the NGOs are heavily invested in this. Their funding, their view of the 

work they have done and can do; it is all so tied to this institution of land title.’  

 This chapter shows that both private and communal land title as tools for land rights 

advocacy in Cambodia are flawed. Advocating for state recognition of communal claims can be a 

powerful way for people to mobilize collectively, but it puts the power to define the process in the 

hands of state actors whose own interests often run counter to the demands of rural communities. 

Furthermore, land titles are legalistic instruments that define certain people as legitimate land 

claimants and others as illegitimate claimants through their practices of land use and tenure. The 

individual land title under Order 01 denied the ways that farming systems depend on the use of both 

individual and communal land, and the ways that land tenure shifts fluidly through the seasons. The 

communal land title also denies the ways that indigenous communities whose farming systems are no 

longer confined to shifting cultivation may still depend on both individual rice/crop land as well as 

communal forest areas. In essence, these titling instruments produce fixed subjects; the ‘traditional 

indigenous’ and the ‘modern farmer’, that do not encompass the ecology of people’s farming systems 

nor their diverse ways of life. This rigid production of Khmer/indigenous with private/communal 

land systems has the effect of separating these groups and individualising advocacy efforts.  

Yet, as I have shown in this chapter, the struggles that Khmer peasant farmers and indigenous 

peasant farmers face are fundamentally connected. They are different struggles, to be sure. 
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Indigenous communities’ land struggles are particularly severe as they face encroachment from ELC 

companies and Khmer lowland migrants, as well as the Cambodian state’s assimilation efforts. But 

Khmer farmers in Kampong Chhnang and Tampouan and Kreung farmers in Ratanakiri share 

common struggles to maintain their access to social reproduction as farmers whose livelihoods and 

cultural life depends on land and is tied to land. These groups share the challenges of asserting land 

claims in the context of agribusiness encroachment, state repression, uneasy partnerships with 

NGO/donor agency actors, and land titling instruments that do not reflect the dynamic ways people 

use and relate to land.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION: BEYOND STATE/SOCIETY RELATIONS 

 

 
Figure 23 The Pheapimex concession plantation area in mid-2016, after the cassava was abruptly harvested and 
the company left. (Photo: Alice Beban) 

 

I: Barren fields   

In mid 2016—one year after I completed fieldwork—the Pheapimex contractor harvested all the 

cassava and abruptly left. The landscape that was once an ocean of cassava bushes is now bare fields 

(Figure 24). When my research assistant Sokun called on Srey Sophorn to ask what was happening, 

she was still in shock: 

The cassava company just left… they took all the cassava, and now they have left the land 
bare. Now the buffalo are grazing on the land, there is no cassava at all… maybe they will 
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come back, I don’t know. But now they are gone. The laborers didn’t get paid, but the district 
and provincial officials complained and then they got the money back.  Now it is so hard… 
the trees are gone from here, and look, there are no jobs with the companies either. The 
government says that we will have jobs but then look at this, there is nothing. We are too 
scared to enter the land, though. Who knows when they will come back, and some of the 
security guards still drive around…  

These problems, they are happening everywhere… Nothing is for the people, it is for the rich 
people, the powerful, not for the normal people. When they build anything in Cambodia, we 
never know whether it will be for the poor people or the rich people, whether the well will be 
for the poor person to drink or for the rich people to take… we don’t know. But usually it is 
not for the poor people. (Srey Sophorn, interview with Sokun, 12.6.16) 

For Srey Sophorn and others in Kampong Chhnang, the leopard skin policy has not provided 

livelihood security. Living within a land concession means facing the shock of market expansion 

swallowing up forest land as well as the shock of market crises, such as the cassava price drop that 

likely caused the company to temporarily pull out in 2016. The transformation of forest—which once 

formed an integral part of people’s lives—into secured, barren fields is a stark reminder for Srey 

Sophorn that ‘nothing is for the people’. After talking with Srey Sophorn, Sokun called into Puu 

Tanak’s house in Srai Saat. Puu Tanak said angrily that the land in the cassava plantation was now 

useless. ‘I want you to write down that the government should just give it to us farmers’, he dictated 

to Sokun: 

I will farm the concession; they can lease it to us and we’ll pay more than the 5USD per 
hectare that those companies are paying. They don’t need those companies… Tell that to the 
government when you write this report! We will look after the forests and make sure the 
people here can make a living and get food. We will plant rice and other crops. But now the 
companies just ruin the soil and take all our water and trees and then leave…  And the rich 
people are the ones that benefit. (Puu Tanak, interview with Sokun, 15.6.16) 

I find Puu Tanak’s statement here remarkable; he articulates a vision of rural life that is at odds with 

the notion of the leopard skin. In his vision, small farmers lease the concession land and produce food 

and agricultural commodities that are more ecologically and socially just than the companies, and 
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they provide revenue for the state. This vision implicitly critiques the entire model of global 

agribusiness production in Cambodia—it is extractive (‘they take all our water’), depletes soil 

nutrients (‘the companies just ruin the soil’), drives deforestation (‘we [as opposed to the companies] 

will look after the forests’), runs on boom and bust cycles (‘they take the…trees and then leave’), 

intensifies inequality (‘the rich people are the ones that benefit’), and makes little to no contribution 

to formal state coffers (‘we’ll pay more…than the companies are paying’). In contrast, Puu Tanak’s 

vision of small farmer-led rural food systems rejects the leopard skin imaginary of separate parceled 

out space and imagines a holistic system that encompasses the forests, rice fields, crops and people.  

In truth, I rarely heard people articulate a vision for their communities as Puu Tanak did here. 

For most people, it was hard to imagine a future free from the multiple threats that eroded their hold 

on the land—agribusiness concessions, threatening state officials, climate change-induced floods and 

drought, coercive land brokers, loan sharks, erratic global markets, and so on. The Order 01 land 

reform presented land titles as gifts in a way that buttressed the personal power of the Prime Minister 

in the short term as it gave people some hope that he may protect their foothold in rural areas. But, in 

the long term, the land reform has intensified the erosion of rural people’s capacity for social 

reproduction by facilitating the enclosure of the commons, and deepening social inequalities. It is not 

surprising that the more common sentiment I hear in both Kampong Chhnang and Ratanakiri was a 

deep resentment toward the state: The government doesn’t see us. Hun Sen has abandoned us. 

Everything is for the rich and powerful people. The people here just want to die.  

One of my aims in this dissertation was to explicate the ways that fear and uncertainty 

underlie state authority in Cambodia. In the Cambodian uplands, the land title takes on particular 

meanings in landscapes characterized by distrust of state institutions, predatory loan sharks, and 
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powerful agribusiness concessionaires, and where uncertainty and fear are productive for state rule. 

In this context, land titles may strengthen—rather than undermine—personalized patronage relations 

with state elite, offering the possibility of solving land disputes through individual appeal to the 

Prime Minister rather than access to bureaucratic state protection. Throughout the dissertation, I have 

shown how the law in this context is used as a tool of dispossession— powerful people’s claims are 

upheld, while rural smallholders’ claims are ignored or mired in delay and obfuscation.  

But in some cases, rural people who lose land to concessionaires do win land back. And it is 

this possibility for resolution that is so important to the Prime Minister’s continued patronage. In the 

first half of this final chapter, I analyze two cases where people successfully resolved land disputes 

with concessionaires and powerful land claimants. These accounts reinforce one of my key 

arguments in the dissertation—land reform always takes on meanings in particular socio-political 

contexts. Land title is not synonymous with tenure security; in Cambodia, the degree of security 

depends on one’s relationship with the Prime Minister and broader political elite. I argue that the 

‘victories’ in the two cases I outline below were the result of the Prime Minister’s (and other elite’s) 

sporadic intervention when the ruling party’s political legitimacy was threatened. I then compare 

these cases to a land dispute that people in Srai Saat and Srey Mie found themselves embroiled in one 

year after the land reform, when a new development project threatened their land.  

II: Taking the title to Hun Sen  

During Order 01, volunteer surveyors in the Eastern province of Kratie surveyed rural people’s land 

within a South Korean ELC. Households received land survey receipts and land titling results were 

publicly displayed in May 2013. However, the Korean Embassy filed formal complaints to the 
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Ministry of Land against the land claimants, arguing that the land was lawfully ELC land and that the 

company was developing the land in accordance with their ELC contract. In response, provincial 

officials backtracked on the Order 01 surveys and stated that plans to issue titles could no longer 

proceed (Aun and Wright 2014). But land claimants resisted. The community grabbed national 

headlines when hundreds of villagers marched to Phnom Penh and staged a public protest outside the 

Prime Minister’s residence. Hun Sen first professed ignorance of the case and placed blame on 

provincial officials and ministries for ‘not listening or understanding’ (Vong and Ponniah 2014) and 

for failing to deliver petitions to his office in Phnom Penh,  

I heard that the youth have measured the land, but the titles are not approved. Is it true? Did 
anyone report to me? For these problems, did all Kratie provincial authorities die already? 
(Pheap and Hul 2014). 

Hun Sen went on to threaten the provincial governor with dismissal, warning him that ‘it’s no 

problem if you don’t work to find a solution because we don’t lack people who want to be governors’ 

(Aun and Hul 2014). After the Prime Minister’s comments, the Land Ministry resolved the case 

within two weeks by awarding land titles to 312 families for 1,562 ha of land that was excised from 

the ELC during Order 01 (Schoenberger 2015). This case was significant for several reasons; it 

reinforced Hun Sen’s power over sub-national authorities (including a powerful provincial governor); 

it showed Hun Sen standing up against a powerful donor government and large company; and Hun 

Sen’s rapid solution for the land claimants (typical of the power of his ‘unwritten rules’) reproduced 

his status as the benevolent leader.  

 In a second case during my fieldwork in Kampong Chhnang, a man named Lok Tean 

managed to win land back after provincial officials claimed his land during Order 01. Lok Tean was 

not an ordinary rural land claimant. He lived in Phnom Penh with his wife and child, ran a reasonably 
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successful shoe shop and studied law in the evenings. He had purchased roadside land from relatives 

in Tmor Muoy village in the mid-2000s, prior to the rise in land prices. When the volunteer surveyors 

came to Tmor Muoy during Order 01, Lok Tean’s relatives called him and told him to travel to the 

village to claim his land title. He did so, and when he showed the surveyors his land documents 

signed by the Srai Saat Commune Office, the surveyors measured his land and provided a land survey 

receipt. However, when Lok Tean attended the land survey display at the village temple a month 

later, his name was not on the list of land title recipients. He found another name on his land plot.  

Relatives told him ‘it was the name of a high-up official (Aekadom) in Kampong Chhnang, in the 

Department of Land’. Lok Tean’s family told him he should not make a fuss for this Aekadom was 

too powerful. But Lok Tean felt he had the political connections to take his case forward: 

I went to talk to the Department of Land in Kampong Chhnang. They ignored me. So I went 
to the Provincial Governor, because I know someone who knows him, from Phnom Penh. 
And he said he would help, but then he didn’t do anything. So I contacted an Oknha, and we 
went together back to the provincial office, and I said I know the law and I will take [the 
Aekadom] to court. And the Oknha is high up, he has the ear of Hun Sen. And then they found 
a solution for me straight after I did that. (Lok Tean, PP, 12.2.15) 

The solution was to divide the land, so that Lok Tean retained half the original land area, and the 

Aekadom and Oknha (who intervened on behalf of Lok Tean) claimed the other half of the land. This 

case is significant as it shows the relatively rare occurrence of a ‘small’ land claimant standing up to 

powerful officials. Lok Tean was held up as something of a hero in Tmor Muoy, and his uncle (who 

ran the local noodle shop) spoke about the case frequently when I dropped in for a plate of noodles. 

Lok Tean’s uncle particularly reveled in the fact that Lok Tean’s political connections went higher 

than the Aekadom’s; essentially, Lok Tean was successful because he persisted until he found a 

patron (the oknha) who had enough power for the law to mean something.   
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Similar to the case in Kratie Province, then, this case of Lok Tean illustrates how a successful 

resolution for land claimants depended on pushing through state officials’ attempts to obfuscate and 

delay proceedings. In both cases, the resolution was reached quickly after the cases became 

politically embarrassing, at a national level for Hun Sen (in the first case), or at the provincial level 

(when the powerful Oknha had the potential to take the case to Hun Sen). In the second case, the land 

claimant’s success depended on his own status and connections (khsae) to politically powerful 

individuals, while the Kratie community were able to gain a media spotlight on the case at a moment 

when Hun Sen’s legitimacy depended on Order 01 being seen as a victory of rural people over 

companies and corrupt officials. Neither solution was a result of systematic use of law or of the 

sustained intervention of NGOs/ donor agencies. In fact, rural people and NGO staff I spoke with 

were adamant that claims could languish forever as they were shuffled from one government office to 

another, and the only way to create change was to go to Hun Sen: 

The Ministry of Land won’t do anything to make big changes unless Hun Sen orders it. And 
the other problem is with the different ministries; the Ministry of Land hates MAFF, etc. So 
when you raise ELCs with the Ministry of Land, they say that is not our area, you have to go 
to MAFF. The key is getting to Hun Sen. He is the one who makes all decisions. (NGO 
advisor, 2.2.15). 

These ‘success’ cases reinforce what the NGO advisor quoted above says: Hun Sen is the ‘one who 

makes all decisions’. These cases acted to further increase dependence on Hun Sen to personally 

resolve disputes rather than to strengthen the state bureaucracy.  

These cases beg the question of what value the land title has in rural Cambodia. Is the title 

meaningless? I have endeavored to show in this dissertation that the title does have meaning for 

people in my field sites, but this is not the meaning that donor agencies or neoliberal economists 

might expect. In Kampong Chhnang, most people who received a land title during Order 01 did value 
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the title—people often kept the document locked away in a box out of the rain, and many people 

proudly showed me their land title when I asked about it. When I asked people why the land title was 

important to them, people commonly said that the land title meant ‘this is our land’. Some said ‘we 

can use it to get loans’. Some just shrugged, or asked what I thought. And the most common reason 

people articulated was that ‘the titles are important for us because Hun Sen gave them to us’ (woman 

30s, DK, 2.2.14). The land title has meaning as a gift from Hun Sen himself, and this has shaped the 

ways people understand and use the land title in the wake of the land reform.  

I realized the power of this notion of the land title as Hun Sen’s gift when my study 

communes became embroiled in a land dispute one year after the land reform. In 2014, villagers in 

Srey Mie Commune noticed a black SUV driving slowly through their villages and stopping to place 

small flags in people’s rice fields. This was the first people knew about a massive new irrigation 

scheme planned for the area, the Achang Irrigation Development Project. This development, funded 

by a Chinese concessionary loan, will construct a large irrigation canal system and overflow dam 

through two districts in Kampong Chhnang over the next five years. It will pass through both Srai 

Saat and Phnom Mie. When people realized that the project was slated to go directly through their 

rice fields, rumors started flying that people would lose their land. During interviews, people told me 

they were not consulted about the project, and they did not trust that their land title would protect 

them. One villager who previously lost land to an ELC represents common feelings people expressed 

to me:  

When I lost my land, I tried to protest a little bit, with the other villagers. But we didn't get 
anywhere. So now no one protests, we are afraid that we won't get anywhere. Now the 
irrigation channel will affect three communes but no one dares to protest about this either. At 
the moment we don’t hear anything. We are all worried. Because in the past, they came so 
fast and we couldn't do anything. Even though I have land title, I am afraid. The authorities 
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won't help us. They got land taken by the company as well. We can't do anything…we don't 
dare to protest (KC 136).  

This woman did not dare to protest the irrigation canal, even though she had a title for her land. Other 

people in Srey Mie said they hoped the land title would give them a chance to press their claims with 

state officials and company management, even if they may not win. ‘It gives us something’, said the 

head of Green Cambodia NGO. ‘So they can join together, at least they have a chance then’. The 

flipside of this potentiality of the land title was that people without land titles were in most cases too 

afraid to lodge their claim with authorities over the irrigation canal, even if they occupied land in 

accordance with the Land Law 2001 requirements. One woman from Kampong Chhnang who did not 

have a land title said: ‘We need to get land title so we can protest. Even if we can't win with the title, 

at least we can have a better right to protest. Now we are too scared’ (KC 185). Essentially, then, 

when this new threat to people’s land emerged a year after the land reform, insecurity increased 

among those who did not receive a land title during Order 01, while those who did have land titles 

were not sure whether (and how) the titles would help them resist the development project. 

The Community Network held an emergency meeting to discuss the irrigation canal in 

Kampong Chhnang town. I attended the three-day meeting, and I was struck by how quiet and fearful 

the community activists were. No one was sure how to respond; it all seemed too overwhelming. And 

it became obvious during the meeting that the divide between people who had received land titles 

during Order 01 and those who did not receive titles now manifested in tensions over who would be 

most affected by the development project and what the community’s course of action should be. 

Several community representatives from Srey Mie got into a heated discussion: 



 

285 

[first woman]: I don’t think we should protest. I don’t want to be killed or thrown in prison. 
The authorities won’t let us protest. They said we can get compensation if we just sign the 
paper, so we should do that. And then maybe we can grow rice in the dry season.  

[second woman]: But we don’t know that! We don’t know what [the irrigation canal] is for. 
It’s not for us, it’s to help the Chinese company. And they’ll make us pay for water… we 
need to protest.  

[third woman]: [nodding] Yes, and we don’t know if we will get compensation. Maybe we 
will only get a little… not enough for what the land is worth. And if we don’t have land title 
we won’t get as much compensation, that’s what I heard.  

[man]: The problem is we’re not helping each other. We have to go all together.  

[third woman]: We have to find out what is happening first. We don’t know what is 
happening. And we have to go to higher levels to protest, we have to go to Hun Sen because 
the local level doesn’t help us. 

Two problems lay at the root of this disagreement. First, no one had any idea about what the purpose 

of the development project was, nor how it would affect people’s land and livelihoods. People were 

desperate for more access to water after another season of drought had halved expected rice yields, 

and the irrigation project promised to bring water to people’s fields year round. But people were 

suspicious of the project’s intentions, as the canal ran along the edge of the cassava plantation. 

Second, no one had any idea about how the land titles might protect people’s land. One man reasoned 

that the community network should forget about trying to stop the canal project and just focus on 

getting some compensation, because ‘the most important thing is that if we have the title, they have to 

give us compensation’. But a woman sitting next to him shot back, ‘but the title doesn’t mean 

much…look, they surveyed our land but now they come and put flags on our land to dig it up. So 

what does the title mean?’  

These anxieties revealed people’s experiences of place in the leopard skin landscape. 

Although authorities assured villages that the project was completely separate from the concession 

company, people living within the concession assumed that the Chinese company running the cassava 
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plantation had ultimate control over the space and the resources (such as water) that flowed through 

it. This assumption seemed warranted; Pheapimex concession holders Lao Meng Khin and Choeung 

Sopheap are on the governing board of Sinohydro Cambodia (a Cambodian affiliate of the Beijing-

based Sinohydro Corp.), the company developing the irrigation project (Pye 2014). But this 

connection couldn’t prove whether the people or the company would benefit.  

After prolonged discussion, the group decided they needed more information before they 

protested or agreed to any compensation packages. Over the next month, community network 

members tried in vain to ask local and provincial-level authorities about the project, including 

multiple trips to the Department of Water Management, commune, district and provincial offices, and 

the Department of Rural Development. But the authorities denied any knowledge of the project. I 

spent time in all nine communes that would be affected by the canal development, and I did not meet 

one person who was entirely happy about the project. But people were deeply divided over what they 

should do. After going to village, commune, district, provincial level (and several departments in the 

province), one woman complained to me: 

We have been to the local chiefs, to the district, to the province. They don’t help us. There has 
been a reporter, and the NGOs try to help, but no one knows anything. Maybe in the end, Hun 
Sen will help us. We need to go to Hun Sen. Maybe then we can get all the land back… 
(woman, KC, 14.7.14) 

Two months after the community network meeting, this woman joined a small delegation from the 

community that decided to travel to Phnom Penh to protest outside Hun Sen’s house. All ten families 

that joined this protest had received land titles during the land reform. They set out from Kampong 

Chhnang on motorbikes, and spent three days in Phnom Penh camping outside Hun Sen’s residence. 

They waved their land titles and held up pictures of the Prime Minister and his wife. I didn’t attend 
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the protest, but I spoke with one of the protestors by phone during the protest. She is a woman in her 

40s who had helped organize the community network protests in 2004, and she told me they were fed 

up with waiting: 

Some people say we shouldn’t protest, they say we should wait for the officials to sort it out. 
But the [officials] don’t tell us anything! If we do nothing, the land will be gone. And we got 
land titles from the Prime Minister’s land reform, so we come here to say to him to protect our 
land. Maybe we can’t win, but some people win…. The group from Kratie… and the Boeung 
Kak women are helping us. (community activist, woman, 40s, 20.8.14) 

The protestors were well aware of the group from Kratie who had secured land by taking their case to 

Hun Sen. In Phnom Penh, a group of women protestors from Phnom Penh’s Boeung Kak lake 

neighborhood supported the Kampong Chhnang protesters, meeting with them to discuss their claims 

and inviting them to stay at one of the Boeung Kak leader’s homes. The Kampong Chhnang group 

protested peacefully for three days. But on the third day, police threatened to charge them with 

disturbing the peace and blocking the road if they continued the protest. The families decided to abort 

their protest and return to Kampong Chhnang. Men Somning, who took part in the protest, told me 

that he wanted to stay on in Phnom Penh, but the other protesters had to get home to look after their 

families: 

It’s hard because people can only stay a few days, they have to get back home to their 
children and work. Maybe if we stayed longer. But how long do we stay? We never saw Hun 
Sen. And the [officials] just ignore us, threaten us. They say we will all go to prison. We will 
try another way. (Men Somning, 24.8.14) 

The aborted protest revealed the difficulties people faced trying to advocate for their rights when their 

time and labor were required for social reproductive work at home, and when state officials used 

threats to intimidate them. The group was despondent when they returned to Kampong Chhnang. 

Taking their case to Hun Sen had seemed like the only option that might work. But in contrast to the 
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successful protest by the Kratie land claimants, the Kampong Chhnang protesters had failed to gain 

media attention of their case, and Phnom Penh politicians were currently focused on other concerns. 

While the protest was not successful at getting the Prime Minister’s attention, though, it may 

have influenced the attitudes of sub-national officials. Over the next few months, provincial officials 

visited the commune several times. The officials visited each affected household individually and 

encouraged people to thumb print a statement declaring their willingness to exchange their affected 

land for cash compensation. Community network organizers tried to persuade people to refrain from 

signing the statement until the community network could coordinate collective resistance to the 

project. But the authorities spread confusion about the process in an effort to break up community 

solidarity, as one community activist described:  

The authorities are going door to door; they tell people to sign the letter to sell their land. When 
they came to our village, they told us that the people from the lower areas had already agreed 
to the irrigation channel and signed the papers. But the truth was that those people were angry 
too. And when they went to the lower areas, they told people there that we had already agreed, 
that we had sold our land already. The authorities are trying to ruin the peace in our village, to 
break up the solidarity of people. This is the strategy of the people up above. They are trying to 
trick us. 
  
And some people don't think. They take the money, they sell the land and then they don't want 
to talk with others in the group because they are embarrassed about taking the little amount of 
money. But I want you to look around, and see that this is how the authorities want to break us 
up. They want us to fall apart, each taking a little money and losing the long term benefits of 
the land. It's such a small amount of money to lose our solidarity, our peace in the group.’ 
(community activist Srey A, KC, 20.11.14)  
 

As more people signed the statements, it became obvious that the project would go ahead. Discussion 

within the community network turned from protesting the canal construction to discussion over how 

to get decent compensation. All negotiations were made on an individual level, so the community 

network organizers could not gain an accurate sense of how much money people were offered in 
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order to collectively mobilize for a higher rate. According to the Srey Mie commune chief, the 

company promised a slightly higher rate of compensation for people who held land title to their land. 

However, when I interviewed people around the commune, I found that the rates varied considerably 

from household to household. In all cases, the compensation was pitiful, but many people felt it was 

better to take what they could get than to wait and lose out completely.  

A small group of people in the community network refused to sign the statement until the 

company offered a higher rate of compensation. This group waited months, enduring multiple house 

visits and compensation offers from state officials, threats and intimidation (including mysterious late 

night phone calls from people who refused to say who they were). Eventually, after several months, 

the company agreed to pay out a higher rate to this group. This higher rate covered all land including 

land with land title and land without title. The families that waited were pleased but seemed 

conflicted. After all, the compensation amounts were uneven across the community. One woman 

activist in her 20s confided to me that her ‘auntie and uncle and other relations took the 

compensation earlier, and now they are upset because they only got a little and I got more’ (woman 

community activist, KC, 19.2.15).    
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Figure 24 The Achang Irrigation Development Project in mid-2016. (Photo: Sokha Pheap) 

By mid-2016, a giant concrete channel snaked through Srai Saat and Srey Mie Communes (Figure 

25). The irrigation canal will not begin operation until 2018, so it is difficult to know what changes it 

might bring to this area in the future. For now, though, all land owners have vacated the land on 

which the project is being constructed, and they have accepted differing amounts of cash 

compensation for their land. 

This case shows the limited potential of land title when rural people face land dispossession 

from powerful companies and state actors. Having the land title did encourage people to mobilize 

collectively and to press for their rights with local officials and central government. But, as I have 

shown throughout this dissertation, the community network members did not expect the land title to 

protect their rights in a court of law. In fact, they did not even consider taking their case to court. 

Instead, when their efforts to take their case to local and provincial authorities failed, they took their 

complaint to Hun Sen himself.  
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III: Beyond State/Society Relations 

The case of the new development project in Kampong Chhnang highlights the limits of land 

advocacy that privileges state recognition of property rights. This strategy places power in the hands 

of state actors who can obfuscate, delay claims, and threaten land claimants, while NGOs and 

development agencies intent on maintaining partnerships with the state may reinforce state repression 

and limit more radical movements. In this final section, I look beyond the leopard skin imaginary and 

the promise of formalized property rights to ask what is possible once we recognize that land title 

does not in itself provide land tenure security.  

To think through alternative social relations, I take up the idea of a ‘feminist ontology of land’ 

(Chung 2017). This conception pushes against the abstraction of land as a commodity and factor of 

production, and foregrounds land as life producing—the site and source of social reproduction. A 

feminist ontology of land recognizes that the very idea of a leopard skin landscape is fundamentally 

flawed. Land is not just about production, money, and ownership papers. The assumption that a zone 

of capitalist intensification can co-exist next to zones of indigenous and peasant agriculture denies the 

ecological relations of soil and water that flows through space, the socio-political power structures 

that value agribusiness over peasant farmers, and the peasant and indigenous farming practices that 

depend on dynamic systems of common and private property. The leopard skin abstracts land from its 

social and ecological relations, and it is premised on an ontology of land that privileges capital 

relations and state control, and devalues people, nature, and reproduction (Federici 2004). As Raj 

Patel (2013:2) notes, the mainstream development agencies promote land titling as the magic bullet 

for land tenure security, in the hope that ‘the perils of land grabs will be dodged; not by the de-

commodification of land, but by the capitalization of the peasantry’. Farmers who received land title 
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were promised tenure security, wealth, loan access, jobs and gender empowerment. But this seductive 

discourse has facilitated the individuation of claims making, the erosion of capacities for social 

reproduction, and the fracturing of solidarity in rural communities. In contrast, a feminist ontology 

recognizes that neither capital nor the state is the most important actor in this relationship with land.  

I found myself moving toward this view during my fieldwork. I realized that my 

understanding of land and the importance I had attached to state recognition of land rights projected a 

liberal ontology of land and state that did not reflect people’s relations with land in my study areas. 

One way to approach alternative relations with land is to consider that land has its own life power 

that cannot be reduced to human ownership. We (humans) need the humility to recognize that we 

cannot be without the ‘other’ of nature, and in fact, that we are nature. Efforts to create alternative 

political possibilities must therefore struggle with this binary of human/nature in order to exceed the 

temporal/spatial boundedness enshrined in notions of property. With this understanding, I expand on 

Chung’s (2017) concept to suggest that a feminist ontology makes room for land relations that do not 

place humans in a position of control and that recognize land as not only life producing but life itself 

(Gibson-Graham 2006; de la Cadena 2010). This resonates with struggles around the world to re-

place agency within nature. Indigenous peoples are at the forefront of concepts such as buen vivir 

(‘good life’), a Latin American concept now incorporated into the Ecuadorian and Bolivian 

constitutions that sees well being as possible only within a community that includes living earth 

(Mercado 2015), or New Zealand Maori concepts of the Mauri (life force) of rivers and mountains 

that are now considered legal entities with rights of personhood (Calderwood 2016). In Cambodia, 

also, humans occupy an uneasy control; many people believe that land spirits that lie beyond the 
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human realm are the ultimate owners of land and water. This destabilizes the privileged position of 

the state as the supreme arbiter of land (Beban and Work 2014).  

But land’s spiritual power is not inherently alternative to state power. Prime Minister Hun Sen 

also draws from this discourse of spiritual power. Even as the Cambodian state produces legal 

subjects through the project of bestowing land rights, Hun Sen produces himself as the devaraja, the 

divine ruler who sits between spirits and people, and bestows the gift of land title (Jacobsen and 

Stuart-Fox 2013). If the true owner of the land is the spirit, and the king is the conduit/ bridge to the 

spirit world, then Hun Sen as the divine ruler has a formidable connection whose power cannot be 

represented in Western notions of property. But Hun Sen’s spiritual legitimacy is waning. As visible 

inequality increases and people’s feelings that the state has abandoned them grow stronger, Hun 

Sen’s government is forced to maintain its power through ever-greater gift giving and its attendant 

production of fear and uncertainty.   

The government’s increased repression of activists and opposition party officials in recent 

months has many people in my study areas worried about renewed violence under a government 

desperate to maintain control. But there is also hope. I remember asking Srey Sophorn one day what 

she thinks about the future. She was silent for a long time. Then she said that she has hope. People 

are standing up. Hun Sen is scared, she told me. She asked me if I was hopeful. I didn’t answer for a 

moment. There isn’t room for people who have lost hope, she said firmly. And I am hopeful about 

Cambodia’s future. Cambodia’s civil society networks are becoming more connected and the 

proliferation of smart phones allows people to connect, bypass state surveillance, and gather 

information. When Srey Sophorn met with Sokun in mid-2016, she showed him the smart phone she 

recently bought. Now she can read independent media and share Facebook messages with other 
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activists in the community network, as well as community land activists in Phnom Penh and around 

the country. The formal political sphere is also changing. In the commune elections held in June 

2017, the opposition CNRP secured almost thirty percent of the vote, and the result was accepted 

without conflict. The CNRP is running on a promise that they will move away from gift-giving 

practices that provide piece-meal funding to communes; instead, they pledge to provide half a million 

dollars a year to each of Cambodia’s 1,633 communes. Hun Sen’s party is also taking on some 

opposition and activist demands in a bid to maintain legitimacy, although CPP pledges to increase 

factory wages and fund workers’ health insurance will primarily benefit urban workers and do not 

touch the thorny issues of party-financing, judicial reform, or land grabbing.  

I am also concerned about the limits of formal politics. My analysis of the Order 01 land 

reform suggests that promises made in Cambodia’s formal political sphere may mean little when 

financial and political power continue to work though informal channels. Technology also has its 

limitations. Srey Sophorn told Sokha that she isn’t using Facebook right now. She shut her account in 

fear after state officials accused the community network of masterminding an electronic petition that 

went viral. There were rumors that officials had hacked people’s Facebook accounts and were 

arresting people for inciting unrest. Srey Sophorn seemed deflated, but she said she was not giving 

up. The main thing, she said defiantly, is that ‘the community network has to find ways to stay 

together so we can fight for our community forest land and face whatever problems come at us, even 

if the government threatens us’.  

This, it seems to me, is the crucial question for Srey Sophorn and others in the community 

network. How do they maintain the strength to continue mobilizing in the face of the state’s 

production of fear and the uncertain use of law to repress activists? I have shown how Cambodian 
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state formation enacted through land reform draws on both the legal/sovereign realm of political 

power and the biopolitical realm of governing populations to produce state subjects—some segments 

of the population are disciplined through the use of fear; others are rewarded. But governance that 

relies on fear is always unstable; it requires constant reinforcement of fear and threat, but it can never 

fully capture affects that are brought forth in encounters. Encounters produce anxiety, fear, and 

uncertainty, and they can also generate hope, and enable new articulations of power (Wilson 2016:7). 

Working in spaces of land violence such as ELCs in rural Cambodia entails the researcher’s attention 

to participating in, feeling and documenting encounters that work to subvert violent affect. This 

means being attuned to how fear and other affects manifest, and how resistance to everyday violence 

may take forms that are not immediately obvious as resistance.  

By way of conclusion, I bring together discussion of (hopeful) affect and a feminist ontology 

of land through two examples of collective action that resist state power through a determination not 

to be reduced to/produced as subjects in relation (only) to the state. The first example recalls a 

community in Ratanakiri that demonstrates alternative forms of NGO/community relations and land 

rights activism that works through and beyond state recognition for land rights. The second recalls a 

meeting of the Kampong Chhnang community network in which people drew on spiritual power and 

generated hopeful affect that challenged fear. I hesitated about including these stories of resistance. I 

fear that ending a critical account of repressive state policy with these brief vignettes (from a party, a 

festival and a dance, no less) betrays the seriousness of the subject matter, gives false hope, or 

ignores the many other forms of resistance that people are engaging in. But I do this in the spirit of 

making visible forms of resistance and ways of being (with each other and with the land) that I did 

not even see as resistance at first. It was only after I became more attuned to the ways that fear 
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pervades life in rural areas that I realized these practices of resistance are important because they 

articulate different relationships between state, society and land.  

Ratanakiri  

One question that confronted me during my fieldwork in Ratanakiri was how indigenous 

communities and land rights NGOs might move beyond advocacy focused entirely on state 

recognition while also recognizing the potential leverage that land title could provide in dealings with 

state elite, and the real dangers of speaking out against the state. On my last field trip to Ratanakiri, I 

met one organization whose approach illustrates one response to this question. This organization, a 

local NGO called FPP, works with five indigenous communities in Ratanakiri to advocate for what 

one staff member called ‘legal empowerment and social empowerment’. I spent three days staying in 

one village that the FPP Director has worked with for fifteen years. This village is isolated from main 

roads (I had to wade through a river with my research assistant to reach the village). The village’s 

isolation has made it less attractive to commercial companies than other villages closer to main roads, 

and people in this village still have access to a large amount of communal forest land, on which they 

employ a diversity of cropping strategies and livelihoods (including maintaining rotational cultivation 

alongside cashew plantations).  

When I asked people in a group interview why this village was able to hold onto their land 

when nearby villages had lost most of their land to ELCs and in-migrants, most people talked about 

the importance of the village elders [jaa tum] and traditional chief, who evidently had a lot of power 

and commanded villagers’ respect. People focused on the strong relationships between elders and 
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young people in the village; elders held regular meetings where village youth were able to speak, and 

young people also respected the elders. The traditional chief boasted to me that,  

the village chief [appointed by the government] doesn't dare to do anything against me. He 
knows that the villages support me, I have power here. If there is a question about the village, 
like about the culture, the religion, the forest trees, where the fields of the different villagers 
are, then I know all of it (R 33).  

Beyond the traditional chief and elders, people pointed to the long relationship with the FPP NGO 

that supported communal land management, land rights education and livelihoods in the village. The 

approach of the villagers and NGO in this area is noteworthy: Rather than focusing only on the 

formal aspects of applying for communal land title, the community first worked on ensuring that all 

villagers as well as neighboring villages and ELC companies knew where the borders of the 

communal land was, and they made sure borders were clearly marked. The Director of FPP said that 

they focused on what he called ‘community empowerment’ as well as ‘legal empowerment’:  

We believe that two things are most important; one is legal empowerment, and one is 
community empowerment. We need both. If we only have legal without community 
empowerment, it won't work, because even if we know our rights we can't fight for our rights. 
And if we only have community empowerment without legal empowerment it won't work, 
because when the company comes the villagers can't back up their resistance (R FPP, 
28.2.15).  

This NGO director and the traditional chief explained to me that some places with Communal Land 

Title are still losing land because they worry only about the technical rules of securing ‘legal 

empowerment’ (ie. state recognition of their land rights) without ‘community empowerment’ (i.e. the 

collective strength to resist land encroachment). In this village, the head of the NGO explained, they 

did things differently than the process mandated under CLT guidelines: 

We don't do the map [for recognition of the communal land area] first. First we meet with 
villagers. We mark out our borders and we meet with neighboring communities and get their 
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thumbprints to say they know where our land is. We still work on the CLT application, 
because without the land title, we will still face trouble when we go to court. But we can’t 
depend on it. If we have relationships with everyone, I think it is easier; that is most 
important. We have to always work on that’ (R FPP, 28.2.15).  

Then, as one woman explained to me, ‘we have a big party’. She explained that the villagers 

contacted people from neighboring communities, and also made contact with a manager from the 

rubber plantation whose son was friendly with some young people in the village. They invited 

everyone to an evening party at the village meeting hall every few months. They feasted, danced, and 

took part in collective rituals that celebrated the spiritual power of the land, such as drinking from 

communal honey wine jars. Then as one of the elders told me,  

At the party, we put up the big maps on the wall to show where our land is. We use the maps 
we produced with NTFP, and the photos of the border markers we’ve made and the spirit 
forest and the landmarks. And then we stand up and explain to them all where our land is and 
how we know it’s ours. (R 33).  

The party simultaneously strengthened the knowledge and solidarity of people within the community, 

and also created personal relationships with neighboring villages, authorities and company personnel. 

Certainly, the strategy was not without risk; it was successful precisely because it builds on many 

years of strong relationships within the community and with local-level company management and 

NGO staff. This strategy is notable because it subverts the state relation to just one among many, and 

it emerges from a recognition that land is embedded within local socio-ecological, spiritual relations.  

The community party in Ratanakiri disrupted the pervasive fear and uncertainty of everyday 

life in spaces of land violence. While the party didn’t challenge larger structures of oppression, it 

worked to transform violent affect into hope. In different ways, the community network in Kampong 

Chhnang also works to overcome fear and to maintain the strength—the ‘collective patience’ 

(Procupez, 2013)—to continue mobilizing.  
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Kampong Chhnang 

I vividly recall the emergency meeting of the community network in Kampong Chhnang after people 

first realized the massive scope of the proposed irrigation development project. Forty people gathered 

in the Green Cambodia office in Kampong Chhnang town. No one knew precisely who was involved, 

what the project was for, or what land would be taken. But tensions were high and rumors flew. The 

meeting grew increasingly quiet as one by one, people talked about their fear that they would lose 

their land. Some people cried. Others sat outside smoking, uncertain what it all meant. No one was 

sure how to respond; it all seemed too overwhelming. People started to bicker with each other. On the 

second afternoon, two prominent women in the network accused Srey Sophorn of ‘selling out’ to the 

authorities. But as Srey Sophorn angrily stood to defend herself, loud Khmer folk music suddenly 

blared out from the back of the room. Ming Tam was standing at the back with an old CD player. She 

stopped the meeting and cajoled people into dancing. Slowly, we all struggled up and joined in a 

Khmer folk dance in an unruly circle around the room and onto the courtyard outside. I felt awkward 

at first and confused (why are we dancing when there are serious issues to discuss?), but I let myself 

be dragged into the dance and my jerky hand movements slowly relaxed into the music.  

After an hour of dancing, people took turns at singing, performing improvised songs about the 

community, their love for the forest and their love for the people in the network. I was pushed up to 

the front eventually; I don’t recall exactly what I sang, something about people’s love for the land, 

sung badly to the tune of Stand By Me in halting Khmer. The words themselves were of less 

importance in that moment than the collective affect that was produced. I felt the collaborative 

performance of the dancing and singing as a conscious effort to resist fear and uncertainty. Our songs 

introduced a radically different atmosphere to the meeting that I felt as a release of tension I didn’t 
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know I had been holding. That evening, people worked in small groups to devise strategies of 

resistance to the irrigation project. The groups spread out on the floor; laughter and loud 

conversations punctuated the space. By the end of the third day, the meeting adjourned with concrete 

strategies which small groups followed up in their own communities, and the community network 

made plans for a community spirit festival that would call on the land spirits (nayk taa) to provide 

strength and support.  

The spirit festival was held a month later. I rode on a wooden cart in a convoy with around 

one hundred community network members out to a mountain about an hour away from Srai Saat 

commune. We met around two hundred other community network members from other communes at 

the mountain. The community network regularly holds protest festivals at places where powerful 

spirits reside; according to network members, these mountains were not traditionally spiritually 

potent places, but gained power during the civil conflict because they were mass graves or ‘killing 

fields’. Holding the spirit festival many hours from a main road on an isolated mountain was certainly 

not a visible protest strategy. We would not attract the attention of the state or the concession 

company. Rather, the protest acted to build solidarity among network members from different 

communes, and to harness the power of Nayk Taa land spirits for the network, as Men Somning 

explained, 

We did the festival at Phnom Pich to dedicate to the ancestors who died in Pol Pot’s time, and 
to the nayk taa. So the nayk taa would help us protect the forest. We wanted to do the festival 
there because the nayk taa are very powerful there. In Pol Pot’s time, many people died there. 
When the Chinese company tried to clear the mountain for mining, machines broke and a 
truck crashed. We’re not sure if the nayk taa can help us or not, but we have to go and ask, we 
have to see, so they will know about the problems. (Men Somning, 12.3.15) 



 

301 

The villagers who attended the spirit festival knew they didn’t control the land or the spiritual realm. 

But they saw their land use practices as something the spirits would be supportive of, and their 

struggle as something the spirits would be sympathetic to. In this way, harnessing the struggles of 

past conflict gave hope and strength to the current struggle. I recall the optimism on the bumpy cart 

ride out to the festival; the dancing and singing, and the excitement of the spirit possession ceremony. 

The festival could be seen as a way to mitigate fear—not directly confronting the authorities, but 

building up strength, collective bravery, and perhaps divine intervention. It is also an 

acknowledgement that the owners of the land are other than human, and that when land is reduced to 

a natural resource for human use, there will be consequences. 

These actions may seem trivial, but to me, the meeting, festival and community party 

demonstrate ways of resisting in the midst of fear and generating ‘collective patience’ that the 

researcher has a responsibility to recognize and take seriously (Procupez 2015). In different ways, 

these stories complicate ideas of human intentionality and move beyond the binaries of human/nature 

(with its implicit notion of land as resource for human consumption) and traditional/modern 

(encrypted with teleological notions of progress) to recognize spirituality and community as forms of 

power central to socio-political power and possibilities for resistance. Erik Davis (2015) argues that 

personal reconciliation after the Khmer Rouge occurs explicitly only through the Pchum Ben festival 

of the dead; an annual festival that welcomes back unruly ancestors and brings together families that 

may normally be separated by rural/urban divides. The ghosts of past trauma and lingering distrust 

have voice in this space; people talk openly to each other and settle past wrongs. There are other 

spaces, too, where these ghosts become visible in less explicit ways; Eve Zucker (2013) talks of the 

role of harvest festivals in re-creating forms of community solidarity. I believe that the community 
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network is another space of reconciliation—a space that re-creates and develops new traditions for 

community solidarity.  

Philip McMichael (2010) argues for the importance of studying social mobilization that seeks 

to open possibilities beyond capitalism. While the impact of localized movements on processes of 

social change may be ‘trivial’ or unknowable, they are important because they make an epistemic or 

ontological change. The spontaneous dance at the community network meeting did not in itself 

challenge broader structures of power, but it injected strength at a moment when the collective was 

flailing. The party in Ratanakiri reinforced the power of the collective and forged relations with the 

company embedded in personal social bonds and a recognition of land’s spiritual power. The spirit 

festival reaffirmed to the people present that the state were not fully in control, and that peasant land 

use systems were more amenable to spirits than the plantation’s destructive land use practices. These 

forms of political action are unlikely, in themselves, to shift the political system in Cambodia. But 

they emerge from what I argue is a different ontology of land, in fact a different politics altogether, 

that is based in a politics of community and the human relationship with living nature, in contrast to 

the social contract that privileges the relationship with the state.  
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APPENDIX 

Analysis of survey data: Likelihood of having land surveyed during Order 01  

 

Explanation of variables 

• Dependent variable: Land surveyed during reform (title, binary variable, 0=no land 
surveyed, 1=at least some land surveyed).  

• Ethnicity, ethnic (binary variable measuring ethnicity, 0=Khmer, 1=Indigenous). I 
expect Khmer people to have a higher likelihood of land survey than Indigenous, 
because the titling coverage was much lower in my sample in Ratanakiri, where many 
indigenous people did not want title or their land/community was not fully covered in 
the survey.  

• Gender (binary variable where 0=male, 1=female) I expect being a women to be 
negatively related to having one’s land surveyed, as women may have less 
connections and social power to persuade surveyors to measure their land. 

• Food security Rfscat (categorical variable measuring months food insecure, from food 
secure (0 months), mild insecurity (0-3 months), medium insecurity (3-6 months), 
high insecurity (6-9 months), to severe food insecurity 9-12 months). I expect food 
security to be positively correlated with land survey, in part because better off people 
may be more likely to have the resources to ensure their land is surveyed. 

• Cultivate rice landuse1 (binary variable, I expect those who cultivate rice to be more 
likely to have their land surveyed) 

• Land received from authorities land_authority (binary variable, I expect those who 
received land from authorities to be more likely to have land surveyed than others 
(who cleared land, bought it, received from friends or relatives) 

• Owns a bicycle trans_bike (binary variable where 0=household does not own a bike, 
1=household owns at least one bike). Bicycle ownership is a central measure of 
wealth in rural Cambodia, where households that do not own bicycles would be 
deemed most destitute. I expect owning a bicycle to be positively related with having 
land surveyed. Note that I also explored the relation between owning a motorbike, car 
or other vehicle (e.g. hand tractor) but these assets were not correlated with the 
likelihood of having land surveyed in a simple regression. 

• Education level school (continuous variable measuring years of schooling completed. 
I expect those with more schooling to be more likely to have land measured, as they 
may have greater ability to negotiate their land claims and understand state 
documents). 

• Number of people in household (housemem, continuous variable from 1-17 household 
members). I expect households with more people to be less likely to have their land 
surveyed, as more household members may indicate greater poverty (as food security 
is correlated with high numbers in the household) and perhaps less financial 
resources/political connections. Or higher household size may be positively correlated 
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with having land surveyed if people with more household labour could clear land in 
advance of the student volunteer surveyors.   

• Age (continuous variable). I expect younger people to be less likely to have their land 
surveyed as they may have less social power given strict hierarchy in Cambodia 

• When moved to land (move, five category ordinal variable, 1=before 1979; 2=1979-
1989; 3=1989 – UNTAC; 4=UNTAC – 2008; 5=2008 to now). I expect people that 
have been on the land longer to be more likely to have a land title as they may be able 
to stake a stronger claim to the land.  

• Land holding size land_ha (continuous variable measuring the size of agricultural 
land holdings. I expect land holding size to be positively related to the likelihood of 
having one’s land surveyed, as those with larger land sizes may also have more 
resources/ political connections). 

• Location, loc, (ordinal variable, 0=near big road, 1=near small road, 2=not near any 
roads). I expect those near roads to be more likely to have land surveyed, as this may 
indicate wealth, longer length of time settled in area, and easier for surveyors to 
access.  

• Networks in village, network, (categorical variable capturing any roles held in village, 
0=no roles, 1=authorities (village/commune chief/council, neighborhood chief, police, 
village security, traditional authorities), 2=membership in community network and 
NGO committees/programs). I expect those who have connections to authorities will 
be more likely to have land measured. Those who participate in village affairs may be 
more likely to have their land measured. 
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Descriptive analysis of variables used in ordinal regression analysis 
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Simple regression (of dependent variable ‘title’ regressed against independent variables) 
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